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Note on Terminology and Translation 

 

 The political geography of Austria has changed much since the sixteenth century, so I 

shall clarify some terms here. Namely, when I use the term Lower Austria, I am not referring to 

the present-day state of Lower Austria (Niederösterreich), but rather to the easternmost duchies 

of the Habsburg Hereditary Lands: Austria above the Enns, Austria below the Enns, Styria, 

Carinthia, and Carniola, which were grouped under the Lower Austrian Regiment by Emperor 

Maximilian. In this thesis, Lower Austria corresponds roughly to the present-day Republic of 

Austria without Tyrol and Vorarlberg, while Austria under the Enns corresponds roughly to the 

present-day state of Niederösterreich. In 1519, Vienna was a territorial city under the rule of the 

prince and was the headquarters of the Lower Austrian Regiment and home of the estates of 

Austria under the Enns.  

 

 English translations of German and Latin primary and secondary sources are my own. 

When directly quoting from foreign-language sources, however, I will provide an English 

translation either in [brackets] or in the footnote. German terms, such as Landtag, used in prose 

will be in italics, while I try to use their corresponding English term, ‘territorial assembly’, 

whenever possible. For personal and place names, I use the most common variation found in the 

sources when differing names are presented and I will provide common alternative spellings in 

the footnotes. 
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Abstract  

 

In 1519, after the death of Emperor Maximilian, the citizens of Vienna revolted against 

the emperor’s regency government and seized control of the city. This uprising soon expanded to 

the aristocratic estates, who joined forces with the urban rebels to challenge the authority of the 

Habsburgs. At the same time, Reformation ideas, texts, and preachers were entering the city and 

it was during these years of tumult that the nascent evangelical community in Vienna was born. 

This thesis examines events in Vienna during a six-year period from 1519 to 1524, exploring the 

ways in which three distinct lines of conflict- urban, dynastic, and religious- unraveled and 

intersected during this time of revolt and reformation. Highlighting the fluctuating nature of 

conflict and negotiation, the polycentric social organization of the city, and the formation and 

dissolution of insurgent coalitions, this thesis demonstrates how the intensification of preexisting 

conflicts during this upheaval helped shape the courses and outcomes of these conflicts. Drawing 

on a variety of archival and published sources from in and around Vienna, I argue that this six-

year period of revolt and reformation marks a distinct shift in the history of the city, witnessing a 

transformation of Vienna’s political, social, and spiritual landscapes. While the defeat of the 

Viennese revolt meant the abolition of the city’s medieval autonomy and greater monarchical 

oversight in the city, the fluid and unstable situation created by the revolt allowed for the early 

and enduring growth of an evangelical Vienna.  
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Introduction 

 

During the height of instability in the Habsburg Hereditary Lands after the death of the 

Emperor Maximilian in 1519, a group of citizens and residents of Vienna raided the Monastery 

of Klosterneuburg, just outside the city, looting the abbey’s relics and gold and silver treasures.1 

Michael von Eytzing (d. 9 August 1522) and Hans von Puccheim (d. 9 August 1522), nobles 

local to the city, led the attack, and the two reportedly carried out the silver coffin of St. Leopold, 

the patron saint of Austria, and ceremoniously gave the saint over to the people of Vienna.2 From 

the monastery church they also stole chalices, censers, and other jewels.3 Both Eytzing and 

Puccheim were prominent figures in the brewing Viennese revolt, and this event, heavy with 

symbolism, sent shockwaves across the city. Not everyone in Vienna, however, approved of the 

events at the abbey that day.  

After the attack, Dr. Martin Siebenbürger (b. 1475 – d. 11 August 1522), a member of the 

University of Vienna’s Faculty of Law and former city councilman found a note posted on his 

door that read: “You are grossly against St. Leopold; notice the eternal God is not in your 

favor.”4 As the leader of the revolt that had swept over the city, Dr. Siebenbürger was the 

 
1 Title quote from: Ferdinand I. Der Stat wienn, Ordnüng vnd Freyhaiten. Geben in der Reichsstat Augspurg, am 
zwelfften tag des Monats Martij, Fünfftzehenhundert, vnd jm Sechsundtzwaintzigisten Jaren. Sammlung von 
Handschriften und alten Drucken, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna, Austria. Sig. 55888-C.  
Franz Lodl, Geschichte des Erzbistums Wien (Vienna: Herold Verlag, 1983), 36.  
2 Albert Starzer, Geschichte der landesfürstlichen Stadt Klosterneuburg (Klosterneuburg: Stadtgemeinde 
Klosterneuburg, 1900), 125. Alternatively spelled Michael von Eitzing/Aitzing, and Johanns/Hans von 
Puchheim/Puechamb 
3 Vincenz Darnaut, Historische und Topographische Darstellung von Klosterneuburg und seiner Umgegend dießseits 
der Donau, mit besonderer Rücksicht auf Pfarren, Stifte, Klöster, milde Stiftungen und Denkmaler (Vienna: Anton 
Doll, 1824), 40.  
4 Starzer, Geschichte der landesfürstlichen Stadt Klosterneuburg, 126. Original German note read: Ir seit gröblich 
wider sand Lepold; merckt der ewig got ist euch darum nicht hold.  



                                                                                                                                                   Messinger  

 

9 

representative of all that was changing, for better or for worse, and was therefore also a target for 

criticism and public grievance. He had only just recently led a crowd of Viennese residents in 

storming the aristocratic Landtag, or territorial assembly, that had gathered in the city after the 

death of the emperor. The professor and lawyer was a controversial and eye-catching figure in 

his time, known as an intelligent yet stubborn individual and a powerful orator. He often drew 

the attention of the room he was in, whether he liked it or not, like when he accidentally 

headbutted Pope Leo X in the nose when arising from kissing his feet in Rome.5  Historians and 

other scholars have called him a radical, a revolutionary, and even a “tragedy that is not merely 

human, but historical in the broadest sense.”6 But at this immediate moment, Dr. Siebenbürger 

was a negotiator, attempting to mediate conflict in a complex and rapidly changing system of 

civic affairs, religion, and dynastic politics from the nexus of Vienna.   

In this thesis, I will examine events in Austria between 1519 and 1524, a six-year period 

that saw an urban uprising in Vienna, the revolt of the estates of Lower Austria, and the 

unraveling of the early Reformations, in order to understand the interplay between reformation 

and revolt in an urban setting and the immediate and long-term impact of these tumultuous years. 

To do this, I will follow three distinct lines of conflict- urban, dynastic, and religious- over the 

course of these events, tracing their developments, exploring their moments of intersection, and 

evaluating their impacts on Vienna, the Habsburg dynasty, and the growth of the evangelical 

reform movement in Austria. The nature and processes of these conflicts, whether political or 

religious, their medieval precedents and early modern impacts, and the role of the city of 

 
5 Siegmund von Herberstein, “Selbst-Biographie.” In Oesterreichische Geschichts-Quellen, ed. Theodor Georg von 
Karajan (Vienna: Kaiserlich-Königliche Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1855), 180.  
6 Alexander Novotny, “Ein Ringen um ständische Autonomie zur Zeit des erstarkenden Absolutismus (1519-1522): 
Bemerkungen über Bedeutung und Untergang Dr. Martin Siebenbürgers.” Mitteilungen des Instituts für 
Österreichische Geschichtsforschung 71 (1963), 360. Dr. Martin Siebenbürger was also known as Martin/Mert 
Kapp, or Copinitz, or by a latinized pen-name, Capinius.   
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Vienna’s own actors, institutions, and their social organization in shaping the course of events 

were some of the guiding themes of this research. In analyzing these conflicts, I will argue that 

the events of this period, book-ended by the death of the ‘last knight’ Emperor Maximilian and 

the death of Austria’s first evangelical martyr Caspar Tauber, marked a dramatic shift in the 

history of the city, as the dual challenges of reformation and rebellion struck at a moment of 

dynastic weakness, permanently transforming Vienna in the process. 

Returning to Vienna in 1519, the acts of Eytzing, Puccheim, and the crowd against 

Klosterneuburg were clearly religiously charged, and the theft and destruction of monastic 

treasures and relics conjures thoughts of iconoclasm. Vienna had been home to heterodox 

preaching against the monastic way of life and the veneration of relics, and by this point the 

works of Luther and other evangelical reformers had already been imported into the city and 

were even being printed within its walls. In the complex web of early sixteenth century Vienna 

and the upheavals in the wake of Maximilian’s death, however, the religious significance was 

only one of many motivations and meanings of the raid on the abbey. Within different narratives, 

these acts could represent the reinvigoration of the sacral community within Vienna by returning 

their patron saint to the people; or these acts could represent an attack against the legitimacy of 

the archduke and symbols of their prestige, since Klosterneuburg had deep, interwoven ties with 

the dynastic history of Austria and has received centuries of monarchical patronage and support. 

All of these possible religious, civic, and dynastic motivations and meanings hold weight, and 

like every other historical moment, these events were not monocausal. For Dr. Siebenbürger 

attempting to navigate this crisis, these different issues would have been apparent, but most 

immediately pressing was the recent actions and voting record of the monastery’s provost in the 

territorial assembly.  
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The Provost of Klosterneuburg happened to also serve as a member of the Lower 

Austrian Regiment, an increasingly unpopular financial and administrative governing body 

established by Maximilian I.7 In the wake of the death of the emperor, the unpopular Regiment 

was also serving as the regency authority for Lower Austria until the arrival of a new Habsburg 

prince, and thus the main target of the revolt. Provost Georg, as a member of the Regiment, was 

also one of the few delegates at the territorial assembly stormed by the revolting Viennese that 

voted against the new rebel government. For the leaders of the assault against the monastery, 

Eytzing and Puccheim, and the politically and socially connected of the city, it was likely the 

vote of Klosterneuburg’s Provost and his position within the Regiment that immediately 

motivated the attack. For those citizens and locals who participated in the mob action against the 

monastery, religious, political, civic, economic, and many other motive factors were at play. Dr. 

Siebenbürger would have been acutely aware of all these considerations. Trying to hold together 

various factions and forces within Vienna’s polycentric organization, Dr. Siebenbürger knew he 

needed to find some type of remedy for this situation to lower the intensity of the conflict. 

Fortunately, despite rumors St. Leopold’s silver coffin had been melted down, the Viennese rebel 

leader was able to oversee the return of St. Leopold’s to Klosterneuburg, “willingly or not.”8 

 The 1519 attack on Klosterneuburg poignantly captures the complexity, tumult, and clash 

of competing interests of the period, when the death of Maximilian I created a vacuum that 

intensified pre-existing conflicts between the archduke, the estates, and the Viennese. The 

political upheaval caused by the Viennese revolt in turn revealed the weaknesses of the spiritual 

establishment of the city. Due to internal divisions between Catholic authorities, political 

 
7 Wolfgang Kirchhofer, Erinnerungen eines Wiener Bürgermeisters 1519-1522, ed. Richard Perger (Munich: R. 
Oldenbourg Verlag, 1984), 61.  
8 Starzer, Geschichte der landesfürstlichen Stadt Klosterneuburg, 125. Rumor reported in: Darnaut, Historische und 
Topographische Darstellung von Klosterneuburg, 40.  
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uncertainty, and the presence of early evangelical preachers, printers, and sympathizers, the 

archduke and the church initially failed to enforce censorship measures against the new 

doctrines, creating a fluid and dynamic religious landscape that was open to interregional 

influence and allowed the rapid dissemination of Lutheran and evangelical texts and beliefs. All 

of these events in Vienna and Austria were also taking place within the larger, European-wide 

dynastic complex of the Habsburg family. Political revolt and religious reformation struck at the 

same moment of intense instability during a disputed succession, putting the dynastic strategies 

of the Habsburgs to the test as nobles, city dwellers, and churchmen challenged their legitimacy.   

 Since this thesis and its chapters are structured thematically, rather than chronologically, I 

will provide a brief historical sketch of the major events between 1519 and 1524 to familiarize 

readers with the basic timeline. In January of 1519, Emperor Maximilian passed away in Wels, 

Austria. Later that month in Vienna, where the executors of the late emperor’s will, the Lower 

Austrian Regiment, and the estates had gathered to recognize the authority of the regency 

government, a committee of Viennese citizens, referred to in the sources as a Bürgerausschuss or 

simply auschuß, formed to oppose the Regiment and demand urban reforms.9 This Citizens 

Opposition Committee, after submitting petitions in vain, then stormed the territorial assembly 

and took control, creating a new rebel Landesordnung, or governing order to run affairs in Lower 

Austria. With the support of the estates, the Citizens Opposition Committee ejected the Regiment 

and Imperial representatives from the city, and the revolt soon spread across Lower Austria. In 

March of 1519, the estates of all the duchies of Lower Austria met in Bruck an der Mur, and 

formed a wider, governing Landesordnung for the two Austrias, Styria, Carinthia, and 

 
9 Kirchhofer, Erinnerungen eines Wiener Bürgermeisters, 49.    
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Carniola.10 Throughout the rest of 1519, delegations from the revolting estates and the city of 

Vienna were meeting with Habsburg rulers in Iberia, the Low Countries, and in the Empire, 

defending their cause and trying to legitimize the reforms made under their new government.  

 As we will see, however, this insurgent coalition, despite its early successes, would fall 

apart, as the socio-economic and political divides between the Viennese and the estates of Lower 

Austria became more defined. Throughout much of 1520, the various estates capitulated to 

Habsburg authority, with the representatives from Austria under the Enns and Vienna boycotting 

the territorial assemblies.11 When representatives of the Emperor finally came to Vienna 

themselves in July of 1520 and after much negotiation, the Citizens Opposition Committee swore 

allegiance to their new Emperor and his representatives, agreed to dissolve itself, and new 

elections were called for the mayor and city council for 1521. The most confrontational and 

intense moment of the revolt had seemingly passed. Dr. Siebenbürger and the opposition was 

still very popular in the city, however, and they were swept into office when the new elections 

were held. From his new position as legitimately elected mayor, Dr. Siebenbürger continued the 

conflict through other, less violent means, pursuing litigation against the Regiment and resisting 

their commands and demands for taxes.  

 In 1522, after Ferdinand I was finally invested with the Archduchy of Austria and 

travelled to Lower Austria, he found Vienna unresponsive and resistant and the estates unwilling 

to negotiate. There were still many unresolved issues that needed attention, as well as new crises 

arising. In Vienna, on 12 January 1522, Paul Speratus delivered an (in)famous sermon to a 

packed St. Stephan’s Cathedral, which most historians often mark as the start of the Reformation 

 
10 Alphons Lhotsky, Das Zeitalter des Hauses Österreich: Der Ersten Jahre der Regierung Ferdinands I. in Österreich, 
1520-1527 (Wien: Hermann Böhlaus Nachfolger, 1971), 89. 
11 Lhotsky, Das Zeitalter des Hauses Österreich, 101. 
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in Vienna.12 Later, in April of 1522, when the Viennese and the estates of Austria below the 

Enns rejected Ferdinand’s demands for increased taxation and monarchical authority, the 

archduke ordered a trial be held to investigate the estates of Austria below the Enns and the 

Viennese government for treason. Held in Wiener Neustadt in July and August of 1522, this trial 

convicted eight ringleaders, two members of the nobility and six members of the Citizens 

Opposition Committee, and had them executed for treason in what is known as the Wiener 

Neustadt Blutgericht, or Blood Court.13 Those executed included Michael von Eytzing and Hans 

von Puccheim, the two nobles who led the raid on Klosterneuburg Monastery mentioned at the 

start, as well as Dr. Siebenbürger. In the aftermath, Ferdinand abolished the city’s institutions 

and liberties, and a few years later would issue the city’s new constitution in response to the 

revolt. 

 In the ensuing years, Ferdinand would try to assert his authority in the city and clamp 

down on the spread of the reformation in his lands, but the evangelical community would 

continue to grow. In early 1524, four men were arrested by a new inquisitorial court established 

by the archduke and the bishop, including former rebel and Citizens Opposition Committee 

member Caspar Tauber. In September of that year, under torture, he allegedly confessed to his 

errors, and then wrote and signed a refutation of his false beliefs. When brought to St. Stephan’s 

Cathedral to denounce his old errors and affirm his refutation, Tauber instead began preaching to 

the crowd and was promptly arrested. On 17 September 1524, Caspar Tauber was beheaded for 

heresy and his body burned. The deaths of Emperor Maximilian and Caspar Tauber, then, serves 

as the two chronological bookends for this thesis. The narratives of the following three chapters 

 
12 Rudolf Leeb, “Eine Stadt im Aufruhr: Wien und die frühe Reformation,” in Brennen für den Glauben: Wien nach 
Luther, eds. Rudolf Leeb, Walter Öhlinger, and Karl Vocelka (Wien: Wien Museum Verlag, 2017), 123. 
13 Gerhard Geissl, Denkmäler in Wiener Neustadt: Orte des Erinnerns (Berndorf: Kral Verlag, 2013), 88-89. 



                                                                                                                                                   Messinger  

 

15 

start in 1519 and cover events through 1524, each following their particular line of the conflict- 

urban, dynastic, and religious- over the course of those six years. The moments described in this 

historical sketch were simply the major flashpoints of those conflicts, when tensions flared and 

conflicts intersected, and the further details of these events will be discussed in their respective 

chapters.  

The foundation upon which that historical sketch and this project as a whole were built 

are the various works produced by or about four particular historical actors that participated 

directly in various ways in the events of 1519-1524. These actors are: Mayor of Vienna 

Wolfgang Kirchhofer, aristocratic leader Siegmund, Freiherr von Herberstein, the rebel and 

martyr Caspar Tauber, and the leader of the Viennese revolt, Dr. Martin Siebenbürger. These 

four actors were chosen for the comparative wealth of available archival and printed sources 

surrounding them, their active participation in the major flashpoints and intersections along the 

various lines of conflict, and the invaluable information some of their eye-witness accounts 

provide towards recreating the events in question. I recognize these foci are the creation of a 

limitation of my available sources, yet I believe they speak broadly and deeply on a variety of 

important subject matters and strike to the heart of the three lines of conflict in question. This 

foundation, of course, is expanded upon by numerous other primary and secondary sources to 

provide a wider perspective. These other sources include documents and letters associated with 

the Habsburg dynasty, particularly Archduke Ferdinand and Princess Margaret of Burgundy, the 

chronicles, diaries, or memoirs of contemporary Austrian figures less directly involved in the 

events in question, like Johannes Cuspinian and Georg Kirchmair, and a plethora of historical 

literature stretching back to the early nineteenth century such as regional histories, local surveys, 

and university dissertations.  
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 The first, and most detailed author and source is Mayor Wolfgang Kirchhofer and his 

Disastrous History concerning the Austrian Provincial Conflict after the Death of the godly 

Emperor Maximilian, a personal account of these pivotal moments in the city of Vienna.14 This 

work, which details events from the death of the emperor in 1519 to the death of the rebel 

ringleaders in 1522, provides glimpses into the life and times of the sitting mayor at the time of 

the rebellion. When read in the context of the revolt and its ensuing trial, the memoir reads much 

like a defense of his actions, and to a lesser extent the actions of the city. The document was 

likely written based on his account given on trial, and was produced in collaboration with his 

son-in-law Johann Hutstockers, a member of the University of Vienna’s Law Faculty and future 

city councilmember, and thus must be read with a particularly critical eye for the ways he crafts 

his narrative.15 Kirchhofer’s account is thorough and detailed, and provides countless insights 

into the inner workings of Vienna’s civic administration and the relationship between major 

figures, as well as providing an intimate account of many of the revolt’s most important events.  

The youngest son of a gunsmith and artillerist, Wolfgang Kirchhofer married the 

daughter of a prominent Viennese statesman Hans Hopp, a long-time city council member as 

well as Master of the Vienna Mint, which helped elevate his social position in the city.16 Before 

serving on the city council and his eventual tenure as mayor, Kirchhofer served as a bureaucrat 

in the financial office of the Lower Austrian Regiment and later as the secretary to the vice 

president of the Regiment. Coincidentally, Kirchhofer, through his wife Margret, was the 

 
14 Original Latin title: Lvgvbris Historia De Austriacorum Provincialium Dissensione Post Orbitum Divi Maximiliani I. 
Imperatororis.    
15 Thankfully, Wolfgang Kirchhofer’s memoirs have been preserved by Richard Perger, who published and provided 
commentary for the document in its original German under the title Erinnerungen eines Wiener Bürgermeisters in 
1984. Wolfgang Kirchhofer, Erinnerungen eines Wiener Bürgemeisters, ed. Richard Perger (Vienna: Verein fur 
Geschichte und Politik Wien, 1984). 
16 Richard Perger, Die Wiener Ratsburger, 1396-1525: Ein Handbuch (Wien: Franz Deuticke, 1988), 180. 
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brother-in-law of the rebel leader Dr. Martin Siebenbürger, who was married to Margret’s sister 

Helena. As mayor of Vienna, Kirchhofer was an ambiguous political character that collaborated 

with the rebels yet all the while claiming loyalty to the Habsburgs and their Regiment, before 

ultimately being classified as neither pro-Habsburg nor anti-Habsburg, but rather as a “neutral” 

political actor in the final trial of the ringleaders in Wiener Neustadt, allowing him to escape 

punishment.17 

The next author and source are Siegmund, Freiherrn von Herberstein and his Selbst-

Biographie, a work that covers an astounding sixty-seven years in the life of this Austrian noble, 

polyglot, and diplomat.18 Siegmund von Herberstein, who despite participating in the new rebel 

government and their disastrous delegation to the emperor, was an otherwise trusted and 

seasoned negotiator and ambassador on behalf of both Maximilian and Ferdinand. Knighted by 

the emperor in the Italian wars, his knowledge of Romance, Germanic, and Slavic languages 

thanks to his up upbringing in the linguistically and culturally diverse regions of Carniola and 

Istria allowed him to quickly become a useful diplomat and communicator.19 He is most 

famously known for his wide travels in Muscovy and his influential magnum opus Rerum 

Moscoviticarum Commentarii. Due to his active and thoroughly mobile life, the events of 1519-

1524 are just a small portion in his vast autobiography. This source’s value comes from its 

perspective and its eye-witness account of one of the most important flashpoints of the conflict, 

the delegation to the emperor in Barcelona. Unlike Kirchhofer and the others to be discussed, 

Herberstein was an outsider to Vienna, and his account helps recreate the views of the landed 

 
17 Richard Perger ed., Erinnerungen eines Wiener Bürgemeisters, 34.  
18 His Selbst-Biographie was published by Theodor Karajan in 1855. Siegmund von Herberstein, “Selbst-
Biographie.” In Oesterreichische Geschichts-Quellen, ed. Theodor Georg von Karajan (Vienna: Kaiserlich-Königliche 
Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1855).  
19 Luwdwig Geiger, “Herberstein, Sigmund Freiherr von,” in Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie, Band 12 (Leipzig: 
Verlag von Duncker & Humblot, 1880), 35-36. 
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aristocracy that normally dominated the estates. The nobility was a central component of the 

insurgent coalition formed in 1519, and the socio-economic and political differences between 

Herberstein and Dr. Siebenbürger are clear in this work, witnessing both the formation and 

collapse of the association of the Viennese rebels with the noble estates.  

Unlike the previous two sources, which were self-contained and purposeful narratives, 

the next two set of sources are fragmentary and diverse in genre, purpose, and even authorship. 

While no existing original writings of Caspar Tauber have been preserved, we have access to a 

plethora of sources written about the rebel and martyr, as well as glimpses of his own voice, 

words, and deeds mediated through the court records and pamphlets that circulated the early 

modern German-speaking world about him. Before he was a rebel and martyr, he was a wealthy 

and well-connected cloth merchant. After the death of the emperor, he was a member of the 

Citizens Opposition Committee that demanded government reforms and opposed the Regiment. 

During the revolt, Tauber was introduced to evangelical doctrines, purchased evangelical texts, 

and had even written one himself. After the rebellion had ended and the city returned to 

Ferdinand’s rule, Tauber was investigated for his heretical beliefs by a newly established 

inquisitorial committee. Under imprisonment and torture, he allegedly wrote and signed a 

confession in his own hand. Tauber later refuted this confession publicly and was subsequently 

beheaded and burned, with his ashes being dumped into the Danube.  

All this information comes from a handful of pamphlets and other publications that were 

produced in a flurry in the following months and years after his execution. The Catholic 

authorities under Bishop Ravellis, for example, published the official Latin accusation and 

condemnation of Tauber, with his German confession following, soon after his execution in 
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1524.20 Four different pamphlets describing Tauber’s martyrdom were published in various 

editions in Augsburg, Nuremberg, Strasbourg, Magdeburg, and Breslau in that same year rapidly 

carrying the news of his death and valorizing the cloth merchant as a true Christian and a 

martyr.21 From these disparate sources, and an understanding of the local context and Tauber’s 

embeddedness in the polycentric organizations of Vienna, we can trace Tauber’s journey through 

revolt and reformation, exploring what sources of knowledge and systems of communication he 

had access to as an early evangelical in Austria. Caspar Tauber serves as a bridge between the 

urban and religious lines of conflict, and he represents the transformations that were taking place 

both in individuals spiritually and in Vienna politically.  

 The final collection of sources concerns perhaps the most pivotal historical actor in these 

events, Dr. Martin Siebenbürger. Dr. Siebenbürger was thoroughly imbedded into the many 

social, economic, and political power bases in Vienna’s polycentric organization, serving in high 

positions at the University of Vienna, in major economic associations like the Viennese 

Merchants Society and the Vienna Mint, as well as cultural groups like the humanist literary 

society, the Sodalitas Danubiana.22 As a rebel leader and evangelical sympathizer, Dr. Martin 

Siebenbürger’s actions cut across all three lines of conflict as he took part in most of the major 

flashpoints during the years of rebellion. Both Herberstein and Kirchhofer attest to Dr. 

Siebenbürger’s bold nature, for better or for worse, and he seemed to demand attention wherever 

he went. Housed mostly in the Viennese State and City Archives and the Austrian National 

 
20 Johannes Ravellis and Caspar Tauber. Sententia lata contra Casparũ Thauber ciuem Vienneñ. olim Lutheranae 
sectae imitatorem. Widerruef etlicher verdambter yertung mit vrtayl vnd recht auffgelegt vnd erkant zů Wieñ in 
Osterreych. Wien: Johann Singriener d.Ä., 1524. Druckschriftensammlung, Wienbibliothek im Rathuas, Vienna, 
Austria. Sig. A-75671, #AC10244244.  
21 For more details, see: Dean Messinger, “Eyes on Heaven, Head on the Block: Martyrdom and Martyrologies as 
Propaganda in 16th Century Europe,” unpublished (University of Vienna, 2019).  
22 Felix Czeike, Historisches Lexikon Wien, Band 5 (Vienna: Verlag Kremayr & Scheriau, 1997), 216.  
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Library, various manuscripts of Dr. Siebenbürger’s survive, including letters, notes, descriptions 

of events, as well as documents he wrote collectively on behalf of the Citizens Opposition 

Committee. These documents help us catch glimpses into the heart of the period as he worked to 

manage a revolt, challenge the Habsburgs, and protect the nascent evangelical movement in 

Vienna. These four historical actors, Kirchhofer, Herberstein, Tauber, and Siebenbürger, and 

their related sources serve as a backbone throughout the following chapters as they negotiated 

their ways through revolt and reformation.  

A fifth, semi-anonymous and collective historical actor should also be discussed here. 

Generally referred to as the crowd, the mob, or the masses, gatherings of individuals intent on 

taking direct action were often central players in many events during the six years under review. 

Whether they were presenting a petition, forcefully entering a territorial assembly, or protesting 

against a heresy trial, the Viennese had an extensive capacity for taking collective action. In the 

sources, these groups of individuals are usually described as die murmln, die massen, die von 

Wienn, or gemaine volck. Nineteenth and twentieth century scholars have generally used the term 

Pöbel to describe these populations that took part in direct and collective action. In most cases, 

unfortunately, the lives and stories of these Viennese residents, like most of the non-elite in 

medieval and early modern Europe, “remain faceless generalizations.”23 

So, what do we know about the Viennese who participated in the events of the revolt and 

reformation as they unfolded across the city? When we do get any details on a crowd in the 

sources, a common descriptor used to describe members of the assembly is “genanndt und 

gemain”, meaning notables and common people, a reference to an elite but relatively large body 

of citizens known as the Genannte, or College of Notables, with gemain referring to the general 

 
23 Thomas Brady Jr., Communities, Politics, and Reformation in Early Modern Europe (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 37. 
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citizenry or populace. Furthermore, the crowd protesting the trial of Caspar Tauber was 

described as being comprised of “gentlemen, merchants, and other people,” while also noting the 

gathering and activities of the gemainen volck.24 When the Viennese gathered for collective 

action, it seems, they could do so across socio-economic lines when the moment demanded it. As 

to the size of these crowds, our only indication comes from the trial of the rebels in Wiener 

Neustadt in 1522, where the prosecution states a remarkable 400 people took part in the storming 

of the territorial assembly in 1519.25 With an estimated population of around 20,000-25,000 

during this period, that means approximately 2% of the entire city’s population gathered with the 

Citizens Opposition Committee. This number is partially supported by Kirchhofer’s note that he 

was surprised to see that there were “many more,” people gathered outside the Landhaus, or state 

house, that day than had gathered previously when the Committee had first presented their 

grievances.26 While these numbers can never be exact, it demonstrates the active participation of 

Vienna’s population in political action and the fact that these crowds could easily swell into the 

hundreds. In the following pages, then, when I make reference to a crowd taking collective 

action, it is probably safe to assume the assembled protestors represented a diverse cross-section 

of the Viennese people. These four historical actors, and the people of Vienna as a whole, would 

come to see the city transformed during these tumultuous six years, often being the primary 

drivers of the change themselves.  

In most histories of Austria or the Habsburgs, the events in Vienna in 1519-1524 are 

generally seen only as a small speedbump on the path towards Habsburg supremacy in Central 

 
24 Eyn warhafftig geschicht, wie Caspar Tawber, Burger zu Wienn yn Osterreich, fur eyn Ketzer, uñ zu dem todt, 
verutaylt und auß gefürt worden ist. (Breslau: Adam Dyon, 1524) Universitäts- und Landesbibliothek Sachsen-
Anhalt, Halle, Germany. Gbv:3:1-196380. B4r. Herren und klaufleüt mit sambt andern beysteende volck.  
25 Kirchhofer, Erinnerungen eines Wiener Bürgemeisters, 119.  
26 Ibid., 55. Population estimates provided by Richard Perger.  
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Europe, if mentioned at all. These events are given little consideration, since the bloody ends of 

Dr. Siebenbürger and Caspar Tauber at the hands of state authorities have overshadowed the 

conflicts and developments that led to their executions and are taken as signs of the total success 

of the archduke in suppressing his riotous subjects. While Paula Sutter Fichtner provides a more 

nuanced account of these events and recognizes their impact on Ferdinand’s growth as a prince 

in her biography, it is difficult to find more than just a passing reference to this revolt in the 

English language scholarship, among a general lack of focus on this time period in Austria.27  

These events in Vienna in part have fallen victim to periodization, as well as their 

unfortunate absorption into narratives with larger thematic and geographic scopes that obscure or 

even lose completely the causes and impacts of these conflicts. In most cases, the only way to 

access Austrian history in the English language scholarship is through the Holy Roman Empire, 

or more commonly through the expansive lens of the Habsburg monarchy, which tends to focus 

more closely on the seventeenth century onward. The foundational studies in the historiography 

that include the sixteenth century in detail, like Robert Kann’s A History of the Habsburg Empire 

or R.J.W. Evans’ The Making of the Habsburg Monarchy, often begin just after the political and 

religious transformations described in this thesis, beginning in 1526 and 1550 respectively.28 

Because of this, the rebellion and the development of an early evangelical community in Vienna 

has been largely lost amongst the sea of European and global events that the Habsburgs were 

involved in. Furthermore, early modern Austria’s reputation as a bastion of Catholicism and 

increasing Habsburg absolutism, likely driven just as much by contemporary palace ticket sales 

 
27 Paula Sutter Fichtner, Ferdinand I of Austria: The Politics of Dynasticism in the Age of the Reformation. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1982).  
28 Robert Kann, A History of the Habsburg Empire, 1526 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974).R.J.W. 
Evans, The Making of the Habsburg Monarchy, 1550-1700 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973).  
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and the appeal of Baroque churches as by recent historians, means these events, if discussed at 

all, were simply seen as proof of Habsburg absolutism and dedication to Catholicism.  

Newer, more innovative works, like those by Howard Louthan, Joseph Patrouche, Regina 

Pörtner, and Peter Thaler, have fortunately challenged narratives of absolutism during this period 

and have shown the existence of religious pluralism and coexistence in Austria and the wider 

Habsburg lands. Like the older benchmarks, however, these more recent contributions, as 

insightful and useful as they are to the field and this project, are still handicapped by 

periodization. Much of the narrative weight of Austrian and Habsburg studies in the sixteenth 

century focuses on the Counter-Reformation and the lead up to the Thirty Years War, with 

Austrian society under the later half of Ferdinand I’s reign often taken as the status quo before 

detailing the changes, upsets, and renegotiations of that status quo along the path to war and its 

aftermath. Among the recent scholarship, Karin J. MacHardy’s monograph War, Religion, and 

Court Patronage in Habsburg Austria comes the closest to covering the events of Vienna’s 

rebellion and early reformation, whose timeline starts in 1521, just soon enough to include a 

brief yet insightful discussion of the Wiener Neustadt Blood Court.29 It is a goal of this paper 

then, to draw attention back to when the Catholic Habsburg rule of Austria was not so certain 

and secure, to help lay the late medieval foundations that are often missed in studies of early 

modern Austria, and to contribute and inspire further intellectual inquiry into Viennese and 

Austrian history during this transformative period.  

While the six years in Vienna detailed in this thesis remains largely undiscussed in the 

English language historiography, there exists a rich literature and ongoing discussion about these 

events among local Austrian historians, with a particular boom in publications in the decades 

 
29 Karin J. MacHardy, War, Religion, and Court Patronage in Habsburg Austria: The Social Dimensions of Political 
Interaction, 1521-1622 (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003).  
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following the Second World War. In particular, the involvement and interaction of the various 

Lower Austrian duchies and their leading figures fascinated regional historians, while local 

Viennese scholars were captivated by the rebellion and its leader Dr. Siebenbürger, and a debate 

over the nature and motivations of the doctor and his cause once existed in the second half of the 

twentieth century. Beginning with Hans Lahoda’s 1949 doctoral dissertation at the University of 

Vienna, Der Ständekampf in den Österreichischen Erbalnden nach den Tode Maximilians I. 

which is still commonly cited today in passing reference to the events of the revolt, most scholars 

would come to see Dr. Siebenbürger as radical in comparison to his noble allies, who saw 

themselves as acting in the right as the traditional elite.30 In the years that followed, Dr. 

Siebenbürger and the Viennese cause increasingly became seen as a revolutionary movement. 

Alphons Lhotksy, for example, argued that “the pent-up resentment was discharged in a manner 

that easily deserves the name of revolution,” in his influential Das Zeitalter des Hauses 

Österreich, another commonly cited work on the topic.31 Historian of Vienna Felix Czeike too 

classified the Viennese cause as a “revolutionary movement [that] could no longer be stopped.”32 

In many perspectives, the storming of an aristocratic assembly by the masses to demand greater 

political participation and the formation of a new government is nothing if not revolutionary.  

Not every scholar, however, agreed that the goals and actions of Dr. Siebenbürger and the 

Viennese rebels were revolutionary. Writing in 1963, Alexander Novotny criticized descriptions 

of Dr. Siebenbürger and the urban movement as “radical” or “democratic”, but rather identified 

the Viennese cause as that of “bürgerlicher republicanism.”33 In Novotny’s understanding, the 

 
30 Hans Lahoda, Der Ständekampf in den Österreichischen Erblanden nach den Tode Maximilian I. bis zu seiner 
Beendigung im Blutgericht von Wiener-Neustadt (Dissertation: University of Vienna, Phd., 1949), 5.  
31 Lhotsky, Das Zeitalter des Hauses Österreich, 83.  
32 Felix Czeike, Wien und Seine Bürgermeister: Sieben Jahrhunderte Wiener Stadtgeschichte (Wien: Jugend und Volk 
Verlag, 1974), 126. 
33 Novotny, “Ein Ringen um ständische Autonomie zur Zeit des erstarkenden Absolutismus,” 365.  
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goals and ideals of Viennese urban/civic republicanism stood in direct contrast to the absolutist, 

monarchical ideology of Archduke Ferdinand, describing them as “two incompatible ideas of the 

state that were irreconcilably opposed to each other.”34 Novotny points to Ferdinand’s 

authoritarian Spanish upbringing that he “transplanted into Central Europe,” as a root cause of 

this absolutism, while arguing that neither Habsburg absolutism nor Viennese republicanism 

represented “the revolting masses,” and the “popular elements,” in society.35 While the 

seemingly more popular revolutionary status of the Viennese revolt seems to have been the more 

dominant and enduring narrative, no new interpretations have been put forward of these events 

since the initial post-war boom. Gunther Burkert’s 1987 Landesfürst und Stände, which focuses 

mostly on Styrian participation in the revolt and its impact on the duchy, was the last major work 

to deal directly with the wider events of the revolt.36 Since then, a standard, comfortable 

narrative has largely been agreed upon and repeated through various works on the history of 

Vienna and the Habsburgs, in English and German.  

It is not a goal of this thesis to rehash this debate that has largely dominated the 

discussion of the Viennese revolt. Instead, I aim to inspect the anatomy of the various conflicts, 

political, dynastic, and religious. Within which contexts did these conflicts arise? Who were the 

individuals and institutions that participated? How were these conflicts negotiated and resolved? 

In doing so, I hope to not just reveal more about the complexities and peculiarities of late 

medieval and early modern Vienna, but also about the very nature of revolts and reformations. 

This paper, as the title suggests, largely revolves around these two concepts and before diving 

into the body of the work, we should briefly explain the historiography surrounding them and my 

 
34 Ibid., 369.  
35 Ibid., 366.  
36 Gunther R. Burkert, Landesfürst und Stände: Karl V, Ferdinand I, und die österreichischen Erbländer im Ringen um 
Gesamtstaat und Landesinteressen (Graz: Historischen LAndeskommission für Steiermark, 1987).  
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application of revolt and reformation as analytical tools that help provide structure, help place 

these events in Vienna in a wider context and in dialogue with larger movements and phenomena 

across European history, and allowing us to draw more impactful conclusions. Let us first start 

with the more contested of the two concepts: reformation.  

 Without a desire to wade into the conceptual and definitional debates that could weigh 

this thesis down, I use the concept of reformation in two ways. The first, capital-R Reformation, 

or rather Reformations, I utilize as a descriptive term of categorization. Aware of its status as a 

historically constructed entity, the Reformation is a non-discrete unit of periodization meant to 

describe and capture the spirit of a sequence of events and a series of religious transformations 

across European Christianity, generally situated sometime in or around the transition from the 

late medieval to the early modern. The Reformation then is a broad, inclusive descriptor for these 

diverse events. I speak of Reformations simply to recognize the chronological, geographic, and 

cultural diversity of the events under the Reformation umbrella and the unique contexts that 

helped shaped them, such as the Hussite Reformation or the English Reformation. This view 

rests on the assertion that, as C. Scott Dixon argues, the Reformation is a “phenomenon that 

cannot be satisfactorily captured in a single narrative stream.”37 Therefore, I use the term 

Reformation perhaps unsatisfactorily to gather and analyze these various narrative streams’ 

similarities and historical peculiarities, without any claim to uniformity or systemization among 

them.  

 The other way I use the term is to describe a specific historical process that took many 

forms in many different places. In sixteenth and seventeenth century Europe, jurisdictions such 

as parishes, cities, or principalities, could experience a reformation, the material, symbolic, and 

 
37 C. Scott Dixon, Contesting the Reformation (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2012), 4.   
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social transformations often at the core of studies of the Reformation. This generally entailed, in 

the case of evangelical or Lutheran reformation, calls for greater community control or oversight 

of the clergy, the introduction of the ‘pure’ gospel in preaching and print, the abolition of certain 

religious institutions, and other sacramental and religious changes. When a community and its 

institutions experience a reformation then, we generally see a wide-scale religious transformation 

among the individuals and families of that community. This is not always certain however, and 

in many communities, the majority of the people experience the religious transformation before 

the larger community does. While many scholars like Peter Blickle have created detailed 

schemas to categorize and summarize the various processes of a reformation in a town or a rural 

community, the specific changes that actually took place were largely shaped by local spiritual 

desires, outside intellectual influences, and political or economic necessity.38 While Reformation 

is historiographic and chronological organizational tool, reformation are the actual events, 

changes, and continuities, that historians describe as being central to the Reformation.  

A reformation can therefore take many forms across time and space. Moreover, a 

jurisdiction or community, can experience the Reformation without undergoing a reformation. A 

village can experience evangelical preaching, for example, without transforming the ritual and 

sacramental traditions of the village. Vienna, of course, experienced the Reformation, as in the 

city and its residents were connected to and influenced by events across European Christianity at 

the time. As we shall see, Vienna also experienced, in part, a reformation of its own. While it did 

not experience the official religious and political transformations normally witnessed when a city 

reforms, over the course of a few decades a healthy evangelical majority would arise in the city. 

A goal of this paper is to explore how this reformation emerged and how it cooperated or 

 
38 Peter Blickle, “Social Protest and Reformation Theology,” in Religion, Politics and Social Protest: Three Studies on 
Early Modern Germany, ed. Kaspar von Greyerz (London: George, Allen & Unwin, 1984), 7-8. 
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conflicted with the Viennese revolt, both mutually shaping each other’s developments. As we 

shall see, the foundation for the future evangelical majority of Vienna and its long, unofficial 

reformation was laid during the events of 1519-1524.  

 Throughout this paper I also utilize certain terminology to describe the religious 

affiliations of historical actors which I should define here. Generally speaking, I use the term 

‘evangelical’ to refer to individuals that in the past may have been classified as Lutheran or 

Protestant. The late 1510s and early 1520s in particular were a time of flux, where religious 

identities were difficult to pin down, and the lines between an orthodox and heterodox Christian 

were blurred. I will forgo the use of the term Protestant to refer to these actors during this period, 

such as Caspar Tauber, since they lived and died before the Protestation at Speyer that gave the 

term its weight and meaning. Moreover, the later confessions of faith had not yet been written, so 

the lines that would develop between Zwingli, Luther, Calvin, and other reform groups did not 

exist. Because of this, I will use the emic term evangelical, to describe people like Tauber and 

their beliefs. As Carol Piper Heming explains, “early evangelicals frequently fell outside any 

clearly defined Lutheran or Zwinglian camp, often exhibiting an eclectic sort of piety that 

reflected [diverse] influences.”39 Evangelical, as inclusive of this ‘eclectic sort of piety’, best 

captures this early diversity among Christian reformers. 

 This stands true in the case of Caspar Tauber, and many others discussed in this paper. 

Beyond the ambiguity behind the terms, evangelical was the term used at the time by the 

individuals who held these beliefs, and thus as historians we have an obligation to understand 

that term in its own contexts. Catholic authorities used ‘Lutheran’ as a form of insult in their 

 
39  Carol Piper Heming, Protestants and the Cults of the Saints in German Speaking Europe, 1517-1531 (Kirksville: 
Truman State University Press, 2003) 53. 
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condemnation of Tauber, which describes him as an “imitator of the Lutheran sect.”40 When 

accused of owning and even writing heretical and specifically Lutheran texts, Tauber admitted to 

owning many “little books,” and even admitted to having written one, but claims they were all 

inspired by the gospels and adamantly denied owning or writing Lutheran texts.41 Throughout 

the pamphlets and court records published about Tauber, he always defended himself with 

specific references to the Gospels. Pamphlets produced about Tauber claims he died for the 

Gospels, for the Ewangelion.42 In his discussion of the early Reformation in the Low Countries, 

Alastair Duke argues that the term evangelical is particularly useful since it serves as a “broad 

umbrella beneath which many shades of dissenting opinion could shelter.”43 Evangelical is both 

thus broad enough to encompass the vagaries of the early years of the Reformation while 

remaining true to the historical sources. A final term of note is evangelical sympathizer, a 

descriptor which I use to refer to individuals whose personal beliefs cannot be attested to in the 

sources yet take actions that reveal a possible support for evangelical ideas such as resisting 

censorship by purchasing evangelical texts or encouraging others to legally or publicly oppose 

religious persecution. Since I do not have statements of faith or any other clear expression from 

these actors like is available for Tauber, I use the term evangelical sympathizer functionally to 

describe their actions and their role in the wider reformation in the city, since I do not have the 

evidence or confidence to speak to their own personal, internal beliefs.  

 
40 Johannes Ravellis and Caspar Tauber, Sententia lata contra Casparũ Thauber ciuem Vienneñ. olim Lutheranae 
sectae imitatorem. Widerruef etlicher verdambter yertung mit vrtayl vnd recht auffgelegt vnd erkant zů Wieñ in 
Osterreych. Wien: Johann Singriener d.Ä., 1524. Druckschriftensammlung, Wienbibliothek im Rathuas, Vienna, 
Austria. Sig. A-75671, #AC10244244.  
41 Eyn warhafftig Geschichte wie Caspar Tawber, Burger zu Wien ein Ketzer, vnnd zu dem todt verurteylt vnd auß 
gefürt worden ist. Augsburg: Melchior Ramminger, 1524. Druckschriftensammlung, Wienbibliothek im Rathuas, 
Vienna, Austria. Sig. A-11626, #AC09895683. B5r.  
42 Ein erbermlich Geschichte so an dem christlichen man Tauber von Wien ... Anno 1524 vmb des Ewangelion willen, 
von der geystlickeyt verdampt vnd vorurteylt. 1524. MAG, Sammlung von Handschriften und alten Drucken, 
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna, Austria. Sig. 16161-B ALT.  
43 Alastair Duke, Reformation and Revolt in the Low Countries (London: Hambledon Press, 1990), 56.  
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 The other major concept I aim to analyze here is revolt, particularly the phenomenon of 

late medieval and early modern urban revolts. Most influential to my analysis and approach 

towards revolt is the work of Patrick Latschner, who convincingly argues that “revolts were an 

intrinsic part of a political order in which conflict, in all its various guises, was not the 

subversion, but the essence, of politics.”44 Moments of revolt and violent confrontation, as the 

history of Vienna attests to, were not uncommon, and were largely based on long-simmering and 

deeply contextual lines of social, cultural, or economic conflicts that preceded an immediate 

catalyst. As Latschner describes, and as will be proven in this thesis, revolts, in the main, 

represent “the intensifications of existing processes of negotiation.”45 Latschner’s dissecting 

methodology that focuses on the context, mode, and participants of a conflict to trace its origins 

and impacts highlights the normalcy of everyday conflict and negotiation in late medieval 

cities.46 This is supported by the works of Christopher Friedrichs, who argues that urban conflict 

and negotiation existed in the tension between two poles: “the normal pattern of authoritarian 

decision-making by a small cluster of powerful men, and the ever-present undercurrent of 

potential violence and revolt.”47 As the conflict in Vienna will show, any particular line of 

conflict crisscrossed across these two poles as various actors and institutions participating in the 

conflict, as well as outside influences, steered the course of the conflict from moments of high 

and low intensity.  

 
44 Patrick Latschner, “Revolts and the Political Order of Cities in the Late Middle Ages,” Past & Present 225 (2014), 
46.  
45 Latschner, “Revolts and the Political Order of Cities,” 4.  
46 Patrick Latschner, The Logic of Political Conflict in Medieval Cities: Italy and the Southern Low Countries, 1370-
1440 (Oxfrod: 
47 Christopher Friedrichs, Urban Politics in Early Modern Europe (London: Routledge, 2000), 3.  
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 Late medieval Europe was home to countless urban revolts from the fourteenth through 

sixteenth centuries, many of which, as Samuel Cohn explains, “remain largely unknown.”48 

Often attributed to the social and economic changes after the Black Death and the conflicts 

inherent in an era of aging feudalism, urban polities largely became more autonomous in large 

swathes of Western and Central Europe, with the city-states of the Italian peninsula and the free 

imperial cities of the empire standing out as this phenomenon’s major byproduct. In analyzing 

late medieval and early modern Europe, Thomas Brady Jr schematizes these revolts into three 

phases: the communal movement, the movement of guild revolts, and the “third and final such 

upheaval,” which “comprised the urban plebian participation in the final anti-feudal outburst of 

the late fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries- the beginnings of the urban reformation.”49 The 

events in Vienna in 1519-1524, as we shall see, do not fit neatly into Brady’s systemization, but 

it nonetheless has proved useful in placing them into a larger context of revolt and reformation. 

Brady’s schema therefore will serve as a useful comparative tool to better understand the 

Viennese revolt, highlighting the tensions within the movement and its wider place in the history 

of late medieval and early modern revolt.  

 Analyzing revolt and reformation in early sixteenth century Austria, this thesis will chart 

the course of the urban, dynastic, and religious conflicts that embroiled Vienna in the early 

sixteenth century to better understand the transformation of the city’s political and religious 

landscape. Chapter 1 focuses on the legal, economic, and political conflicts within Vienna that 

became radically amplified by the death of the emperor as the Citizens Opposition Committee 

helped form a powerful yet vulnerable coalition to oppose the Regiment. This chapter follows 

 
48 Samuel K. Cohn, Jr., Lust for Liberty: The Politics of Social Revolt in Medieval Europe, 1200-1425 Italy, France, and 
Flanders (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006), 1.  
49 Brady, Communities, Politics, and Reformation in Early Modern Europe, 15.  
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the line of the urban conflict, exploring the makeup of the insurgent coalition and the polycentric 

organization of the city of Vienna, before examining its impact and legacy for the city. Chapter 1 

argues that despite the novel coalition formed by the rebels that cut across socio-economic lines 

to unite nobles, merchants, and craftsmen, Archduke Ferdinand’s eventual triumph and the 

introduction of a new constitution stripped the city of its medieval autonomy and set it down the 

path of becoming an imperial capital.  

Chapter 2 explores the expansion of this conflict into a wider crisis for the Habsburgs, 

testing their dynastic strategies and the strengths of their familial bonds as the insurgent coalition 

of Austrian rebels attempted to intervene into the internal affairs of the family. This chapter 

follows the line of the dynastic conflict, exploring its origins in the weighty and disorganized 

inheritance of Charles and Ferdinand and examining the ways in which these chaotic years 

revealed the strengths and weaknesses of the Habsburg dynasty. Chapter 2 argues that the 

rebellion in Vienna put the Habsburgs to the test in a moment of great crisis, and that the 

attempts of the rebels to interfere in the internal matters of succession and marriage was perhaps 

their greatest crime in the eyes of the emperor and his court and laid bare the social and political 

insecurities of the insurgent coalition, eventually leading to its collapse.  

Chapter 3 follows the early developments of the Reformation in Vienna, examining 

where it intersected with the course of the rebellion and how they mutually influenced each 

other’s developments. This chapter follows the line of the religious conflict, as it charts the pre-

existing spiritual conflicts in the city that were heightened by the onset of the revolt and the 

reformation as the successes of evangelical preachers and sympathizers spelled the failure of 

church and monarchical authority as the city was in the grip of political upheaval. Chapter 3 

argues that the intense response of Catholic authorities only after the resolution and suppression 
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of the urban and dynastic conflicts meant that the early successes of the evangelical cause during 

these pivotal and tumultuous years proved enduring even as the belated, yet bloody, crackdown 

failed in the face of more wide-spread opposition and an inability to harness the polycentric 

organization of the city.  

Finally, a conclusion chapter will briefly discuss the course of Vienna’s future in the 

aftermath of the revolt in the sixteenth century, a thesis topic itself, to catch a glimpse of the 

outcome of the city’s political, dynastic, and religious transformations. The conclusion will also 

serve to highlight what there is to be learned about revolt and reformation from the study of these 

events and how they connect to larger trends. Finally, I will briefly examine the future of 

Austria, Habsburg, and Reformation history and this paper’s relationship to it, before 

summarizing my argument and bringing this thesis to an end.   
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Chapter 1: The Urban Conflict 

 

On August 9, 1522, after weeks of deliberating, the court’s bailiff read out the following 

declaration: “Both you lords have forfeited, body and soul, the mercy of the Prince. And he shall 

judge you, with the miserable captives, from life to death.”50 Then, before the assembled judges, 

notables, and the Archduke Ferdinand himself, the two lords Michael von Eytzing and Hans von 

Puchheim were beheaded in the main square of Wiener Neustadt. “May God have compassion 

and mercy on your souls,” Siegmund von Herberstein writes in his memoirs after witnessing the 

events.51 Two days later, six others, including two former mayors of Vienna, were executed on 

the Archduke’s orders. After the ordeal was over, the bodies of the deceased were brought to the 

city of Vienna, where they were displayed as a warning at the old meat market near the city 

center. “The people in the city,” Herberstein recounts, “were completely hopeless and quiet, with 

great sorrow and mourning.”52 With this act, the aptly named Wiener Neustadt Blood Court and 

the revolt of the Lower Austrian estates and the city of Vienna had ended, and the reign of 

Archduke Ferdinand had begun. More importantly, the events of the preceding four years, and 

the decisions Ferdinand would make immediately following, left their indelible mark on 

Vienna’s social and political landscape, ushering in change and bringing an end to the city’s 

medieval past.  

In this chapter, I will analyze the urban conflicts in Vienna from 1519 to 1524, 

understanding its local and comparative contexts, dissecting its anatomy, and exploring the ways 

 
50 Siegmund von Herberstein, “Selbst-Biographie.” In Oesterreichische Geschichts-Quellen, ed. Theodor Georg von 
Karajan (Vienna: Kaiserlich-Königliche Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1855) 262. 
51 Herberstein, “Selbst-Biographie,” 262. 
52 Ibid., 262.  
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in which Vienna was transformed by its suppression in order to better grasp how these events 

helped shape the early modern history of the city. In order to do so, this revolt must be seen both 

as a reflection of the late medieval trend of urban guild revolts in the cities of the Italian 

peninsula and the Holy Roman Empire, while also being a uniquely ‘perfect storm’ which saw 

the clash and combination of two distinct yet enjoined modes and sites of resistance. Examining 

this revolt as an urban event marked by multiple complex motives, internal intricacies, and socio-

economic maneuvering also serves to highlight the ways in which cities and towns negotiated 

power, politics, and their relationships with their sovereigns, and the mechanisms used by urban 

communities to handle conflict both within and without of the city. In doing so, I argue that this 

revolt, while initially arising immediately from interpersonal tensions and legal and economic 

disputes between parties within the city, turned into a struggle, perhaps unintentionally, for the 

maintenance of Viennese autonomy, identity, and position within the Austrian Hereditary Lands. 

After over a century of sometimes bloody conflict between the city and the archdukes, the failure 

of the revolt finally brought Vienna firmly under the grasp of the sovereign, saw the dissolution 

of many independent city institutions, and began the process of becoming not just an archducal 

residence, but also an imperial capital.  

At the turn of the century, Vienna was a city on the precipice. The fifteenth century had 

proved to be a taxing, bloody, and tumultuous time for the city, as Vienna became swept up in 

both local and regional conflicts. Civil wars between branches of the Habsburg family placed 

political and economic stress on the city and the internecine violence between the Albertine and 

Leopoldian lines cost the lives of two previous mayors of Vienna. Mayors Konrad Vorlauf and 

Wolfgang Holzer both lost their heads when the city switched hands between branches, in 1408 
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and 1463 respectively.53 Further exacerbating the situation in the city, the Hussite Wars, and later 

the Hungarian Wars in the last two decades of the fifteenth century saw the disruption of regional 

commerce, the closing of previously secure trade-routes, and the occupation of the city by 

Hungarian forces in 1485, during which the staple rights of the city were revoked. While initially 

restored under Habsburg rule after the occupation, in 1515 Maximillian was forced by the South 

German merchant families to whom he was indebted to once again open up wholesaling and 

trading rights to foreign merchants, allowing them to bypass Viennese middlemen. 54 Much of 

Vienna’s capital and economic might was lost during these years, and this set merchants and 

craftsmen at odds with the ruling Habsburgs, something that will come to the fore during the 

revolt.  

While Vienna was struggling economically, the city had grown in political prominence 

within the larger Habsburg complex when it became home to the Lower Austrian Regiment of 

the Emperor Maximilian in 1506, an administrative, judicial, and financial body meant to extend 

Maximilian’s influence and control over his Austrian territories.55 Created as a part of 

Maximilian’s reforms and attempts at centralization, the goal of the Regiment was to help 

“restore his shattered finances,” through more efficient fiscal administration and to better 

mobilize the Hereditary Lands for Maximilian’s wars in Italy and against the Ottomans.56 To the 

Viennese and the Lower Austrian estates, however, this was seen as an unnecessary intrusion by 

the emperor into the local affairs of Austria and numerous complaints were lodged, most notably 

the 1518 Libellen presented to the emperor at a general assembly in Innsbruck. The Innsbruck 

 
53 Robert Kann, A History of the Habsburg Empire, 1526-1918 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977) 14.  
54 Richard Perger, Die Winer Ratsbürger, 1396-1525: Ein Handbuch (Vienna: Franz Deuticke, 1988), 12.  
55 Hermann Wiesflecker, Kaiser Maximilian I. Das Reich, Österreich und Europa an der Wende zur Neuzeit, Band IV 
(Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 1981), 293.  
56 Thomas Brady, Turning Swiss: Cities and Empire, 1450-1550 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 89-
90.  
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Libellen would become a political football in the ensuing years and would continue to be 

championed by the estates during the revolt after the emperor’s death. Here we see the early, 

lower intensity manifestations of the conflict between the noble estates, the Habsburgs, and their 

new Regiment. As friction between the Regiment and nobility continued to grow, the conflict 

would increase in intensity, and be a driving factor in the nobility’s eventual decision to 

cooperate with the Viennese rebels and their attempts to intervene in the dynastic politics of the 

Habsburgs, which will be discussed in Chapter 2.  

For the Viennese, the Regiment posed an immediate challenge, as direct representatives 

of the emperor with rather extensive powers now resided within their city. Late medieval Vienna 

was home to a diverse constellation of political, economic, and religious organizations that 

managed the negotiation of conflict and kept power distributed within the city, such as the city 

council, the university, and the guilds, and the Regiment upset certain legal balances and social 

norms in Vienna. Because of this legal and jurisdictional upset, tensions flared between the 

Regiment and the city’s citizens and its larger institutions. The most important of these conflicts 

is known as the Lauffner Affair of 1512, an event that materialized the distrust between the city 

and the Regiment and drew attention to the ways in which the Regiment was unjustly interfering 

in the affairs of the city.57 This crisis would have a lasting impact and serve as the motive factor 

in the formation of urban resistance against the Regiment. Importantly, for Dr. Martin 

Siebenbürger, future mayor and leader of the revolt, the Lauffner Affair was a personal slight 

against him, something he would carry with him in all future interactions with the Regiment and 

the archduke. To the end, even when the rebels were called to stand trial in Wiener Neustadt in 

1522, they still believed that the injustices of the Lauffner Affair would be remedied.   

 
57 Richard Perger and Walter Hetzer, Wiener Bürgermeister der frühen Neuzeit (Vienna: Verein für Geschichte der 
Stadt Wien, 1981), 31-39. 
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So what exactly happened in 1512 that inspired such outrage among the citizens of 

Vienna? At its core, the Lauffner Affair was a public corruption scandal at the highest levels, to 

which I shall provide a brief summary here. Lienhart Lauffner, a toll collector and customs 

official working for the city, was at the center of the scandal, wherein he was allegedly managing 

an extortion and bribery scheme against skippers navigating the Danube. Involving the highest 

echelons of power in both the city and the Regiment, Lauffner extorted 420 florins from one boat 

operator named Staudinger, which was then divided up and distributed to the current Mayor of 

Vienna Hans Süß, future mayor and current city notary Wolfgang Kirchhofer, and the city judge 

Hans Pelchinger. More importantly, Lauffner had also distributed these illegal funds to the 

president of the Regiment, Laurenz Saurer, the Regiment chancellor Dr. Schneidpöck, and 

Regiment councilor Georg von Rottal. When this scandal came to light, the Regiment took swift 

action to defend themselves, forcefully removing Mayor Süß and judge Pelchinger from office 

without trial while covering up their own involvement in the scandal. Dr. Siebenbürger, as a 

well-known member of the law faculty at the University of Vienna, was called in to serve as the 

new city judge and tasked with overseeing the trial against Lauffner and Laudinger.58  

Dr. Siebenbürger, of course, soon discovered the involvement of the Regiment and the 

highest-ranking archducal officials in Austria, and likewise filed criminal charges against the 

Regiment leaders for their role in the bribery scandal. Leveraging their connections with the 

Emperor and their political power as leaders of the Regiment, President Saurer, Chancellor 

Schneidpöck, and councilor Rottal then threatened Dr. Siebenbürger to drop the charges and 

convinced the Emperor to intervene in the case. Instead of facing justice for their involvement in 

the scandal, the Regiment had Dr. Siebenbürger removed from his office as judge, and even had 

 
58 Richard Perger and Walter Hetzer, Wiener Bürgermeister der frühen Neuzeit (Vienna: Verein für Geschichte der 
Stadt Wien, 1981), 31-39. 
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him criminally charged with slander and making false accusations against the Emperor’s 

councilors. Without public charge and with a damaged reputation, Dr. Siebenbürger was at a 

loss, and unable to prosecute the Regiment for their crimes. In the end, it was only local city 

officials who faced disciplinary action for their involvement, and not a single regimental official 

was prosecuted. Saurer, Dr. Schneidpöck, and Rottal remained in their positions of authority up 

through the rebellion of 1519-1522.59  

Rightfully, the Regiment then earned the ire of the citizenry of Vienna, who viewed them 

as corrupt bureaucrats rather than as trustworthy representatives of the sovereign. In their view, 

the Regiment was covering up their own misdeeds and used the mayor and other city officials as 

their scapegoat, removing them from their elected office while retaining their own positions of 

privilege. With this scandal, a permanent rift had been torn between the city and the Regiment, 

and the struggle against the Regiment now had a major personal dimension for the future rebel 

leader Dr. Siebenbürger. In Dr. Siebenbürger’s personal documents relating to the Lauffner 

Affair, we can see written in big, bold letters “Lauffner the Scoundrel,” and “Lauffner the 

Villain.”60 Therefore this scandal not only drove a wedge between the Regiment and the city, but 

also deeply disturbed Dr. Siebenbürger, and inspired him to seek other means to resist the 

Regiment and to seek a redress of grievances after failing through the courts. The disputes over 

imperial intervention in city matters and the lack of accountability highlighted in the Lauffner 

Affair would drive the urban line of this conflict. Having exhausted lower intensity options in the 

negotiation of this conflict, the Viennese would eventually come to take more direct action like 

protest and petition in their attempt to seek a just resolution.  

 
59 For a more detailed account of the Lauffner Affair, see Richard Perger and Walter Hetzer, Wiener Bürgermeister 
der frühen Neuzeit (Vienna: Verein für Geschichte der Stadt Wien, 1981), 31-39. 
60 Siebenbürger, Martin. Scripta varia tam publica quam privata. Sammlung von Handschriften und alten Drucken. 
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna, Austria. Sig. Cod.8134., 51r, 51v 
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In their grievances against the Regiment, housed in the Manuscript Collection of the 

Austrian National Library, the Viennese rebels explain how the Regiment had long “fooled about 

with our liberties and the common good,” and accuses them of depriving citizens of their 

liberties without having been convicted of a crime, perhaps a reference to Mayor Süß’, 

Pelchinger’s, and Siebenbürger’s removal from office without following proper protocols.61 

Moreover, they decry the intervention of the Regiment into the “old practices and traditions,” of 

the city council, which had governed Vienna “from time immemorial and by the grace of God.” 

This was likely a reference to the unilateral decision of the Regiment declaring that mayors 

cannot serve consecutive terms in 1517, challenging the rights of the council to freely elect their 

own leader.62 These were just some of the pre-existing conflicts that were intensified during the 

years of revolt and reformation after the emperor’s death in 1519.  

In these Viennese grievances, we witness not only the complaints upon which the rebels’ 

case was built against the Regiment, but also how they constructed their own identity as a city. 

Throughout the document, the rebels contrast the inherent goodness of the “free and communal 

city” of Vienna, with its associated liberties and rights, with the “great rubbish” of the 

Regiment.63 Compared to the “great and high” traditions of Vienna, the Regiment was a novelty, 

without basis in history or law. Like many other late medieval cities, we see a civic identity 

based firmly on historical traditions of rights and liberties enjoyed by citizens, such as the 

election of a council by the citizenry and government accountability two rights particularly 

highlighted in the grievances.64 As this illustrates, the crimes of the Regiment not only disrupted 

 
61 Martin Siebenbürger, 200r, 209r. Original: “mit unsern freiheiten und gemeinen nutz gespielt worden.”  
62 Perger, Die Winer Ratsbürger, 21.  
63 Martin Siebenbürger, Querala germanica contra Regimen Austriae inferioris. Sammlung von Handschriften und 
alten Drucken. Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna, Austria. Sig. Cod.8549., 206r 
64 Christopher Friedrichs, Urban Politics in Early Modern Europe (London: Routledge, 2002), 12-13, 33. 



                                                                                                                                                   Messinger  

 

41 

the proper functioning of the city through corruption and bribery, but also challenged the very 

foundations of Vienna itself as a free and communal city by acting against the historical 

traditions of the citizenry. It was thus within these contexts of economic depression and political 

instability that the Viennese rebels emerged, and the events of the preceding decades would 

come to shape the anatomy of the revolt itself after the death of the emperor.  

At its core, revolts are centered around conflict and negotiation. As Patrick Latschner 

explains, in the context of late medieval urban Europe, revolts can be seen as “intense 

manifestations of a political system which, in a variety of ways, crystallized around the 

negotiation of conflict.”65 In this understanding, revolt was not the breakdown of otherwise 

‘civil’ forms of conflict resolution, but rather the continuation of negotiation to its most 

confrontational limits. When pre-existing conflicts, then, could not be resolved through the 

foundational channels of negotiation such as personal mediation or through a court of law, open 

confrontation through revolt could serve as another form of political, social, and economic 

negotiation. As we have seen, Vienna was home to many pre-existing conflicts at the time of the 

Emperor’s death, which, like the Lauffner Affair, never came to a satisfactory resolution. For Dr. 

Siebenbürger, who had exhausted all his legal options in his challenges against the Regiment, 

direct action was quickly becoming the most viable way to see the conflict resolved.   

 The city of Vienna was not alone in their conflict with the Regiment, which proved to be 

the true catalyst for the expansion of the revolt across Lower Austria. Much like the city of 

Vienna, the Lower Austrian estates, namely the landed knights and nobility of Austria, had their 

own grievances and pre-existing conflicts with the Regiment. Since its foundation, the Regiment 

was in a constant state of negotiation with the estates, testing the limits of the Regiment’s 

 
65 Patrick Latschner, “Revolts and the Political Order of Cities in the Late Middle Ages,” Past & Present 225 (2014) 4.  
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authority and their own powers in areas of taxation and military administration. In the eyes of the 

estates, much like the citizens of Vienna, the Regiments were unjust intrusions into areas that 

had been traditionally under their auspices. Besides desiring to limit the power of the Regiment, 

the estates demanded the exclusion of non-Austrians from the Regiment, the reform of customs 

duties, and an end to the minting of debased coinage intended to more quickly pay off 

Maximilian’s debt.66 Both the estates and the citizens of Vienna then, had their own long-

standing conflicts with the Regiment that needed resolution. These conflicts, however, must not 

be conflated. The estates and the city of Vienna were still travelling down distinct and separate 

paths, with their own goals, their own motives, and their own methods, and Austria was not yet 

in revolt.  

 On 12 January 1519, Emperor Maximilian died in the city of Wels. While news of his 

death travelled fast, his final testament and final commands did not. Suddenly, for both the 

estates and the city of Vienna, there was an opening to push the envelope in their negotiations. In 

Vienna, the news of the emperor’s death caused an uproar. The new mayor of Vienna, Wolfgang 

Kirchhofer, as well as many of the city councilors, in the absence of a clear successor, swore an 

oath of loyalty to the Regiment just two days after Maximilian’s death on 14 January 1519, and 

demanded that all citizens swear the same oath. The next day, fifty-three Viennese citizens 

formed a committee led by Dr. Martin Siebenbürger, known as the Citizens Opposition 

Committee, and publicly rejected the oath. The Citizens Opposition Committee then marched to 

the Hofburg where the Regiment and city council had been meeting and demanded to be added 

in their entirety to the city council as new members and be given offices to handle the affairs of 

 
66 Alfred Kohler, “Ferdinand I and the Estates: Between Confrontation and Cooperation, 1521-1564,” in Crown, 
Church, and Estates: Central European Politics in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, eds. RJW Evans and T.V. 
Thomas (London: Macmillan, 1991), 49.  
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the city, a demand the city council and Regiment rejected.67 Over the next few days, Mayor 

Kirchhofer tried to persuade the Citizens Opposition Committee to dissolve itself, urging them to 

“live in peace,” and “be mindful of the love and the government of the emperor’s most noble 

memory.” In this “faithful admonition” which was delivered outside the Viennese City Hall, 

Mayor Kirchhofer also encourage all present to “forgive all the evil words,” that had been 

spoken, and to wait until the arrival of their new prince to seek a redress of their grievances.68 

This speech, however, was given in vain, as the Citizens Opposition Committee would only 

grow more active in the following days.  

Protest and petition were central aspects of political negotiation within cities, and while 

the Citizens Opposition Committee had increased the intensity of the conflict through social 

mobilization and direct action, they had not committed any actions considered beyond the norm 

of medieval and early modern conflict resolution. Citizen committees such as the one headed by 

Dr. Siebenbürger were some of the key players in the polycentric political organization of the 

city of Vienna and of late medieval cities more broadly and were a way for individual citizens to 

pool resources, share networks, and leverage their collective political, social, or economic 

weight. “This process was particularly common in Germany,” Cristopher Friedrichs explains, 

“where the formation of ad hoc burgher committees was a familiar part of the urban political 

repertory.”69 For the Viennese, ad hoc committees were a way to access pathways to effect 

political change outside of traditional avenues such as parish or ward councils or guilds, and thus 

could introduce new elements into conflict negotiations. The formation of a committee and the 

 
67 Wolfgang Kirchhofer, Erinnerungen eines Wiener Bürgemeisters, ed. Richard Perger (Vienna: Verein fur 
Geschichte und Politik Wien, 1984), 50.  
68 Kirchhofer, Erinnerungen eines Wiener Bürgemeisters, 52.  
69 Christopher Friedrichs, Urban Politics in Early Modern Europe (London: Routledge, 2002), 42.  
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presentation of demands to a city council or higher authority like we see here was a common 

scene across Europe during this period. Vienna was not yet in revolt.  

 The crystalizing moment of the crisis would come a few days later, on 30 January 1519. 

While the Citizens Opposition Committee had been pressuring the city council, the estates of 

Austria under the Enns had gathered in Vienna for an assembly, in which they were expected to 

swear fealty to the Regiment in the absence of a clear heir to Maximilian. As we will see, 

however, the estates were equally putting pressure on the Regiment during this assembly. When 

Mayor Kirchhofer arrived at the state house where the assembly was taking place, he saw that a 

crowd had gathered outside which was larger than those who had come to the Hofburg or the city 

hall previously, something that cast the assembly proceedings under the specter of the mob.70 

Inside the state house, negotiations were underway between the Regiment and the estates, and 

things were quickly turning against the Regiment. When it was time to begin voting, 23 lords and 

60 knights stood in opposition to the Regiment, while 15 lords and 40 knights argued in favor of 

the Regiment.71 When it came time for the representatives of Vienna and the market towns of 

Lower Austria to cast their ballots, however, the mob outside the state house stormed into the 

building.  

Dr. Siebenbürger, his committee, and a “mob of rabble-rousers,” forced their way into the 

statehouse, loudly declaring themselves against the Regiment.72 In his memoirs, Mayor 

Kirchhofer records this “cruel thing,” which “so frightened the council.”73 In particular, he 

recounts a scene when a local citizen, Michel Lungl, who served as guild master of the meat-

 
70 Ibid., 53. 
71 Alphons Lhotsky, Das Zeitalter des Hauses Österreich: Der Ersten Jahre der Regierung Ferdinands I. in Österreich, 
1520-1527 (Vienna: Herman Böhluas Nachfolger, 1971), 87.  
72 Peter Csendes and Ferdinand Opll eds., Wien: Geschichte einer Stadt, Band 1: Von den Anfangen bis zur Ersten 
Wiener Türkenbelagerung 1529 (Vienna: Böhlau, 2001), 179. 
73 Kirchhofer, Erinnerungen eines Wiener Bürgemeisters, 54.  
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butcher’s guild in 1516, threatened to throw the mayor out of the window.74 Noticeably, Michel 

Lungl was not a member of the Citizens Opposition Committee, but a member of the crowd that 

they had gathered. Here we see the first instance of the use of force and direct threats of violence 

enter into the process of conflict negotiation with the Regiment, estates, and city council. 

Defenestration, the chosen method of threatening, has a long history in urban politics, and both 

the mob and those threatened would have likely understood its significance. In particular, 

defenestration was a means of dishonoring victims, intended to shame and humiliate as much as 

it was designed to wound or injure. Scholar Daniel Jütte explains how defenestration was a part 

of a ritualized culture of political violence in late medieval and early modern Central Europe 

which “drew on a wide range of theological, legal, and visual traditions.”75 The threat of 

defenestration on the part of the mob, then, was likely an imagined possible outcome, and would 

have been chosen to solicit the intended reactions from both the crowd gathered outside and the 

assembled estates inside. Many a revolt, both inside and outside of cities, began with 

defenestration and the symbolism of the action was clearly not lost on the opposition that 

stormed the territorial assembly.  

This decisive popular intervention into the estates’ assembly was a major flashpoint of 

these events and led to the overwhelming majority of the assembled estates to vote in favor of 

the opposition. “Without a doubt,” Richard Perger argues, “the Vienna Citizen’s Committee was 

the driving force behind the estate's uprising.”76 Under the shadow of the committee and their 

gathered mob, even Kaspar von Wolkersdorf, the Regiment-appointed Marshall of the Landtag 

 
74 Ibid., 55.  
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presiding, voted against the Regiment.77 So too did Mayor Kirchhofer, despite being a former 

Regiment official himself and having many allies within the princely administration. This act, it 

can be said, marks the start of the revolt in Vienna. In storming and taking control of such a 

politically significant space usually reserved for the aristocratic estates and the archduke, the 

urban opposition had transgressed a symbolic boundary, and usurped the traditional governing 

authorities of the nobility and the archduke. Furthermore, the Citizens Opposition Committee 

and the estates of Austria under the Enns were now in a state of open, declared disobedience 

against the archducal administration and regency government in Austria. These actions rapidly 

accelerated the intensity of the conflict and would spark years of insecurity and change within 

Vienna.  

The territorial assembly, initially established by the Regiment to ratify and uphold their 

authority as regents in the absence of the emperor, now became the hub of the rebellion in 

Austria under the Enns, and immediately went to work reorganizing the state apparatus. The 

Citizens Opposition Committee and the gathered nobles than created a new government, forming 

a 64-member assembly, and challenging the authority of the Regiment, established a permanent 

standing committee of 16 members to govern affairs in Austria under the Enns. 78 Dr. 

Siebenbürger, Michael von Eytzing, and Hans von Puccheim were all elected to this standing 

committee. One of the most radical and important decisions of this new government was the 

expropriation of the lands and revenues of the archducal Kammergut, or the princely domains of 

the archduke, which for the next few years would remain under the management and disposal of 

the estates.79 With a new Landesordnung established and under threat from the Citizens 
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Opposition Committee, the established powers at Vienna fled the city. Regiment Chancellor 

Schneidpöck and the rest of the princely administration moved to the ever-loyal city of Wiener 

Neustadt, a favorite town of the last two Habsburg archdukes, while Lorenz Saurer, the president 

of the Regiment, travelled to Augsburg to meet with lawyers of Charles and Ferdinand and filed 

a lawsuit against the rebels.80 Only Georg von Slatkonia, the Bishop of Vienna and member of 

the Regiment, remained in the city after the storming of the statehouse.  

What we see in this new government established between the estates of Austria under the 

Enns and the citizens of Vienna is what Patrick Latschner terms “insurgent coalitions,” the 

hallmark of late medieval urban rebellions. Revolts, Latschner argues, are defined by “the way in 

which major new coalitions intensified existing processes of negotiation by shaking up ordinary 

forms of association.”81 What made these coalitions novel and so active in moments of revolt 

was the fact they tended to be ad hoc and often “cut across ordinary socio-political divides, such 

as class.”82 In this case, the insurgent coalition formed united multiple political units within and 

without of the city of Vienna, most notably the Citizens Opposition Committee and the noble and 

knightly estates of Austria under the Enns themselves. In forming this insurgent coalition, the 

Viennese could use the estates, whose traditional rights granted them access to political decision-

making and governance, to grant legitimacy to their actions and provide local citizens a way to 

influence political action on the highest levels. As we will see, however, this coalition was 

incredibly volatile in part because of the gap in social status between its constituent parts, 

compounded by the fact that the coalition formed under the specter of violence. Yet initially, this 

coalition was strong, as the leader of the noble faction on the new executive committee, Michael 

 
80 Wiesflecker, Kaiser Maximilian I.,  442.  
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von Eytzing, swore before the citizens of Vienna that the estates would risk life and limb for the 

Viennese cause.83 

This insurgent coalition was composed of various political units within the city, which 

demonstrates both the polycentric organization of Vienna and the commonalities and 

peculiarities of this revolt in a wider European context. In late medieval and early modern cities, 

political, economic, and social power tended to be fragmented and dispersed, and therefore there 

existed various pressure groups, or political units, which Christopher Friedrichs describes as 

“clusters of citizens who bestir themselves to use their resources,” for political purposes.84 These 

clusters of citizens looking to expand their influence or enact change ranged from more 

permanent forms of organization, such as guilds or religious brotherhoods, to more flexible units 

like extended-family groups or ad hoc committees. These various political units often provided 

members with resources, social security, and most importantly access to avenues of political 

action. Latschner explains this polycentric model of urban politics as being comprised of 

multiple “mechanisms of interaction,” which stood “at the center of multiple crisscrossing lines 

of negotiation.”85 These political units, therefore, constitute the main actors in urban politics, and 

in the case of moments of revolt and reformation, served as the necessary pieces to build a 

successful insurgent coalition.  

So what political units took center stage during the events of 1519? Undeniably the most 

influential political unit involved in the revolt from within Vienna was the Wiener 

Handelsgesellschaft which sometimes referred to itself by the Latin title Societas Leonis. 

Founded in 1511, this group was an association of tradesmen and financiers that formed to 
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provide insurance and monetary investment for large-scale shipping, wholesaling, and other 

mercantile activities.86 A politically powerful merchants society, three members of the Wiener 

Handelgesellschaft would be elected mayor of Vienna within the first ten years of the 

organization’s founding, with many more serving on the city council. As the preeminent and 

most elite merchants’ society in the city, the group had access to much financial and social 

capital.  

Two founding members of the Vienna Merchant’s Society were none other than rebel 

leaders Friedrich Pieschen and Dr. Siebenbürger (who served as a silent partner), both of whom 

were executed at the Wiener Neustadt Blood Court. Furthermore, many members of this society 

were also members of the Citizens Opposition Committee, including Hans Straub, Wolf Fäci, 

and Stefan Kisling, all listed simply as kaufmann.87 What was notable about this merchant’s 

society was that it had extensive international connections, including to the Augsburg based 

Fugger family, whose local Viennese agent Jeronim Kisling, the father of committeeman Stefan 

Kisling, was also a founder of the merchants society.88 The involvement of associates of the 

Fugger family in these activities could represent the family’s wide influence across the empire, 

as well as perhaps signifying their financial interest in the city by helping steer its direction 

during this crisis. Whatever the cause of the Kisling’s family involvement in the revolt,  the 

Vienna Merchants Society itself had many grievances with the Emperor Maximilian and his 

Regiment which embodied his authority in Vienna, including Maximilian’s wars in Italy 

destabilizing their trade with Venice and his revocation of Viennese staple rights in 1515.89 Their 
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leadership of the revolt illustrates the extensive participation of the financial elite of the city, as 

well as the muscle that merchants were able to flex in the Viennese political arena.  

After the Viennese Merchant Society, the most influential political units involved in the 

revolt were the various crafts and artisanal guilds of the city. Guilds were some of the most 

robust and influential corporate organizations in European cities, often with strong communal 

identities and sometimes constitutionally mandated roles in urban governments. Late medieval 

and early modern Europe has a long history of guild revolts, particularly in the Italian peninsula, 

the Low Countries, and the free imperial cities of the Holy Roman Empire, wherein guilds often 

sought a larger role in political decision-making. The targets of guild revolts were generally the 

merchant elite of a city or the urban patriciate, which in the past had tried to exclude craft guilds 

from power. Particularly in post-Plague Europe, as Samuel Cohn explains, guilds “organized 

collectively, and with increased frequency they revolted… to gain liberty, to preserve their 

dignity, and to expand their rights and those of their communities.”90 The great guild revolts of 

the late medieval period also serve as one of the three major phases of urban revolt in Brady’s 

tripart schema and had a variety of results depending on the city, from being crushed, to the 

formation of new shared governance agreements, or even the complete exclusion of the noble 

and merchant elite from city management.91 During the events of 1519, the guilds of Vienna 

were following in the footsteps of many guilds before them both in the city and across Europe, as 

they participated in large numbers in the organization and execution of the rebellion.  

By 1519, the political power of the guilds had been greatly reduced since their peak in 

1396, when the Ratswahlprivileg, or council election privileges, was decreed by the Habsburg 
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rulers.92 Under this mandate, equal political representation was promised for citizens in the form 

of a tripart parity law, wherein a third of the city council seats were reserved for the patricians, or 

hereditary citizens, a third for the merchants, and a third for the representatives of the Viennese 

craft guilds. Throughout the fifteenth century, this parity law was slowly eroded, as the patricians 

and merchants came to outweigh the voting power and representation of the guilds, something 

Richard Perger links to the sidelining and depoliticization of the Viennese Outer Council.93 As 

the Inner Council became the sole dominant body, patrician and merchant control over the 

elections solidified, since it was the Inner Council that raised citizens to the status of Genannte, 

bestowing voting rights. The Genannte, or ‘College of Notables’, was a roughly 200-man body 

(out of approximately 2,000 adult citizen heads of household94), comprised of respected civic 

leaders, patricians, and representatives of the different communities within Vienna. This body 

served as electors within the Viennese civic administration, in charge of electing the mayor and 

the city council, and thus held considerable sway in local politics.95 With the city council and the 

college of notables opposed to greater guild participation, craftsmen and artisans could more 

easily be sidelined. Attempts to restore the political power of guilds during this period ended in 

failure. Particularly after 1463, when Frederick III became ruler of the city, the political power of 

the guilds had been permanently weakened since they had sided with his brother in the civil 

war.96 From this weakened state the guilds were eager to climb.  
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Of the 53-member Citizens Opposition Committee, about half were members of the craft 

guilds, with strong representation from the butchers, apothecaries, and textile guilds.97 In this 

way, the events of 1519 unfolded much like the guild revolts that were so common across late 

medieval Europe. This was particularly noticeable not just in the make up the council and the 

participation of the guilds, but also in the demands that the rebels made. When the Citizens 

Opposition Committee first presented their grievances to the city council and Regiment at the 

Hofburg, they demanded a massive expansion of the city council to better represent their 

interests. This included the important demand that the council be expanded to include “two or 

three representatives from every guild.”98 This was the most controversial demand of the rebels, 

with Mayor Kirchhofer quoting directly from Dr. Siebenbürger himself in recounting this 

demand made, one of the few times he makes use of direct quotations in his account, 

highlighting its importance.  

The patricians, or hereditary citizens (German Erbbürger), were a small but powerful 

class of citizens dating back to 1237 when the dukes declared that properties within the city were 

considered a part of that noble’s sovereign fief, and thus citizenship in that city was hereditary 

and tied to the ownership of that land.99 Overtime, the concept and demographics of patrician 

citizen shifted from generally lower nobility who owned property within the city to those 

landowners who made their livelihoods solely off of the income of estates and properties.100 This 

transition was caused in part by lower nobility (Ritter, Adel) moving into higher social ranks and 

thus severing their connections to the urban milieu, generally selling their land within the city 
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and rejecting their Viennese citizenship. Furthermore, the increasing connection between the 

patricians and the merchants, as goods produced on aristocratic estates, most notably wine, could 

be sold for a healthy profit within the city, drove the demographic and socio-economic shift in 

the class of hereditary citizens.101 By the early sixteenth century, the patricians were a small 

(Perger estimates less than a hundred hereditary citizens102) and diversified group, who were 

deeply intertwined with the merchant elite. The patricians could range from local knights, to 

wealthy landlords that rented apartments or storefronts to Viennese residents, to elite merchants 

who purchased hereditary properties and began living off its incomes.  

This mutual support and cooperation between the urban guilds, the merchant class, and 

the noble estates in the insurgent coalition formed in 1519 in part marks this revolt as distinct 

from others. In most urban revolts during this time period, wealthy merchant and crafts guilds 

were most often at odds with one another, as two poles on the economic spectrum of the city. 

Friedrichs explains how “tension between merchants and craftsmen was one of the most 

sustained causes of conflict in the early modern city.”103 The collaboration between merchants, 

including the wealthiest among them, and the craft guilds mark this insurgent coalition as 

particularly unique in Austrian and European history, and explains why the rebels were so easily 

able to win over the Genannte and take control of the city’s most important pieces of 

infrastructure. As we shall see, the participation of the guilds in this coalition also foreshadows 

the repressive laws Ferdinand would implement in the city after 1522 to better control the social 

and economic order of the city.  
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Beyond the Vienna Merchants Society and the various craft guilds, numerous other major 

and minor political units took part in this revolt. Importantly, the college of notables as a 

corporate body served as a political unit within the insurgent coalition in lending their legitimacy 

and support to the Citizens Opposition Committee. When new elections were called in 1521, for 

example, the notables overwhelmingly voted in favor of the rebel cause, making Dr. 

Siebenbürger mayor and electing 10 members of the Citizens Opposition Committee to the city 

council.104 Their support for the insurgent coalition would prove vital to the revolt, especially for 

Dr. Siebenbürger who they elected to the city council in 1522 after he was mayor. This support is 

important to note, as like the various craft guilds, Ferdinand would take punitive actions against 

the Genannte for their participation in the revolt.  

In the immediate aftermath of the formation of this insurgent coalition, the Citizens 

Opposition Committee and the estates moved to shore up their base and establish wider 

connections to ensure their political and economic survival. With the Regiment gone and the 

blessing of the estates, Dr. Siebenbürger and the committee went to work appointing new civil 

servants and taking control of the city’s mint.105 Another potential for violence emerged when 

the Imperial Armorer, Hans Hess, gathered his soldiers at the city armory and refused to 

recognize the new government that had wrested control away from the Regiment. Fortunately, 

this ended bloodlessly, with Hess and his soldiers being allowed to leave the city peaceably with 

the Citizens Opposition Committee gaining the keys to the artillery park, gunpowder stores, and 

armory.106 With this step, Dr. Siebenbürger squashed any possibility of resistance to the new 

government from within the city. This did not, of course, stop Mayor Kirchhofer from trying to 
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assert his authority as the elected leader of the city. Much to his dismay, however, the new 

government and the insurgent coalition had gained the support of Vienna’s College of Notables. 

Only six members of the Citizens Opposition Committee were members of the Genannte at the 

time, so winning their support was not a pre-ordained decision. When the notables sided with the 

Citizens Opposition Committee, Kirchhofer and the city council essentially lost any influence or 

power they once held. By early February then, before even the body of Maximilian had been 

interred at his final resting place in Wiener Neustadt, the uprising of the estates and the people of 

Vienna had firmly established themselves, and it would soon spread across Lower Austria to the 

other duchies and cities.  

One of the first steps the new rebel government took was to reach out to other provinces 

in the Hereditary Lands to consult with their estates and persuade them to join their cause. Their 

first letter was to the estates of Austria above the Enns, where they explained their “necessary 

and praiseworthy conduct,” against the Regiment and encouraged them to participate in their 

new, regional order.107 If an insurgent coalition between town and country, urban and noble, was 

to succeed there would have to be wider alliances made and close cooperation between cities and 

estates across Lower Austria. In the following days and weeks, events like those that occurred in 

Vienna soon happened in Linz, Graz, Klagenfurt, and Ljubljana, as the other Austrian territories 

elected their own governments and executive committees and announced their support for the 

Landesornung of Austria under the Enns.108 It was the executive committee of the new Styrian 

government, led by Siegmund von Herberstein, that then called for a General Assembly of all the 

Lower Austrian estates to coordinate their policies and governments and to clarify the goals of 
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their uprising against the Regiment.109 The insurgent coalition had expanded to become a 

regional power, tenuously uniting representatives from the towns and estates of Lower Austria.  

The insurgent coalition formed in 1519, however, would not last long. Particularly the 

alliance between the regional estates of Lower Austria and the Citizens Opposition Committee 

would create some sharp tensions. As we will see in the following chapter, which focuses more 

on the estates’ involvement in this conflict, differences of opinion, rhetoric, and of social class 

drove a wedge between the Viennese and the estates during their delegation to the Emperor 

Charles in Spain. Throughout 1520, the estates of the various Lower Austrian duchies would 

make peace with their new sovereign and accept a new Supreme Regiment that Charles had 

appointed to manage Lower Austrian affairs. The Viennese, however, would hold out longer than 

any other estate. An assembly was scheduled for 20 January 1520 for the Viennese and the 

estates of Austria under the Enns to swear fealty to this new Regiment and their new Emperor 

Charles, but the members of the Citizens Opposition Committee boycotted the event, declaring 

they would not swear any oath outside the walls of Vienna and only personally to the sovereign 

himself after a confirmation of their privileges.110 Here again we see the civic pride of the rebels, 

using the historic traditions of the city to justify their continued state of resistance. If Charles, 

Ferdinand, or the new Regiment wanted the loyalty and obedience of Vienna, they would have to 

come to the city themselves to ask for it. This demand, however, was leading to Vienna’s 

increasing isolation from the estates that had previously allied with them.  

Perhaps realizing this situation, and after months of negotiations with the supreme 

Regiment, a new assembly for Vienna and Austria under the Enns was called in July of 1520 and 

was set to meet in Klosterneuburg, immediately outside the city of Vienna. At this meeting, 
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which Kirchhofer participated in, the entirety of the estates of Austria under the Enns were 

assembled, along with the supreme Regiment, and the old Lower Austrian Regiment from 

Wiener Neustadt.111 Kirchhofer explains how the estates were allowed to lay out their grievances 

to the supreme Regiment, who “graciously answered” that all their “privileges, freedoms, and 

customs,” would be preserved and observed by the supreme Regiment.112 Seemingly content, the 

estates of Austria under the Enns swore their oath to the supreme Regiment and to Emperor 

Charles on 9 July 1520. The representatives of Vienna, still led by Dr. Siebenbürger and the 

Citizens Opposition Committee, however, once again refused to swear the oath, demanding to be 

treated with “the highest honors like the other three estates [nobles, prelates, and knights],” and 

once again asserted their right to only swear oaths within their own city walls.113 No matter the 

cost, it would seem, the Viennese would only see this conflict resolved in Vienna itself. Often 

considered the “half-fourth” estate of Austria under the Enns, the citizens of Vienna here were 

flexing their social and political muscles, demanding to be treated like full members of the 

estates.114 

Fortunately, the supreme Regiment was willing to go to the city to negotiate and conduct 

the oath-swearing ceremonies. Negotiations between the city and Regiment however quickly 

were weighed down by infighting and stubbornness. In his account of the negotiations in Vienna, 

Mayor Kirchhofer made it very clear that at every turn, the city council supported the Regiment, 

while the Committee did not, often repeating the phrase “ain rath bewilligt, ain ausschuss 

abgeschlagen. [The city council approved, the committee rejected].”115 Kirchhofer himself, 
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however, as an individual, swore the oath of allegiance to the supreme Regiment and his new 

emperor. After much deliberation and promises of greater involvement of the citizens of Vienna 

in the Regiment, the city council and the Committee swore the oath of allegiance to the 

Regiment on 11 July 1520. Bonfires were lit outside St. Stephan’s Cathedral and celebrations 

took place throughout the city. At least for now, the uprising was seemingly at an end. Many 

unresolved conflicts were still simmering beneath the surface, however, especially between the 

old Lower Austrian Regiment and the city of Vienna, and the Citizen’s Opposition Committee 

still largely held control of the city.  

While the process of negotiation may have moved out of its phase of direct action and 

revolt, the conflict between the Viennese, the estates of Austria under the Enns, and the 

Regiment continued now by other means. As mentioned earlier, despite the Citizens Opposition 

Committee’s dissolution upon the swearing of loyalty, the Genannte of the city overwhelmingly 

elected members of that committee to the new city council, where they could continue the legal 

battle and continue to defend the rights and privileges of the city. Intransigence, litigation, and 

subtler form of resistance now dominated the negotiation of this conflict. Throughout the second 

half of 1520, Dr. Siebenbürger and Michael von Eytzing traveled across the Holy Roman 

Empire, where they followed the peripatetic court of Charles V from Augsburg to Maastricht, to 

Antwerp, Aachen and finally to Mainz.116 This conflict, having once been accelerated and 

expanded by the formation of an insurgent coalition into open revolt, now seemingly was 

returning to more everyday forms of conflict resolution. Throughout their travels, the two 

representatives would plead their case before the emperor and his court whenever they got the 

chance. Although momentarily returning to a moment of lower intensity, a new player on the 
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field in Lower Austria would change this, cycling the conflict back towards a higher intensity. 

While Dr. Siebenbürger and Michael von Eytzing were negotiating their dispute with the 

Regiment in the complex legal system of the Holy Roman Empire, so too were the Habsburg 

brothers Charles and Ferdinand over negotiating over their disputed inheritance. In the end, as 

we will see, Ferdinand would come to rule Austria, visiting the country for the first time in 1521.  

With their new Archduke, another assembly for Austria under the Enns was called in 

March of 1521, where the estates, city council, and Regiment would meet to swear fealty to 

Ferdinand and organize a new Lower Austria government. A new Hofrat and Regiment was 

appointed, with five members chosen from the estates and six appointed by the Archduke. The 

new financial administration established, however, had no representation from the estates or the 

city, and was firmly under the purview of the prince.117 This immediately threatened to shatter 

the newfound peace in Austria. The estates, even those who had remained loyal to the old Lower 

Austrian Regiment and did not participate in the uprising, refused to pay any more taxes than 

what Maximilian had established before his death. This meant no new funds for Ferdinand’s 

wedding, for Charles’ coronation ceremonies, and for the pacification and administration of the 

newly acquired Duchy of Württemberg.118 At the end of the assembly, the estates disassembled 

with a new government, but without funding for the new government.  

Eager to finally enact his control over Lower Austria, Ferdinand called for yet another 

assembly, which met in April of 1522. Here, Ferdinand presented the estates and the city with 

thirteen articles and demanded their approval. These articles mostly dealt with taxes, financing 

the war against the Turks, and the raising of soldiers to be sent to the front.119 The estates of 
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Austria under the Enns, still holding on to the righteousness of their cause, refused to consent to 

the articles and demanded that Ferdinand transfer the Regiment from Graz, where it moved after 

being in Wiener Neustadt when Vienna revolted, back to Vienna and to legitimize some of the 

reforms made in the Landesordnung designed by the rebellious insurgent coalition back in 

1519.120 This rejection of Ferdinand’s articles, it seems, was the catalyst for his decision to bring 

a swift and final end to the rebelliousness of the Viennese and the Austrian estates. On 12 June 

1522, after meeting with the old Lower Austrian Regiment, Ferdinand declared an extraordinary 

trial to review the events of the last four years, and called hundreds of witnesses, defendants, and 

observers to Wiener Neustadt, including all of the College of Notables of Vienna. Ominously, 

four days before the trial, agents of Ferdinand entered the City Hall of Vienna and confiscated 

their records and manuscripts, as well as the city’s constitution and declaration of privileges and 

rights, bringing them back to Wiener Neustadt.121 

Finally, on 8 July 1522, the trial began. A panel of eleven judges was established, with 

Ferdinand himself as the twelfth, presiding member, and consisted of mostly Italian clerics and 

Burgundian nobles from Ferdinand’s court.122 Chancellor Schneidpöck led the prosecution on 

behalf of the Lower Austrian Regiment and Archduke Ferdinand, while Dr. Viktor Gamp, the 

scribe of the Viennese city council, served as the accused’s defense attorney.123 Throughout the 

month of July the extraordinary court sat in session, interrogating defendants and hearing 

testimony. Eventually, on 23 July 1522, Archduke Ferdinand gave his ruling. He decided that the 

action of Dr. Siebenbürger’s committee and the estates of Austria under the Enns acted “in 

disobedience and rebellion by raising the notables of Vienna against the Regiment, by making 

 
120 Ibid., 124.  
121 Czeike, Wien und Seine Bürgermesiter, 129.  
122 Kirchhofer, Erinnerungen eines Wiener Bürgermeister, 114.  
123 Csendes and Opll, Wien, 184.  



                                                                                                                                                   Messinger  

 

61 

illegal gatherings, by displacing the administration and government of the Regiment, and by 

establishing a new governmental order.”124 Furthermore, Ferdinand singled out, according to 

Kirchhofer’s account of the trial, the intervention of the Viennese people into the Landtag, the 

seizing of the artillery and removal of the Imperial Armorer, and the expropriation of the lands 

and revenues of the Kammergut as particularly treasonous. It was clear this conflict was going to 

swing back into immediate action, and after over a decade of simmering tensions with moments 

of high and low tension, would peak in a bloody flashpoint.  

Ferdinand's sentence for the ringleaders of the revolt was swift. While Ferdinand issued a 

general pardon, eight leaders of the uprising, Michael von Eytzing and Hans von Puchheim 

representing the nobility, and Dr. Siebenburger, Friedrich Piesch, Hans Rinner, Stefan 

Schlagindweit, Hans Schwartz, and Martin Flaschner representing the city of Vienna and the 

Citizens Opposition Committee were sentenced to death. The two nobles, Eytzing and Puchheim, 

were beheaded on 9 August 1522, and on 11 August 1522, the six Viennese leaders were 

beheaded. All the rebels were executed in the city center, save for Hans Schwarz and Martin 

Flaschner who were executed outside the gate that opened towards Vienna.125 The punishments 

meted out by Archduke Ferdinand, however, did not stop at death. The body of Hans Schwarz, 

who was in charge of the Vienna mint and oversaw the treasury during the revolt, was ordered to 

be burned after being beheaded.126 The lands and wealth of the executed rebels were confiscated 

by Archduke Ferdinand, while other, lesser rebels were exiled or forced to pay fines. It was only 

the intercession of Ferdinand’s new wife, the Archduchess Anne, and her brother King Louis of 
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Hungary that stopped the post-mortem burning of the bodies, as well as their successful lobbying 

to allow the widows of those executed to gain access to some of their confiscated wealth.127  

After the trial, as Herberstein witnessed, the bodies of the dead where then taken to 

Vienna to be displayed. A somber mood fell over the city, and over all of the Hereditary Lands in 

fact. Among contemporaries, this trial was immediately seen as a historically important event. 

An early form of a news periodical, Ain newe Zeytung von den zwayen Landtherren und Burgern 

von Wien, was published that same year in Augsburg detailing the events of the trial and 

spreading the news of the execution across the German-speaking world.128 The rapid publication 

of news about this event illustrates how interconnected Vienna was into the larger, interregional 

communication networks of southern Germany. Writing about the “cruel” trial and executions in 

Wiener Neustadt from Tyrol, the chronicler Georg Kirchmair recorded how “He [Ferdinand] 

gave this land a very great horror.”129 The “great horror” of the trial and execution immediately 

soured relationships between Ferdinand and the Lower Austrian estates and cast his early rule in 

its grim shadow. Kirchmair continued to note that he feared these events “will not soon be 

forgotten.”130 The Tyrolean chronicler would prove correct in this assumption, and today, a small 

memorial plate installed in the 1970s in Wiener Neustadt marks the site of the executions.  

While these bloody, high intensity moments marked the end of the Wiener Neustadt 

Blood Court, the punitive actions of Ferdinand did not stop there. Following the trial, Ferdinand 
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began dismantling those political units within the city that had taken part in the insurgent 

coalition, starting first with the Genannte. On 13 August 1522, Ferdinand unilaterally abolished 

the College of Notables, revoking their privileges and stripping the members of the College of 

their customary rights to elect the mayor and city council.131 Long considered the base of 

Vienna’s political autonomy and democratic tradition, the dissolution of the College of Notables 

was a major blow to the city. When the Genannte were cast aside, so too were the rest of 

Vienna’s medieval traditions. Ferdinand did not stop here, however. 

Eager to break the independent economic base of the city, Ferdinand also unilaterally 

abolished the Gremiums der Hausgenossen, a body of 48 citizens that governed the Viennese 

mint and the only legal body in the city that could trade in precious metals and exchange foreign 

currencies. Considered the heart of independent financial capital in the city, it was formed in 

1193 to manage the ransom of Richard the Lionheart owed to the Babenberg dukes of Austria.132 

As one of the oldest continual organizations in the city, its dissolution illustrates Ferdinand’s 

desire to rebuild Vienna’s institutions by his own designs, remaking the once autonomous 

medieval city into an early modern capital city firmly under the thumb of the sovereign. Georg 

Kirchmair recorded in his chronicle how Ferdinand “shredded up all of Vienna’s old documents 

and liberties, and he excoriated all their freedoms.”133 The autonomy and liberties that the 

Viennese opposition sought to preserve were being dismantled piece by piece.  

Ferdinand would continue this process by revoking past city charters and replacing them 

with a new city constitution allegedly written by the archduke himself. This constitution clearly 

states that it was issued in response to the revolt in its preamble, with Ferdinand writing that 

 
131 Czeike, Wien und Seine Bürgermeister, 129.  
132 Felix Czeike, Historisches Lexikon Wien, Band 3 (Vienna: Verlag Kremayr, 1994) 92.  
133 Kirchmair, “Denkwürdigkeiten,” 459. Original: Der von wien alt brief unnd freihait hat er alle zerissen, und sy 
aller freyheiten entsetzt.  
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“When we arrived and entered the government of our Lower Austrian country by the grace of 

God, we found our city of Vienna in great upheaval and decline.”134 Ferdinand, speaking in the 

preamble, goes on to say that he discovered that the freedoms and liberties of the city “were 

nothing useful, but among our common and faithful citizens only brought confusion,” and 

justifying his dissolution of the Genannte and the Hausgenossen, he writes that these bodies “did 

not appear fruitful, but harmful.”135 With a remarkable awareness, Ferdinand proclaims that in 

light of the rebellion he wanted to give the city, “a new form, a new shape, and a new history,” 

and then declares Vienna to be the capital of “our Archduchy of Austria.”136 Seeking to break the 

autonomy of the city, the new constitution also banned members of the crafts guild from being 

mayor or from sitting on the new Inner Council.137 Finally, in order to firmly control the city 

government in Vienna, the new constitution states that Ferdinand himself, or his government, 

shall make the final decision on who would be mayor, not the citizenry, promising to pick “the 

most suitable person as mayor.”138 No longer was Vienna an autonomous city. With this new 

constitution, Vienna had become a princely city and a realm capital as Ferdinand weakened or 

abolished the political units of the past that had facilitated the formation of the insurgent 

coalition in 1519. While this coalition did not last long, its impact would be felt in Vienna for 

centuries to come.  

Examining the line of the urban conflict as it intertwined and frayed, we see how this 

revolt was a relatively brief, yet impactful moment of confrontation and violence in long-running 

 
134 Ferdinand I. Der Stat wienn, Ordnüng vnd Freyhaiten. Geben in der Reichsstat Augspurg, am zwelfften tag des 
Monats Martij, Fünfftzehenhundert, vnd jm Sechsundtzwaintzigisten Jaren. Sammlung von Handschriften und alten 
Drucken, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna, Austria. Sig. 55888-C., A2v. 
135 Ferdinand I. Der Stat wienn, Ordnüng vnd Freyhaiten., A2v. 
136 Ibid., A2v 
137 Ibid., C1r. 
138 Ibid., C1v.  
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disputes between the city, the Regiment, and the distant power it represented. In the power-

vacuum created after Maximilian’s death, a ‘perfect storm’ existed that created the unique 

opportunity for longstanding economic and legal conflicts to undergo renewed and intensified 

moments of negotiation, as protest and petition turned into open revolt as the various conflicts 

between the estates, Regiment, and city of Vienna intertwined. Even within the four years of the 

revolt itself, the conflict ebbed and flowed from moments of high and low intensity, as various 

political units and historical actors renegotiated existing or created entirely new forms of 

associations across various socio-economic lines. Within the polycentric organization of Vienna, 

an insurgent coalition formed that united merchants, crafts guilds, and even the estates to 

challenge the authority of the Regiment. In transforming their grievances into revolt, the 

insurgent coalition also transformed the city in its wake, leaving the archduke in a renewed 

position of power and authority.  

While the events of 1519 and the following years had many hallmarks of the late 

medieval guild revolts, the novel coalition formed that cut across socio-economic lines to unite, 

however briefly, nobles, merchants, and craftsmen marks the Viennese revolt and ensuing noble 

uprising as a pivotal and unique moment in Austrian and European history. These events also 

demonstrate the ways in which conflict could take its course during a revolt, and how in times of 

crisis, insurgent coalitions that harnessed the power of the various institutions within a city could 

make immediate change possible. Finally, in the aftermath of the Wiener Neustadt Blood Court, 

we see the remaking of the city’s institutions and liberties in Ferdinand’s image, as a new realm 

capital and seat of princely, not urban, power and authority. In the following centuries, Vienna 

would be transformed, setting the city down a path away from the Rathaus and its medieval past 
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and towards the Hofburg and the new challenges and opportunities of the sixteenth century 

Habsburg monarchy.  
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Chapter 2: The Dynastic Conflict 

 

In 1515, Siegmund von Herberstein watched as Emperor Maximilian, King Vladislaus of 

Hungary, and King Sigismund of Poland, gathered in Vienna to “declare their friendships,” and 

finish negotiating a marriage compact between the Habsburg and the Jagiellonian families.139 

The hopes of two dynasties were resting on a planned double wedding between the two most 

powerful families in central Europe and was set to be a crowning dynastic achievement for both 

sides. The Habsburg Princess Maria was to marry Prince Louis of Hungary, while the Hungarian 

Princess Anna was ambiguously set to marry “the grandchildren of the emperor, Charles or 

Ferdinand, or even the emperor himself.”140 In celebration, the betrothments took place in St. 

Stephan’s Cathedral witnessed by princes, bishops, and other notables from across Europe. Six 

years later, when Princess Anna finally married Archduke Ferdinand, it was likely far from what 

the three kings in 1515 had imagined. Revolt had swept over Lower Austria and cast the 

wedding in its shadow. Compared to other royal weddings of this caliber, the event was 

relatively understated, with the estates having refused to finance the celebration.141 A violent 

brawl broke out after a Spanish knight in Ferdinand’s retinue had said “the most contemptuous 

words about the Germans,” to Sebastian von Losentstein, a nobleman from Austria above the 

Enns.142 Moreover, it was less than two years ago that the rebel leaders stood before the 

emperor’s court and argued against this marriage from ever taking place. Perhaps most divergent 

 
139 Siegmund von Herberstein, “Selbst-Biographie.” In Oesterreichische Geschichts-Quellen, ed. Theodor Georg von 
Karajan (Vienna: Kaiserlich-Königliche Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1855), 83.  
140 Herberstein, “Selbst-Biographie.” 83.  
141 Peter Csendes and Ferdinand Opll eds., Wien: Geschichte einer Stadt, Band 1: Von den Anfangen bis zur Ersten 
Wiener Türkenbelagerung 1529 (Wien: Böhlau, 2001), 183.  
142 Alfred Kohler, Ferdinand I. 1503-1564: Fürst, König, und Kaiser (Munich: Verlag C.H. Beck, 2003), 98-99.  
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from their original plans, the marriage was taking place not in the notable St. Stephan’s 

Cathedral where the betrothal took place, but approximately 150km away in Linz. Still under the 

rule of Dr. Siebenbürger and currently experiencing an outbreak of the plague, Vienna was 

inhospitable to the unpopular Ferdinand. The marriage of a ruling prince often saw the triumphal 

entry of the couple into the city with the chance to assert the new couple’s “authority but also try 

to conciliate the community through his human presence.”143 Ferdinand and Anne’s marriage 

would not immediately serve this purpose. Having been put to the test by the uprising of their 

subjects, the Habsburgs nevertheless adapted. While Ferdinand may have faced stiff opposition 

from the Viennese and still did not have the city firmly under his control, he did have a 

noticeable advantage: Siegmund von Herberstein was in attendance. Despite the continuing 

conflict with the city, the noble estates had largely abandoned the Viennese rebels and were 

already beginning to be reconciled into Ferdinand’s good graces, as Herberstein’s attendance 

demonstrates, a sign that the insurgent coalition formed in Chapter 1 was collapsing. This was 

only a tenuous reconciliation however, as Herberstein notes he was not in attendance as a guest 

of the archduke or archduchess, but rather he was there “at his own personal cost.”144 

In this chapter, I will explore the dynastic conflict that intertwined the ongoing revolt of 

the Viennese and the Lower Austrian estates, analyzing its causes, the strengths and weaknesses 

of Habsburg dynastic strategies highlighted by the revolt, and the ways in which this dynastic 

conflict helped shape the course of the uprising. In doing so, I will explore how the rebels’ 

attempt to intervene directly into the internal workings of the Habsburg family, hoping to 

influence the important decisions of Charles’ and Ferdinand’s inheritance and the final resolution 

of the Hungarian betrothment, testing the strength of Habsburg dynastic policies and the 

 
143 Peter Clark, European Cities and Towns, 400-2000 (Oxford University Press, 2009), 99.  
144 Herberstein, “Selbst-Biographie,” 249.  
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relationship between the new and uneasy allies, the Viennese and the noble estates. As we see in 

the failed delegations to the Habsburg leaders, I argue that this revolt challenged the Habsburg 

dynasty at a moment of great crisis, and that this dynastic conflict laid bare the socio-economic 

and political differences of the insurgent coalition, splintering in the face of a united Habsburg 

front. Finally, while this conflict largely ended in the favor of the dynasty, the revolt in Lower 

Austria calls into question the dominant narratives of Habsburg dynastic history during this 

tumultuous period. 

In the early sixteenth century, the Habsburg dynasty experienced a meteoric rise to the 

thrones of numerous kingdoms, duchies, and lordships through Charles V and his brother 

Ferdinand I. Referred to as the Habsburg ‘Big Bang’ by Benjamin Curtis, all six children of 

Philip of Austria and Burgundy and Joanna of Castile, the “greatest generation” of the 

Habsburgs, would become kings and queens across Europe, from Portugal in the west to 

Hungary in the east.145 Orchestrated by their grandfather Maximilian I, and his father Frederick 

III, a string of critical political marriages and alliances saw the Habsburg brothers endowed with 

an inheritance “beyond all expectation and calculation,” including the Iberian kingdoms, the 

Holy Roman Empire, the Burgundian duchies, the kingdoms of Bohemia and Hungary, and of 

course, the Habsburg hereditary lands of Austria, including Further Austria along the upper 

Rhine and scattered across southern Swabia, Tyrol, and the five Lower Austrian duchies of 

Austria above and below the Enns, Styria, Carinthia, and Carniola.146 Maximilian’s “happy 

marriage policy,” and this bountiful inheritance would come to define popular narratives of the 

 
145 Benjamin Curtis, The Habsburgs: The History of a Dynasty (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 11. Kings of 
Castile, Aragon, Hungary, Bohemia and Queens of France, Portugal, Hungary, and Denmark.  
146 Alphons Lhotsky, Das Zeitalter des Hauses Österreich: Der Ersten Jahre der Regierung Ferdinands I. in Österreich, 
1520-1527 (Wien: Hermann Böhlaus Nachfolger, 1971), 29.  
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Habsburg dynasty, and the proverbial saying, “let others wage war, you, happy Austria, marry!” 

has become emblematic of the Habsburgs and this particularly enduring narrative.147 

 Upon the death of Maximilian in January of 1519, however, the House of Habsburg was 

far from happy. Unlike his grandfather, Charles V was never elected King of the Romans as heir 

apparent, and his potential election was still in doubt. The fateful marriage of Ferdinand to Anna 

Jagellonica had not yet been consummated, and even then, like the Holy Roman Empire, 

Bohemia and Hungary were elective monarchies and the Jagiellon King Vladislaus already had a 

young son and heir. Moreover, the Habsburgs were in crushing debt, and were only to acquire 

more in the process of Charles’ election. To add to this predicament, only a few days after 

Maximilian’s death, the rebellious Duke of Württemberg Ulrich began a war of conquest against 

the Swabian imperial cities, throwing the security of Further Austria into question. The looming 

threat of the Swiss, emboldened after their victories in the wars at the turn of the century, were 

ready and willing to finance and arm any challenges to Habsburg authority. Indeed, 1519 marked 

the peak of Imperial fears of south Germany “turning Swiss.”148 The Habsburg ‘Big Bang’ it 

seemed, could have easily been drowned out by the ding and clamor of other conflict.  

 This all points to the fact that Charles’ and Ferdinand’s providential inheritances and the 

series of fortunate events that led to the Habsburg rise to dominance was nothing if not 

precarious, hanging by the breakable threads of bribery, betrothment, and debt and under the 

constant specter of conflict. In spite of this, most surveys of Habsburg or Austrian history present 

Charles’ and Ferdinand’s inheritances as a succinct story of marriage, succession, and election, 

 
147 Andreas Hansert, Die Habsburger: Geschichte einer Herrscherdynastie (Fulda: Michael Imhof Verlag, 2009), 39-
40. Bella gerant alii, tu felix Austria nube 
148 Thomas Brady, Turning Swiss: Cities and Empire, 1450-1550 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 38.  
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confirming the peaceable and pithy narrative of Habsburg ascent.149 The successes of the 

Habsburgs in the early sixteenth century, however, were not peaceful, and many powerful forces 

stood aligned against the Habsburg brothers and their imperial and royal crowns. While many 

popular narratives and contemporary propagandists have characterized the succession of Charles 

and Ferdinand as divine evidence and approval for Habsburg rulership or a stroke of destiny, 

chance, in many ways, played a larger role than any of Maximilian’s or Frederick’s scheming. 

Much political muscle still needed to be flexed, wars to be fought, and births and deaths to occur 

before the Habsburgs would come to rule much of Europe. Maximilian’s ‘happy marriage 

policy,’ therefore, cannot “take credit for the blind workings of Fate.”150     

 This thesis details a lesser known yet equally challenging broadside against the sureness 

and stability of the Habsburg dynasty at this crucial juncture; namely, the uprising of the estates 

of the Lower Austria and the Viennese revolt. These crises in the Austrian Erblande, or 

hereditary lands, struck at the heart of Habsburg power during a time when the dynasty was on 

the verge of a considerable expansion of their authority across Europe and could have easily 

derailed the momentum of their ascension. Threatening the Habsburgs from their very base, this 

revolt, perhaps more than any other challenge the dynasty faced during these tumultuous years, 

speaks to the precariousness of the Habsburg position on the eve of Charles’ ‘empire on which 

the sun never sets’, and reminds us as historians and educators that every narrative of growth, 

expansion, or rise to power, has an equal and opposite narrative of anxiety, volatility, and 

happenstance. 

 
149 For example, see Pieter M. Judson, The Habsburg Empire: A New History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2016), 21-22. While focused mostly on the 18th and 19th centuries, Judson relies relatively uncritically on the 
providential narrative of Maximilian’s happy marriage policy in describing the rise of the Habsburg ‘from marginal 
to global’.  
150 Andrew Wheatcroft, The Habsburgs: Embodying Empire (London: Penguin Books, 1995), 91.  
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 When examining the Habsburgs, historians have often focused on the family as a 

dynasty. This means studying the Habsburgs not just as a genealogy, a succession of parents and 

children, or kin group, but rather as a “corporate, trans-generational unit,” that is not just a 

family, but a culture in itself.151 As an organization, the business of the dynasty is the continual 

preservation and expansion of social, political, and economic capital, usually through the 

accumulation of lands, titles, and networks of influence. For medieval or early modern dynasties, 

this necessitated the sending away of daughters for marriage, the production of numerous 

possible heirs, and the securing of their position through diplomacy or warfare. Since dynasties, 

and especially the Habsburgs, were often the only cohesive institution amongst noncontiguous, 

culturally and geographically diverse territories, the ideologies and identities of the dynasties 

often took center stage, as well as their efficiency functioning as a ruling group.152 Because of 

this, dynastic strategies, or techniques developed and utilized by dynastic families to ensure 

stability, security, and continuity, became the key to their success or failure. In the case of the 

Habsburgs, for example, the ‘double marriage’ wherein two sibling pairs wed, like the double 

marriage of Maximilian’s two children Phillip and Margaret to the two children of Ferdinand and 

Isabella of Castille and Aragon, John and Joanna, can be seen as an essential dynastic strategy 

for the late medieval and early modern Habsburgs. The double marriage simultaneously forges a 

close alliance and ensures the propagation of family through marriage and childbearing, while 

also intertwining the lines of succession between two families, doubling the chance of a possible 

territorial expansion. 

 
151 Curtis, The Habsburgs, 4-5.  
152 Marie Favereu Doumenjou and Liesbeth Geevers, “The Golden Horde, the Spanish Habsburg Monarchy, and the 
Construction of Ruling Dynasties.” in Prince, Pen, and Sword: Eurasian Perspectives, eds. Maaike van Berkel and 
Jeroen Duindam (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 452.  
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Habsburg marriage policies in fact best demonstrate how they were simultaneously a 

family, marked by kinship, intimacy, and bonding, and a dynasty, marked by politics, power, and 

control. Marriage, along with inheritance, are two of the most important tools of the trade of 

dynastic institutions, yet traditionally lay firmly in the domain of intimate family life. While 

previous historiography has tended to subjugate the familial to the dynastic by pointing to the 

often distant (both geographically and psychologically) and austere relationships between family 

members within a dynasty, newer scholarship, like that of Paula Sutter Fichtner, has highlighted 

the importance of viewing the dynastic families as actual families, and analyzing the actions and 

interactions between members within the context of the sociology and psychology of the family. 

In her article “Sibling Bonding and Dynastic Might,” Fichtner argues that “sibling interactions 

linked more specifically with family behaviors alone, independent of power relations in public 

life,” were essential to the Habsburg dynasty as they “grew to outsized proportions in the first 

decades of the sixteenth century.”153 Her work reminds us of the importance of viewing 

dynasties as not just political institutions, but also as intimate families and that personal 

relationships could influence dynastic decisions just as much as political and economic 

considerations. Therefore, it is vital to remember personal family relationships, whether 

vertically between Maximilian and his grandsons or seemingly horizontal between brothers, 

when discussing internal Habsburg politics, and to see dynastic strategies as reflective both of 

intimate family relations and of cautious acts of policy and planning.  

Despite his renown as a dynastic strategist who facilitated the political marriages of 

numerous children and grandchildren, the Emperor Maximilian’s last act of dynastic strategy, his 

final testament, showed little cautious policy or planning. Upon Maximilian’s death on 12 

 
153 Paula Sutter Fichtner, “Sibling Bonding and Dynastic Might: Three Sixteenth-Century Habsburgs Manage 
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January 1519, the political position of the Austrian territories was unclear. Maximilian had 

ordered that after his death, “let us bless and surrender all our land and let us give it to our dear 

sons, Charles and Ferdinand, as our right natural heirs [rechten naturlichen erben].”154 Charles 

and Ferdinand, however, were far from their grandfather's deathbed in Wels, Austria; residing in 

Burgundy and Spain respectively. Who would govern the Austrian territories in the interim? 

Immediately, Maximilian’s surviving Hofrat, his councilors and top administrators in the 

Austrian lands, declared that the emperor’s final testament had ordered that they remain in power 

over Austria until Maximilian’s heirs, whoever they may be, arrived, and that the archducal 

administrations, called Regiments, that Maximilian had set in place should too remain as the 

governing authorities. Almost immediately this caused friction among the estates of the Austrian 

territories who believed they had the traditional right to govern Austria during periods of 

interregnum. At its core, this issue of governance in an interregnum served as the immediate 

catalyst for the estate’s resistance to the Regiment, although numerous other factors as we have 

discussed contributed to this conflict. The estates were arguing from a place of history and 

traditional rights, and much like the city of Vienna, criticized the increasing power of the 

Regiment as intrusive and itself as a recent novelty.   

Hoping to end this dispute, the Lower Austrian Regiment called for the quick assemblage 

of a Landtag, or territorial assembly, representing Austria under the Enns to form a compromise 

and receive their oaths of loyalty. In the scope of the dynastic conflict between the estates and 

the Habsburgs, debate within a noble assembly was considered a usual, low intensity forum to 

negotiate a resolution. Thus, on 26 January 1519, while the body of Maximilian lay in state in St. 

Stephan’s Cathedral, an assembly met in Vienna, with representatives of the nobility, the 
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prelates, the knights, and the market towns of Austria under the Enns.155 Dr. Johann 

Schneidpock, who served as Chancellor of the Lower Austrian Regiment represented the 

Regiment and the executors of Maximilian’s final testament and presented his demands to the 

gathered estates, including that the Regiment be recognized as the sole authority in Austria until 

the arrival of Charles and/or Ferdinand, that oaths be taken by all present to uphold the 

emperor’s last testament, and to immediately hand over funds for the election of Charles as Holy 

Roman Emperor.156 The gathered estates then reasonably asked to see the final testament for 

themselves to ascertain its authenticity, a request the chancellor denied. Throughout the meeting 

of the assembly, no final testament was ever presented. It would later be proven that 

Maximilian’s final testament in fact did not state that the Hofrat and Regiments should rule after 

his death, lending legitimacy to the cause of the estates.157 

Besides Maximilian’s lack of clarity on the regency and interregnum management of his 

domains, a dynastic failure in of itself, another major dynastic failure exacerbated by this revolt 

was the unclear lines of succession and division of powers between Charles and Ferdinand, 

which would come to a fore in the rebel delegation to Charles in November 1519. Since 

Maximilian’s final testament stated that both Charles and Ferdinand were his successors in all his 

lands, Maximilian had reopened an only recently closed wound in Habsburg family and dynastic 

history: the issue of partible inheritance. Before Maximilian was the sole ruler of all of the 

Austrian duchies, the Austrian hereditary lands were ruled by two lines of the family, the 

Ernstine and the Leopoldine lines. It was only after decades of fratricidal conflict, Bohemian and 

Hungarian interventions, familial backstabbing, and the tragic deaths of two young Habsburg 

 
155 Ibid., 86. 
156 Dr. Schneidpock, alternatively spelled Schneitpeck. 
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princes that Frederick III, Maximilian’s father, was able to reunite the Austrian hereditary lands 

under one ruler.158 It was, in fact, the lack of strong central rulership during the civil wars of the 

fifteenth century in the hereditary lands that led to an increase in powers of the territorial estates, 

giving them the financial and political wherewithal to challenge their own rulers. In the absence 

of central authorities, the estates established their territorial diets as “solid, quasi-permanent 

organizations,” that could better manage the affairs of state in the absence of an archduke, which 

Jean Berenger argues helped led to the creation of “a true ‘provincial’ consciousness,” among the 

estates of the Austrian hereditary duchies and created a strong tendency towards provincial 

particularism.159 With Maximilian being the first archduke of a reunited Austrian hereditary 

lands including Upper, Lower, and Further Austria, the re-division of his territories between his 

two grandsons strikes observers as another failure of his dynastic strategies, opening up his 

domains to renewed conflict. While some scholars see this as a pragmatic recognition that no 

single ruler could oversee such a large inheritance, others point to Maximilian’s desire to divide 

his massive debt into more manageable portions to be paid off by two, instead of one heir, as a 

motivating factor.160 Either way, the question of who Maximilian’s proper successor was in the 

Austrian hereditary lands would continue to cause strife and confusion during the uprising of the 

estates and would only serve to prolong the conflict.  

While Maximilian’s dynastic failures may have caused, in part, the revolt of the Austrian 

estates in 1519, the estates themselves demonstrated an awareness of the inner workings of 

Habsburg family politics, particularly in relation to the role and influence of Habsburg women. 

 
158 Jean Berenger, A History of the Habsburg Empire 1273-1700, trans. C.A. Simspon (London: Longman Group, 
1994), 88, 92.  
159 Berenger, A History of the Habsburg Empire, 82-84.  
160 Paula Sutter Fichtner, Ferdinand I of Austria: The Politics of Dynasticism in the Age of the Reformation (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1982), 18.  



                                                                                                                                                   Messinger  

 

77 

Two recent developments in the historiography have helped shed light on the often-powerful 

roles women played in the Habsburg dynasty. First was the realization and ensuing shift in 

analysis that monarchs and dynasties did not rule as one man or woman alone, but like dynasties 

themselves, often operated as corporate groups. Theresa Earenfight argues that dynastic rulership 

was never an institution of just one person, but rather a “malleable, permeable and multivocal 

political institution,” where powers extended beyond just a king or queen to circulate among 

various individuals such as spouses, advisors, military officials, or relatives.161 Rulership, then, 

was not practiced by a single individual, but rather by a host of orbiting personalities, many of 

whom were female relatives. Dynastic rulership for the Habsburgs in particular, with their 

culturally and geographically diverse territories, requiring regional governors, diplomats, and 

bureaucrats to help manage their expansive dominions, was especially corporate in nature. The 

Habsburg dynasty, as Marie Doumenjou and Liesbeth Geevers argue, “was more collegial than is 

commonly assumed- basically it was an oligarchic regime.”162 Women like Margaret of 

Burgundy for example, who served as both Maximilian’s and Charles’ regent in the Low 

Countries, was essential to the collegial rulership of the Habsburgs, a fact that will be 

demonstrated by the dynasty’s response to this revolt.   

The second major development that has helped expound upon the vital role women 

played in Habsburg dynastic strategies is the more detailed and interdisciplinary research 

conducted into the lives of Habsburg daughters that served as political brides. While sometimes 

considered pawns in the chess-game of dynastic politics, recent works like the impressive 

volume Early Modern Habsburg Women: Transnational Contexts, Cultural Conflicts, Dynastic 
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Continuities edited by Anne Cruz and Maria Stampino have revealed the importance of 

Habsburg women not simply as brides, but as cultural innovators and mediators, diplomats, 

patrons of the arts, and as active political agents when serving as regents.163 Habsburg women 

were in fact, as Anne Cruz argues, the lynchpin of their entire “remarkable web of influence.”164 

Any challenge that tested Habsburg dynastic strategies, therefore, like the uprising of the Lower 

Austrian estates, would fall on the shoulders of both the men and women of the family, and 

could only be resolved in consultation with the numerous members of the dynasty.  

Siegmund von Herberstein, when planning the diplomatic missions necessary to defend 

their cause, seemed to have been aware of this vital role women played in the dynasty. In 

particular, Herberstein wanted to ensure that delegations were sent to “the old Queen of Spain, 

the mother of the young princes, and also their sister, the Lady Margaret,” in order to “ask for 

their favor in enjoining their gracious sons and brothers to come to the country [Austria].”165 

These “gracious women”, being the mother and aunt of the two princes, Herberstein claims, 

would “know what to do.”166 Aiming to have Charles and Ferdinand come themselves to the 

Lower Austrian duchies, Herberstein knew that their mother, Queen Joanna of Castile, and 

specifically their influential aunt Margaret of Burgundy, could help persuade them to do so. By 

winning the Habsburg women to their cause, they could perhaps win over the entire family. This 

observation shows an astute awareness on the part of Herberstein of the importance of family 

and the influence of the Habsburg women in forging the dynastic policies of the family. This also 
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illustrates the willingness and ability of the rebelling estates to interfere in internal Habsburg 

debates concerning the political future of the family, something that would come dramatically to 

the fore front during the estates’ upcoming delegation to the Habsburg court in Barcelona.  

Margaret, in particular, seems to have taken a very active role in the affairs of Lower 

Austria from the start, even from her headquarters in Mechelen, Flanders. On 24 January 1519, 

only a few days after the death of her father Maximilian, Margaret sent a letter to the estates of 

the Austrian hereditary lands, asking for calm, patience, and most importantly obedience in the 

wake of the emperor's death. In the letter, Margaret writes to those “to whom our dearest father 

had placed his highest trust,” stating that they had the right to secure and govern the land and 

people of the Erblande “guided by justice and in obedience as faithful subjects,” until Charles or 

Ferdinand arrived.167 This letter would likely have had an inspiring impact on the Lower 

Austrian estates, since it seemingly affirmed their cause. As Maximilian’s only surviving child, 

Margaret clearly saw it as her role to help manage the affairs of the Austrian hereditary lands, in 

this case extolling the estates to act virtuously and obediently. As Gunther Burkert explains, 

there was a painfully apparent power vacuum in the hereditary lands after Maximilian’s death, 

and Margaret was quick to attempt to fill it, if not as regent, than as patron and supporter of those 

that would.168 This illustrates the importance not only of Margaret to the security and stability of 

the Habsburg domains, but also of the communication networks between Habsburg family 

members, as Margaret notes in the letter that she reports daily to Charles about all things. Since 

he was busy working towards his election and seemingly unable to dedicate any time to Lower 

Austrian affairs, Margaret took up that role for the dynasty and continued to communicate with 
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the estates and Regiments of Lower Austria throughout the revolt. Pushing the dynasty to its 

limits, Margaret was now acting double-duty, serving as regent in the Netherlands while also 

overseeing the Lower Austrian affairs and reporting on the situation to Charles.  

 Aware that things were escalating in Lower Austria, Margaret wrote to Charles on 21 

March 1519, urging him to immediately send a Habsburg family member personally to govern 

the territories.169 Later that year in May, Margaret would write another letter to Lower Austria, 

this time to the city of Wiener Neustadt to thank them for their loyalty and for protecting the old 

Regiment during these times of instability and promising once again that the two Habsburg 

princes would soon come to Lower Austria personally.170 Looking to negotiate with both sides, 

Margaret would also promise the rebelling estates that no resolution to this conflict would come 

to pass before their grievances were addressed and their allegations against the Lower Austrian 

Regiment investigated.171 With her active participation in the affairs of Lower Austria, it is 

unsurprising that Siegmund von Herberstein wanted the representatives of the estates to meet 

with Margaret of Burgundy. Like many other Habsburg women, she had the ear of the emperor, 

and was powerful and influential in her own right. In this time of crisis, it was Margaret holding 

the dynasty together rather than Charles or Ferdinand. Luckily for Herberstein, the Lower 

Austrian estates would agree with him. When he recommended a general territorial assembly for 

all of the Lower Austrian duchies, an assembly was scheduled.  

 The General Assembly of all the Lower Austrian estates met in Bruck an der Mur, 

between Graz and Vienna, on 13 March 1519. As one Styrian representative noted, this General 

Assembly was gathered to ensure that the hereditary lands may exist “together in brotherly union 
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and understanding,” and thus included not just the Lower Austrian estates, but also 

representatives from Tyrol, the deposed Regiment, and a new supreme Regiment recently 

appointed by Charles based in Augsburg.172 This General Assembly, called by Austrians 

themselves rather than their sovereign, and constituted of all of the Lower Austrian provinces 

marks a high point of unity and common association between the various duchies of Austria. At 

the General Assembly, the representatives of Charles once again demanded loyalty oaths to the 

Regiment, the return of the properties and funds of the princely estates that had been 

expropriated by the new government of the estates, and even more exacting financing for 

Charles’ imperial election.173 United, the estates rebuffed the supreme Regiment, arguing that 

until Ferdinand and Charles came to Austria in person to receive their homage, the estates were 

the sole authority in Austria.  

 This act, of refusing to finance Charles’ election, combined with the estates’ 

expropriation of the lands and revenues of the Habsburg Kammergut, or the princely domains 

traditionally held by the archdukes, represents one of the strongest challenges to Habsburg 

dynastic policies in relation to the Hereditary lands. Since the time of Frederick III and especially 

under Maximilian, the basic financial strategy for the Habsburg rulers was to mortgage and use 

as leverage their resources in the Hereditary lands, where they had more direct authority and 

larger landholdings themselves, in order to finance their adventures and dynastic projects abroad, 

particularly in territories like the Low Countries where the Habsburgs wielded less direct 

authority. The revenues of the Kammergut, most importantly the mines held by the Habsburg 

family across Lower Austria and especially in Tyrol, served as the core of their monetary base. 

By exploiting this base, and their more direct powers in the Hereditary lands, Habsburg 
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monarchs could then fund projects across Europe. Maximilian in particular was known for 

mortgaging the mineral resources of the Kammergut to finance dynastic adventures like hiring 

mercenaries and starting construction projects. For the silver and copper mines of Tyrol, for 

example, Maximilian was receiving only around 18 percent of the revenues towards the end of 

his life, with the vast majority of these incomes having been granted to South German banking 

families like the Fuggers, Welsers, and Gossembrots of Augsburg.174  

 By expropriating the revenues of the Kammergut and refusing to hand over the inordinate 

sums of money needed to bribe electors in Charles’ favor, the estates had essentially cut off the 

Habsburg dynasty from their financial base, forcing them to rely even more on loans from the 

great banking families. In doing so, they directly challenged Habsburg regalian rights in Austria, 

or those rights and privileges reserved only to the monarch, which included the Kammergut, as 

well as the right to mint coins, a power which the rebels assumed for themselves as well. 

Controlling the minting of coins was invaluable to a ruling dynasty, both as tangible symbols of 

their authority and for the general fiscal control of their territories. When the Citizens Opposition 

Committee led by Dr. Siebenbürger took control of the mint in Vienna, they were challenging 

the dynasty not just financially, but also symbolically, representing themselves as legitimate 

rulers who could exercise the regalian rights of the monarch. This was a particular affront to 

Charles and Ferdinand, and would be singled out at the Wiener Neustadt Blood Court as a reason 

for the rebel ringleaders’ execution, listing among their crimes that they ordered that the Master 

of the Mint be chased out of the city.175 Moreover, the body of Hans Schwarz, who was the 

member of the Citizens Opposition Committee that took control of the mint, was ordered to be 
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burned after death, demonstrating the immense symbolic weight of his crime against the crown. 

Thus, while Maximilian made his living by manipulating and exploiting these regalian rights and 

the revenues of the Kammergut, thereby establishing a long-term practice for the dynasty, 

Charles and Ferdinand were cut off from the income sources that had kept their family afloat in 

the past.  

After the representatives of the Habsburgs and the Regiment left the General Assembly in 

defeat, the estates of Lower Austria began organizing their new state order. Always on their 

mind, the looming threat of the Turks led the estates to appoint new field captains to lead the war 

effort, created a mutual defense treaty, and scheduled a future meeting in Vienna to organize the 

various revenues of the different provinces to better finance the defense of the Erblande.176 

Furthermore, the General Assembly agreed to send diplomats to their Habsburg sovereigns to 

plead their case. At the close of the General Assembly on 27 March 1519, diplomatic missions 

were sent to King Charles, Archduke Ferdinand, as well as to Archduchess Margaret.177 Dr. 

Siebenbürger and Siegmund von Herberstein were appointed by the General Assembly to 

participate in the diplomatic mission to parley with Charles in Spain, while the delegation to 

Ferdinand and Margaret was to be led by Hans von Lappitz and Georg Winkler.  

After the Lower Austrian general assembly, the delegation of the estates including Dr. 

Siebenbürger and Siegmund von Herberstein travelled to Villach to begin their journey. Their 

itinerary took the delegation to Venice, Florence, Rome, and Naples, before then chartering a 

ship to Barcelona. While still in Italy, the delegation received a letter from Charles dissuading 

them from coming to Spain and once again commanding them to defer to the supreme Regiment, 
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which the delegation evidently disregarded.178 After months of travel, the delegation of the 

Austrian estates finally arrived at the court of the Spanish King Charles on 6 November 1519, 

ready to argue on behalf of their cause and in defense of their new administration.179 Something 

very important happened, however, during the delegation's voyage from Austria to Spain: the 

imperial election of Charles as the new Holy Roman Emperor. They were now not just facing the 

King of Spain and Archduke of Austria, but also the Emperor.     

Upon arriving at the Spanish court, the delegation was informed that in order to speak 

before the King and his councilors, they must prepare and perform a Latin oration in their 

defense. As the leader of the nobles in the delegation, Count Herberstein was initially planning 

on being the spokesperson for the estates, but the Latin requirement of the Spanish court meant 

that the position of spokesman fell to Dr. Siebenbürger, who as a trained lawyer, judge, and legal 

scholar was the most fluent in Latin among the delegates. This fact, however, immediately 

caused conflict among the delegates, as many of the nobles thought that a lowly lawyer was not 

the ideal representative of Lower Austria before a king and emperor.180 This issue had already 

arisen back in Villach, before the delegation had even left Austria. There, Count Herberstein as 

well as the Styrian delegation argued that Dr. Siebenbürger should not come at all with the 

delegation to Charles, let alone speak. In his memoir Count Herberstein recounts how the Styrian 

delegation argued that it should be a “nobleman [Edlman]” who presents their case, and not a 

member of the “lower orders [minder Stanndts],” like the lawyer from Vienna.181 They were, 
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perhaps, correct. The only months old alliance between noble estates and urban rebels was 

already beginning to show signs of fraying.  

Things did not start out well for Dr. Siebenbürger, who, upon entering the chambers of 

the emperor, tried to kneel and kiss his ring. The emperor, however, quickly withdrew his hand 

and refused the sign of humility and homage.182 Witnesses, like Count Herberstein who recorded 

the events of this meeting, noted that Dr. Siebenbürger seemed out of place among the Spanish 

nobility and unaware of the courtly protocol. His fiery Latin oration, it would seem, was also out 

of place. Felix Czeike describes how Dr. Siebenbürger “represented the freedom and aspirations 

of the Austrian estates with admirable frankness in an unyielding manner which was by no 

means appropriate for this ceremony before Charles, who had just been elected king of 

Germany.”183 Peter Csendes and Ferdinand Opll characterized the speech as combative and 

hardly diplomatic.184 Count Herberstein was most upset that Dr. Siebenbürger did not follow the 

script that the delegates had drafted together, noting that one noble whispered to him during the 

oration “Das ist nit guet [This is not good].”185 Furthermore, Dr. Siebenbürger showed either 

utter cluelessness or open disrespect for the emperor when he did not remove his hat when 

entering his presence, and kept his hat on for the entirety of his speech.186 Since Dr. 

Siebenbürger was a lawyer and orator who knew the rules of rhetoric, it appears this was a 

purposeful decision on his part to symbolically and sartorially challenge the emperor. We see 

here the stubborn pride of Dr. Siebenbürger that drew so much attention from his 
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contemporaries, as well as one of the most dramatic flashpoints of the revolt, as a local rebel 

leader was meeting face to face with a sitting emperor.  

So what did Dr. Siebenbürger say that drew so much ire from the assembled aristocrats? 

What was “truly insulting,” as the courtier Maximilian Transylvanus described, about his 

speech?187  Besides fumbling with the intricacies of Charles’ proper titles and styles, as well as 

refusing to take off his hat, it was Dr. Siebenbürger’s attempt to interfere with the dynastic and 

family politics of the Habsburg family that angered so many. In his speech, Dr. Siebenbürger 

was audacious enough to suggest to the emperor and his court how the patrimony of Maximilian 

should be divided up amongst Charles and Ferdinand. In his speech before Charles and his court, 

Dr. Siebenbürger argued that for the good of “orphan Austria,” Charles should “place Ferdinand 

in command of Spain so that you Charles yourself will care for Austria, or hand over royal power 

in Austria to Ferdinand.”188 Needless to say, the court was shocked that a law professor from 

Vienna would dare try to advise the new emperor-king on how to manage his patrimony. After 

the king departed from the meeting, the Archbishop of Saragossa, Alonso de Aragón, who was 

also the illegitimate son of King Ferdinand of Aragon, stood from his chair and chastised the 

doctor and assembled representatives, rebuking them for treating Charles and Ferdinand as 

equals and for daring to tell “the emperor the measure of how he should share [his domains] with 

his brother!”189 The inheritance negotiations between Charles and Ferdinand were still in process 

at the time and was serious and delicate matter for the young emperor, his court, and his family.  

By attempting to interfere in the internal politics of Habsburg inheritance so publicly in 

front of the highest-ranking notables of the emperor’s court, Dr. Siebenbürger had struck a nerve 
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with Charles, both in suggesting Charles should come to Austria himself and by suggesting 

Ferdinand should be made king of Spain. Since Maximilian’s will stated that both Charles and 

Ferdinand were heirs to all his lands and titles together, the issue of which brother should receive 

which territory was hotly contested. These contestations, however, were the reserve of Habsburg 

family members and their most trusted advisors and not an open topic of discussion among 

lowborn subjects, especially subjects in a state of revolt. Who should succeed Maximilian as 

King of the Romans, for example, was a major issue in the family. While Charles was the eldest 

and nominally raised in the Empire, Margaret of Burgundy wrote a letter to Charles asking him 

to remove himself from the Imperial election in favor of Ferdinand.190 How Maximilian's 

massive inheritance was to be divided between two nominally equal heirs would remain a 

pressing issue within the family for the next five years, as Charles and Ferdinand met regularly 

to negotiate the final settlement. Until that settlement, however, there was great confusion among 

Habsburg subjects as to who exactly was their lord. In the documents from this period of 

uncertainty, for example, it was common for petitions and correspondence to refer to both 

Charles and Ferdinand as kings, since it was still unclear who was their proper lord and what 

their proper titles were.  

In particular, Dr. Siebenbürger’s suggestion that Ferdinand should rule in Spain was the 

largest threat to Charles, since there were many partisans present at court who wished it was 

Ferdinand rather than Charles who was king. Ferdinand of Aragon, grandfather of the princely 

brothers and Ferdinand’s namesake, struggled in his lifetime to have Ferdinand rather than 

Charles succeed him in the Iberian kingdoms.191 Since Ferdinand was raised at the Spanish court 

under his grandfather’s care while Charles was raised by his aunt in the Low Countries, the 

 
190 Fichtner, Ferdinand I of Austria, 17. 
191 Ibid., 15.  



                                                                                                                                                   Messinger  

 

88 

Spanish court was also far more amenable to the younger brother who they had a hand in 

influencing as he grew to adulthood. To the Spanish court, Charles was a foreigner. Such an 

open suggestion that Ferdinand might rule in Iberia was not only dynastically a threat, but 

pragmatically dangerous in inspiring possible opposition to Charles in Iberia. In even suggesting 

another person rule in the Iberian kingdoms, Dr. Siebenbürger had crossed a multitude of social 

and political boundaries, and this suggestion, made before the sitting ruler no less, in many cases 

could be considered treasonous speech in itself. Dr. Siebenbürger brought the Viennese revolt 

and the crisis in Lower Austria directly to Charles and his court, challenging the emperor in a 

simultaneously personal yet painfully public manner. Siebenbürger’s demands also illustrate the 

ways in which the dynastic and urban conflicts intertwined with each other. Negotiations among 

a dynasty over who should rule which territory was difficult enough without the added precarity, 

danger, and confusion of negotiating over an openly rebellious territory.  

Another major issue highlighted by Dr. Siebenbürger’s suggestion that Ferdinand be 

made King of Spain or ‘King’ of Austria was the complex and still unsettled marriage alliance 

between the Jagellonians, the dynasty that reigned in Bohemia, Hungary, and their orbiting 

principalities, and the Habsburgs. Initially planned to be a dynastically symbolic double marriage 

between Maximilian’s grandchildren and the children of Vladislaus II, much like the double 

marriage between the Habsburgs and the Trastámara of Castile and Aragon, the final agreement 

reached in Vienna in 1515 only promised that Anna Jagellonica would marry either Charles or 

Ferdinand, another loose dynastic thread left behind by Maximilian.192 Who should marry Anna, 

much like who should inherit the throne of Spain, was another bone of contention between the 

two princely brothers and their respective courts. Moreover, Maximilian promised that whoever 
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Anna would marry would be an independent king, further complicating inheritance questions. To 

solve this issue, Maximilian had been in talks with Ferdinand of Aragon to place Ferdinand on 

the royal throne of Naples as an independent kingdom but these plans came to naught with the 

death of Ferdinand of Aragon in 1516.193 Maximilian, eager to secure this marriage in his final 

months, even drew up plans to make Ferdinand the independent ‘king’ of a unified Austrian 

Hereditary Lands, something that likewise too failed in its development stages, facing steep 

opposition from almost everyone both inside and outside of Austria.194 Since Vladislaus II and 

his successor Louis would not allow Anna to marry anyone without an independent powerbase 

and a throne of their own, the issue of who would marry Anna remained pressing up through 

1521.  

The Lower Austrian rebels too, of course, had their opinions on which brother should 

marry Anna. In a subsequent meeting between the Austrian delegation and the Spanish court, 

noticeably with both Charles and Dr. Siebenbürger absent, Hans von Silberberger, an aristocratic 

representative from the estates of Carinthia, recommended to Charles’ Chancellor, Mercurino di 

Gattinara, that Charles himself should marry Anna. In this meeting, he said that “His Germans 

would like that our Emperor marry His Hungarian,” in order to counter the king of France, who 

he claims was scheming to marry Anna himself.195 Another attempted intervention into the 

family politics of the Habsburgs, Chancellor Gattinara rebuffed the rebellious nobleman and said 

that this issue was of too great importance and was only meant to be decided upon by the 

Emperor himself and his council. What we see here, however, is that the Lower Austrian estates 

and the Viennese rebels were ready and willing to attempt to influence the emperor and his court 

 
193 Ibid., 15.  
194 Brady, Turning Swiss, 89. 
195 Herberstein, “Selbst-Biographie,” 197.  



                                                                                                                                                   Messinger  

 

90 

to their benefit. Always concerned with the threat of the Turks, a topic that came up throughout 

the Austrian delegation to Spain, the estates desired Charles to marry Anna himself so as to 

better secure the alliance with Hungary in order to strengthen their eastern and southern flanks 

against the threat of invasion, which would in fact come in the following decade. As these two 

meetings have shown, the purpose of the Austrian delegation was not just to plead their case in 

relation to their seizure of power, but also to attempt to intervene in and shape Habsburg dynastic 

policy during this tumultuous time of both uncertainty and expansion.  

The internal debates and gap in social and political status were also laid bare in this 

delegation. While as Dr. Siebenbürger appeared with the gruff bombast one might expect from a 

big city lawyer, his audacious behavior before the emperor horrified his aristocratic allies. 

Siegmund von Herberstein in particular was dismayed. Having a long history of service to the 

dynasty, and a long future to look ahead to, he knew he could not afford to let the bridges burned 

by Dr. Siebenbürger remain in cinders. Presenting the new Landesordnung drafted by the rebel 

leaders, as well as the older Innsbruck Libellen mentioned earlier, Siegmund von Herberstein 

gave a rather elegant speech in defense of the Lower Austrian revolt to the emperor’s councilors 

a few days later. Representing the estates of Styria, he begins by casting his actions within the 

historic relationship between the Habsburg family and the Austrian lands. He writes, “The 

Principality of Styria was not conquered by princes with weapons or wars. It was not conquered 

out of any kind of ambition, but it was out of love, freedom, and honest goodwill that it 

submitted to the Emperor, namely to the Roman King Rudolf. And [Styria] has always faithfully 

adhered to the same and his descendants to this day and has done so at no small service.”196 

Herberstein discusses various successes shared between the estates of Lower Austria and the 
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Habsburg archdukes, such as their military victories against the Bohemians and their support in 

replacing Adolf of Nassau with Albert of Habsburg as King of the Romans.197 Foregrounding his 

defense of the revolt within this long and successful history of Habsburg-estate cooperation, 

Herberstein then moved to defend the revolt within this supportive context.  

The accusation that the revolting Viennese and Lower Austria estates wanted to remove 

the Habsburgs from power and replace them with a different dynasty continually haunted the 

leaders of the urban and estates movement during these years. By establishing his country’s 

long-standing loyalty to the Habsburgs first in his speech, he could better counter these 

accusations. Defending the Lower Austrians against the “unjust” lies of their enemies, 

Herberstein argued that “Our people [Unnser volckh] are not eager for new things, [they] do not 

want a new lord every new day, [they] do not entertain [political] parties, [they] do not act in 

corners, [but] their actions are made openly and abidingly.”198 This defense is particularly 

noticeable for refuting many of the common understandings of treasonous behavior, namely 

partisanship, deception, and secrecy. In defending the new government created by the estates and 

their actions taken, he shows hope that the court would agree and support their reforms. 

Herberstein says that “all of this was done according to the Emperor Maximilian’s wishes, so let 

us provide for all of this to be done by the Emperor.”199 Concluding his speech after defending 

the loyalty and honesty of those in revolt, Herberstein says that the only request of the rebels is 

for the emperor to “find the truth” and to “reward what is good and to punish what is evil.”200 

While Siebenbürger was confrontational and directly demanding of the emperor, Herberstein’s 

oration was more conciliatory and cooperative.    
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This shows not just a difference in demeanor between the two leaders, but also of their 

fundamental difference in social status and overall goals. Herberstein’s aristocratic lineage is 

apparent in his rhetoric and the way he structures his argument around loyalty, history, and 

tradition, while Siebenbürger cut straight to the heart of the matter, the dynastic crisis the 

Habsburg’s were experiencing, as if he could negotiate a final settlement himself between the 

two brothers. Either way, the division between Siebenbürger, and thus the urban movement, and 

the estates was reaching a breaking point. After these speeches, the nobles agreed that “for God’s 

sake, do not speak the things the doctor said any further. It is too wild for other people to talk 

about.”201 The insurgent coalition was splintering, and their delegation, for the most part, had 

failed.  

To get a better glimpse into the final outcomes of these issues surrounding the marriage 

to Anna of Hungary and the inheritance of Charles and Ferdinand, we should turn to the Austrian 

delegation to Margaret of Burgundy, where we will see family solidarity triumph over attempts 

to divide and influence the family from without. This delegation met not just with Margaret of 

Burgundy, but also with Ferdinand himself, who after the death of his grandfather was sent away 

from Spain by Charles to Margaret’s court in Mechelen to remove the threat of Spanish nobles 

placing Ferdinand on the throne.202  Unfortunately for the estates, Georg Winkler, one of their 

representatives to Mechelen, died in route, thus leaving Hans von Lappitz as their sole 

representative to the court of Margaret. Hoping perhaps to find a sympathetic Margaret and an 

influenceable Ferdinand, Margaret and Ferdinand instead held firm, deferring these issues to the 

now King of the Romans Charles. Here we see a strong sense of familial solidarity from 
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Margaret and Ferdinand, who, despite their internal disagreements with Charles, supported his 

authority when the dynasty and family required it of them. 

This was particularly true for Ferdinand, who despite being equal to his elder brother in 

terms of legal standing in relation to Maximilian’s inheritance, differed to his elder brother’s 

judgement. This is, perhaps, an example of familial behaviors superseding public power and 

politics, which Paula Fichtner had argued was so essential to the stability of the Habsburg 

dynasty. Because Charles and Ferdinand were equals in Maximilian’s inheritance, they had a 

rocky relationship as Charles seemingly claimed the entirety of the Habsburg patrimony. Having 

been raised completely apart from each other before briefly meeting for the first time in 1517, 

Charles and Ferdinand were initially at odds with each other over how to divide their 

grandfather’s estate.203 This can be seen when Margaret of Burgundy and Ferdinand himself 

made the argument to Charles that Ferdinand should be elected King of the Romans, after which 

Charles “curtly reminded his brother of the latter’s powerlessness… [and] Ferdinand submitted 

with the self-effacing remark that his place was wherever his king said it was.”204 Seemingly, 

Ferdinand put his own legal rights and political ambitions aside in respect of his elder brother 

and in the desire to ensure stability for the dynasty. Margaret too, who had once lobbied for 

Ferdinand, placed her trust in Charles. Over the course of the next six years, Charles and 

Ferdinand would continue to negotiate the terms of their inheritance and the marriage question, 

initially granting Ferdinand Lower Austria in his own right and deciding Ferdinand would marry 

Anna, which took place in Linz in 1521.205 The final division of Maximilian's patrimony would 

take place in 1525, with Charles granting Tyrol and Further Austria to Ferdinand as well. Despite 
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the hindrances of the Lower Austrian revolt and the attempted intervention of the estates into 

Habsburg family politics, the two brothers managed to come to an arrangement wherein 

Ferdinand was granted his own sovereign dominions, while still recognizing Charles as his 

superior and his possession of the Hereditary lands in “brotherly love and loyalty” for his elder 

brother.206  

In the end, the attempt of the Lower Austrian estates to intervene in the internal family 

politics of the Habsburg came to naught, only serving to splinter the insurgent coalition between 

urban rebels and the Lower Austrian aristocracy. While they did not achieve their intended goals 

in their delegation to the Habsburg leaders, the estates successfully challenged the Habsburg 

dynasty by separating Charles and Ferdinand from their revenues in Austria at a time when they 

needed it the most. The revolt of the Lower Austrian estates was a consistent test for Habsburg 

dynastic strategies, placing immense pressure on their familial networks, on their finances and 

familial politics, as well as on the relationship between Charles and Ferdinand. This revolt also 

highlighted the importance of Habsburg women, both as family members capable of influencing 

their siblings and kinsmen and as power brokers themselves able to hold the sinews of the 

Habsburg dynasty together during times of crisis. Maximilian’s dynastic failures may have 

contributed to the revolt, but the familial and political behavior of Charles, Ferdinand, and 

Margaret salvaged their position. Finally, these events illustrate the centrality of the Lower 

Austrian revolt to any discussion or narrative about the rise of the Habsburgs in the early 

sixteenth century, and should encourage a reevaluation of dominant, triumphalist narratives 

about the growth of the dynasty.  

 

 
 

206 Ibid., 19.  
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Chapter 3: The Religious Conflict  

 

 In September of 1524, Caspar Tauber ascended to the pulpit of St. Stephan’s Cathedral to 

recant certain beliefs he had held and words he had written in the past. Condemned for various 

heresies including the denial of purgatory, the rejection of Mary and the Saints, and the denial of 

priestly confession, this was Tauber’s only opportunity to publicly certify his recantation made 

under interrogation or face further punishment.207 Instead, Caspar Tauber, the successful cloth 

merchant, one-time rebel, and currently accused heretic declared to those assembled in the 

Cathedral, “I testify here before men that I do not recant… my enemies have surrounded me 

everywhere, and I will never speak [the recantation].”208 Tauber than began to engage in a 

passionate defense of his heterodox beliefs, before being re-arrested and removed from St. 

Stephan’s. The assembled crowd in the cathedral, however, seemingly swayed by Tauber’s 

sincerity and “beautiful Christian words,” tried to follow him out in support, only to be stopped 

by the Choirmaster and other authorities.209 Befitting his station as a wealthy citizen, Tauber was 

imprisoned within the Augustinian Monastery within the city and a few days later, on 17 

September 1524, Caspar Tauber was beheaded, his body burned, and his ashes scattered into the 

Danube, becoming Austria’s first evangelical martyr.  

 
207 Johannes Ravellis and Caspar Tauber, Sententia lata contra Casparũ Thauber ciuem Vienneñ. olim Lutheranae 
sectae imitatorem. Widerruef etlicher verdambter yertung mit vrtayl vnd recht auf gelegt vnd erkant zů Wieñ in 
Osterreych (Wien: Johann Singriener d.Ä., 1524) Sig. A-75671, #AC10244244 Druckschriftensammlung, 
Wienbibliothek im Rathuas, Vienna, Austria. A4v, B1r. 
208 Eyn warhaftig Geschichte wie Caspar Tawber, Burger zu Wien ein Ketzer, vnnd zu dem todt verurteylt vnd auß 
gefürt worden ist (1524) Sig. A-11626, #AC09895683, Druckschriftensammlung, Wienbibliothek im Rathuas, 
Vienna, Austria. B4v.  
209 Eyn warhaftig Geschichte wie Caspar Tawber, B4v.  
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In boldly defending his beliefs against the current religious state of affairs, Tauber 

became the latest in a line of rebels to appropriate St. Stephan’s Cathedral for their own cause. 

Tauber was a member of the Citizens Opposition Committee, as they raised their flag of 

rebellion against the Regiment over the cathedral in 1519. Tauber was a member of the cathedral 

brotherhood in 1522, likely having witnessed Paul Speratus give a fiery sermon about the 

priesthood of all believers and clerical marriage from the pulpit of St. Stephan’s. Now, Tauber 

was asserting himself in the cathedral, publicly declaring his heterodox faith before the citizens 

of Vienna. Weaponizing these rituals of reconciliation and inquisition, Tauber transformed a 

performance designed to reinforce Catholic orthodoxy into a confrontational disputation and 

evangelical sermon in the center of the city.  

  In this chapter, I will explore the religious conflicts in Vienna during these pivotal years 

of revolt and reformation, examining the social and spiritual landscape of the city that created a 

period of such political and religious volatility from 1517 through Paul Speratus’ sermon in 

1522, and culminating with the 1524 execution for heresy of Caspar Tauber. Home to political 

upheaval that blunted authority, pre-existing conflicts over spiritual jurisdiction within the city, 

and a recent history of heterodox preaching, Vienna would prove a fertile ground for evangelical 

thought. As embodied by Caspar Tauber, I argue that the early reformation in Vienna and the 

Viennese revolt must be studied in a shared context as they coincided to create a uniquely fluid 

and volatile situation that benefited the early entry and dissemination of new preachers, new 

pamphlets, and new ideas. The end of the revolt in 1522, however, gave Ferdinand and religious 

authorities new impetus to counter heterdoxy and the means to more actively enforce orthodoxy. 

The political and religious authorities’ failure to harness the power of Vienna’s polycentric 

organization, however, meant that the brief yet influential advances made by the evangelical 
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movement during the tumults of the revolt proved enduring for the future Protestant community 

in the city.  The decisive events of the revolt, therefore, helped shape the course of the 

reformation, or lack thereof, in the city of Vienna.   

The historiography of the Protestant Reformations in Austria has a long and sometimes 

troubled history. Well into the twentieth century, pan-German, Protestant confessional histories 

often sparred with Catholic confessional histories tinged by Austrian particularism.210 In the 

years since, the historiography of the Reformations in Austria have focused on two major areas; 

the central role of the landed nobility in the spread of Lutheranism, and the later successes of the 

Catholic ‘Counter-Reformation’ in the Habsburg territories. Numerous scholars draw on the 

famous quote of Adam von Puchheim to succinctly demonstrate the former, when he declared 

that he and his fellow nobles served “at the same time as lords and bishops on our property; we 

hire and fire clerics and they have to obey us; church property was donated by our ancestors, 

therefore, it is ours.”211 Beyond their powerful patronage rights, the frequency of noble sons of 

Austria being sent to Wittenberg to study, and the 1525 demand by the estates of Lower Austria 

for the preaching of the ‘true’ Gospel has all been used to show the primacy of the nobility in the 

spread of the reformations throughout the Habsburg territories. The “defining characteristic” of 

the nobility in early modern Austria, Rona Johnston Gordon argues, “was their almost complete 

defection to the Lutheran camp.”212  

In the historiography, and particularly in the English language scholarship, more ink has 

been spilled discussing the Counter-Reformation, or Catholic Reformation, than has the 

 
210 These histories and their influences can be seen in Grete Mecenseffy’s 1956 Geschichte des Protestantismus in 
Österreich  
211 Here quoted in Karin J. MacHardy, War, Religion, and Court Patronage in Habsburg Austria: The Social 
Dimensions of Political Interaction, 1521-1622 (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 51. 
212 Rona Johnston Gordon, “Patronage and Parish: The Nobility and the Recatholicization of Lower Austria,” in The 
Reformation in Eastern and Central Europe, ed. Karin Maag (Brookfield: Ashgate Publishing, 1997) 213. 
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Reformation in Austria.213 Statements like “the profoundly Catholic direction of the Habsburg 

state was a tribute to the success of re-Catholicization,” have come to dominate views of early 

modern Austria and are often bound up with discussions of absolutism, state-building, and the 

Habsburg’s religious ideologies and policies.214  Regina Pörtner echoes this sentiment, arguing 

that Austria’s “intellectual identity,” was formed from the Counter-Reformation, since the 

Habsburg’s “dynastic state-building policies,” were inexorably tied to countering the spread of 

the Reformation.215  Because of these two dominant narratives, both the Protestant and Catholic 

Reformations in Austria have been characterized as top-down, elite-driven movements, creating 

something of a “distorted perception,” in which the success of the Catholic Reformation in 

Austria has “obscured the considerable impact of Protestantism in the earlier period.”216 The 

events of 1519-1524 in Vienna then, can help us better understand both the urban and non-noble 

elements of the Reformation in Austria and can shed light on the origins and early activities of 

Austrian reformers.  

The urban Reformation is a well-researched topic, particularly in the German-speaking 

lands. Bernd Moeller, Thomas Brady, Allyson Creasman, and Christopher Close, among others, 

have made countless contributions to the field of the urban Reformation. What is central to their 

studies, however, was the shared locations of these urban reformations, largely taking place in 

the Free and Imperial Cities of the Empire.  Free and Imperial Cities had certain legal and 

 
213 Nuanced and insightful studies of Counter-Reformation Austria include Regina Pörtner’s The Counter-
Reformation in Central Europe: Styria 1580-1630 first published in 2001 and Howard Louthan’s 1997 The Quest for 
Compromise: Peacemakers in Counter-Reformation Vienna.  
214 Laurence Cole, “The Counter-Reformation’s Last Stand: Austria,” in Culture Wars: Secular-Catholic Conflict in 
Nineteenth-Century Europe, eds. Christopher Clark and Wolfram Kaiser (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 286. 
215 Regina Pörtner, The Counter-Reformation in Central Europe: Styria 1580-1630 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2001), 12-13.  
216 Karin Maag ed., The Reformation in Eastern and Central Europe (Brookfield: Ashgate Publishing, 1997), 1.  
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political protections, communal autonomy, and general freedom from the ecclesiastical 

domination of their bishops, allowing them greater power and leeway to introduce heterodox 

doctrines and undertake church reform. In a territorial city like Vienna, particularly after the 

revolt when the city’s autonomy was broken, early reformers had to deal with both an 

overbearing prince and a bishop in residence when propagating and practicing their faith. Despite 

the difference in setting, two important and interrelated concepts from the works of Close and 

Creasman are particularly useful in studying the early Reformation in Vienna. Specifically, 

Close’s call to attention of the centrality of inter-regional and inter-city influences in the early 

urban Reformation reminds us that Vienna was not an isolated case, but rather a community 

imbedded into regional social, economic, and religious networks that would impact its internal 

religious developments. Close argues that the Reformations moved from “city to city on the 

backs of preachers, while those preachers travelled along communications networks within the 

urban hierarchy.” 217 In the case of Vienna, evangelical preaching came on the back of Paul 

Speratus in late 1520 who, along with many other itinerant reformers during this period, operated 

along these intercity networks. These intercity and interregional connections, both pre-existing 

and newly formed, would help shape the emergence of the evangelical community in Vienna.  

Allyson Creasman’s emphasis on communication, both oral and written, as well as the 

central role attempts at censorship played in the Reformation are also important here, as she 

argues that urban publishers and printers in the earliest years of the Reformation received 

“decidedly mixed signals,” about religious censorship from their local magistrates.218 Censorship 

could only succeed when there was early coordination between “civic, clerical, and university 

 
217 Christopher Close, The Negotiated Reformation: Imperial Cities and the Politics of Urban Reform, 1525-1550 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 88. 
218 Allyson Creasman, Censorship and Civic Order in Reformation Germany, 1517-1648: ‘Printed Poison & Evil Talk’ 
(Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 2012), 36.  
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interests,” something that as we shall see did not exist in late medieval Vienna.219 This brings us 

to the recent and insightful work of Natalie Krentz, whose article “The Making of the 

Reformation: the Early Urban Reformation between Continuity and Change,” explores how pre-

existing conflicts among various civic, ecclesial, and citizen stakeholders and institutions within 

a city, as well as the levels of polycentricity and complexity among these units, helped shape the 

course of the early Reformation in the cities.220 Building off of Berndt Hamm’s characterization 

of late medieval cities as having “crises of complexity”, Krentz argues we must view the arrival 

of heterodox preachers and the spread of new theologies as not confronting “inert ecclesiastical 

structures; rather, they became participants in a fluid process of negotiable ecclesial power that 

had entirely different origins [origins predating the Reformations].”221 In the case of Vienna, pre-

existing conflicts between the new bishopric of Vienna and the older University of Vienna over 

their competency and control of religious affairs created an opening for evangelical preachers 

and texts to enter and spread within the city relatively unchecked in the early years.  

Upon the death of the emperor, the religious and ecclesial situation in Vienna was 

unstable. Home to both major jurisdictional disputes among religious institutions and a recent 

history of heterodox preaching, Vienna was ripe for spiritual change. Even in the years leading 

up to 1517, religious heterodoxy was not an uncommon sight. In 1512, the Emperor had to order 

the theological faculty of the University of Vienna to declare certain popular rituals and 

traditions the Viennese celebrated when Pentecost occurred around a new moon superstitious and 

heretical, and the faculty concurred that the celebrations were rooted in Jewish and pagan 

 
219 Creasman, Censorship and Civic Order in Reformation Germany, 36. 
220 Natalie Krentz, “The Making of the Reformation: the Early Urban Reformation between Continuity and Change.” 
Reformation & Renaissance Review 19.1 (2017), pp. 30-49. 
221 Krentz, “The Making of the Reformation,” 38.  
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customs.222 Earlier still, in 1509 multiple sermons deemed heretical were given around the city 

that came to the attention of the authorities. In 1509, a Cistercian monk named Jakob gave a fiery 

sermon in St. Peter’s Church against the collection and veneration of relics. Also that year, Philip 

Turrianus of the Order of the Holy Ghost preached to a large audience outside the Kärntner Gate 

against the efficacy of indulgences.223 When Turrianius was condemned and summoned before 

the theological faculty to stand trial, he claimed that the theological faculty had no jurisdiction 

over him as a Papal Chaplain.224 This highlights one of the major pre-existing conflicts that 

would be exacerbated by the Reformations: the conflict and constant negotiation between the 

University of Vienna and the newly formed Viennese Bishopric for supreme spiritual authority 

in the city. Like Natalie Krentz’s case study of Wittenberg, Vienna was having a crisis of 

complexity and fight for competency among the religious institutions of the city.225  

From the very beginning, the University of Vienna and the bishopric were at odds, with 

the University of Vienna even arguing against the creation of the bishopric itself, fearing a threat 

to their privileges.226 The fight for legitimacy and jurisdiction within the city raged throughout 

the fifteenth century, with the bishop and faculty clashing over official appointments and the 

right to excommunication. These issues were not finally settled until the 1510s, when in 1513 

Pope Leo X confirmed the university’s right to operate its own spiritual jurisdiction, and in 1517 

this was strengthened to declare the university free and independent from the Viennese episcopal 

 
222 Joseph Ritter von Aschbach, Die Wiener Universität und ihre Humanisten im Zeitalter Kaiser Maximilians I. 
(Wien: Der K.K. Universität in Wien, 1877), 113.  
223 Karl Vocelka, “Kirchengeschichte,” in Wien: Geschichte einer Stadt, Band 2., eds. Peter Csendes and Ferdinand 
Opll (Köln: Böhlau Verlag Wien, 2003), 313-314.  
224 Anton Wappler, Geschichte der Theologischen Facultät der K.K. Universität zu Wien (Wien: Wilhelm Braumüller, 
1884), 47-48. 
225 Krentz, “The Making of the Reformation,” 32-33.  
226 Aschbach, Die Wiener Universität und ihre Humanisten im Zeitalter Kaiser Maximilians I, 26.  
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authority.227 The outcome, or lack thereof, in the case of Turrianus illustrates this jurisdiction 

crisis perfectly. As mentioned before, Turrianus, citing an old and invalid Papal Bull, claimed 

exemption from the university’s jurisdiction, something the theological faculty vehemently 

denied. This only got more complex when the Abbot of the Scottish Abbey in the city intervened 

in the case, claiming that only he, as conservator of the Order of the Holy Spirit’s privileges, had 

the right to try the case. The case quickly got mired in jurisdictional quicksand and no official 

outcome remains in the records.228 

Jurisdictional battles like these over spiritual authority were common leading into the 

years of the revolt and the early days of the reformation, and they created openings for the spread 

of evangelical ideas. When disagreeing spiritual authorities competed over who had the power to 

regulate and punish what was considered heretical, it created an opening to discuss which types 

of spiritual authorities in general hold rightful power over human affairs. Public events and trials 

like Turrianus’ case, which called the highest spiritual punishment of excommunication into 

question, surely inspired dialogues and disputes across the city on the nature of clerical authority 

and created an environment in which norms and structures could be questioned. Much like the 

University of Wittenberg’s conflicts with their bishop, and the eventual triumph of the University 

in both cases, this illustrates how universities tried to become, and it some cases did become, 

“new ‘centres of truth’… [which] played a decisive role in the development of a strong, urban 

self-consciousness holding to its own views of the ‘truth’ in ecclesial matters.”229 While both 

Vienna and Wittenberg were home to preexisting conflicts between university and bishop that 

called into questions spiritual truths and religious authority, the conflict in Vienna remained 

 
227 Ibid., 107.  
228 Wappler, Geschichte der Theologischen Facultät der K.K. Universität zu Wien, 48.  
229 Krenz, “The Making of the Reformation,” 32-33.  
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largely over competency and jurisdiction, not major church reform. The Theology Faculty of the 

University of Vienna would largely remain Catholic and become a driving force against 

evangelical doctrines, yet as we shall see, would also remain hamstrung by the university as a 

whole which trended towards reform and by these ongoing jurisdictional disputes which limited 

their ability to enact spiritual oversight and controls.  

While the theology faculty remained Catholic, the citizens and general populace of 

Vienna did not. We know that by 1564, four out of five Viennese were Lutheran, but we know 

less about how it became that way.230 While the city government never introduced official 

evangelical reforms, the population of Vienna clearly underwent a reformation. There are 

certainly signs along the way, between 1517 and 1564, particularly during the tumultuous times 

and aftermath of the Viennese revolt, that hearts and minds were changing. Importantly in 

Vienna, many pre-existing political and legal battles came to a fore just as religious and spiritual 

changes were coming to the city. Most noticeably during these years, Vienna witnessed what is 

often considered the first overtly, Luther-inspired evangelical sermon ever preached within the 

city walls.  

Having arrived in Vienna in the autumn of 1521, Paul Speratus had religious controversy 

nipping at his heels all the way from Salzburg and Augsburg where he had been expelled. On his 

way to Budapest, the married priest stopped in Vienna for a few months where his public 

marriage to Anna Fuchs caused controversy within the city. After cohabitating in Vienna for a 

few weeks, a particularly boisterous monk decided to preach in St. Peter’s Church in defense of 

clerical celibacy, during which he called out Paul Speratus as living disgracefully and in sin as a 

 
230 Howard Louthan, The Quest for Compromise: Peacemakers in Counter-Reformation Vienna (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 5. 
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married cleric.231 Speratus demand a chance to defend himself and the Bishop Georg von 

Slatkonia agreed, allowing Speratus the chance to preach in St. Stephan’s to justify his actions 

and respond to accusations. This is one of the many examples’ historians point to in order to 

characterize Bishop Slatkonia as lukewarm and ineffective, and perhaps even interested in the 

evangelical cause himself. On 12 January 1521, Speratus climbed to the high pulpit in St. 

Stephan’s Cathedral in the center of the city and delivered a fiery sermon against clerical 

celibacy, religious vows, and in promotion of the priesthood of all believers.232 The Theological 

Faculty of the University of Vienna, but not Bishop Slatkonia, immediately responded with his 

condemnation and called him to stand trial, but Speratus was able to escape the city into exile in 

Moravia. What stands out most noticeably from Speratus’ sermon and which proves to be the 

most illuminating when looking at the early Reformation in Vienna was its content and its 

audience.  

In his sermon, which was later printed and published in Konigsberg in 1524, Speratus 

made mention of the numerous people sympathetic to his evangelical teachings, speaking of an 

“underground” Reformation in the city.233 He asked his audience: “How many hundreds of 

Viennese residents do you think must steal the Word of God in secret?”234 Having been living in 

Vienna for multiple weeks by this point, and given Speratus’ reputation and history of religious 

controversy, he would have likely met with people sympathetic to Lutheran and evangelical 

 
231 Moritz Smets, Wien im Zeitalter der Reformation (Wien: Verlag des Wissenschaftlich Antiquariats H. Geyer, 
1969), 21.  
232 Rudolf Leeb, “Vienna: Paul Speratus,” in Europa Reformata: European Reformation Cities and their Reformers, 
eds. Michael Welker, Michael Beintker and Albert de Lange (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2016), 447-448.  
233 Paul Speratus, Von dem hohen geluebd der Tauff sampt andern. Ein Sermon zu Wienn ynn Osterreych gepredigt 
(1524) quoted in Rudolf Leeb, “Eine Stadt im Aufruhr: Wien und die frühe Reformation,” in Brennen für den 
Glauben: Wien nach Luther, eds. Rudolf Leeb, Walter Öhlinger, and Karl Vocelka (Wien: Wien Museum Verlag, 
2017), 123. 
234 Speratus, Von dem hohen geluebd der Tauff sampt anderm Ein Sermon zu Wienn ynn Osterreych gepredigt 
(1524) Leeb, “Eine Stadt im Aufruhr: Wien und die frühe Reformation,” 123. 
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ideas. Perhaps inadvertently, Speratus highlighted in his sermon issues that continue to challenge 

historians to this day. When studying the early Reformation, how do we access the private, 

unwritten moments of the vast majority of the population? What is the line between sympathizer 

and reformer? Speratus’ preaching in St. Stephan’s may have been the first public, widely 

reported event in the Viennese reformation, but surely it was not the first experience of the 

Reformations for those in Vienna that “secretly stole the word of God.”  

This brings us to Speratus’ audience, the attendants in St. Stephan’s Cathedral. Not only 

were there likely sympathizers in the crowd, but as the spiritual and geographic center of the city, 

many of Vienna’s elite, as well as others, likely would have been in attendance. No matter who 

was directly in attendance, local talk amongst residents in the city would have spread the story of 

Speratus and the content of his sermon. As Allyson Creasman argues, “the printed [and 

preached] word readily filtered into the talk on the streets, and local gossip worked its way into 

print.”235 In a politically and religiously unstable environment like Vienna, such a controversial 

speech by a known figure like Speratus would have spread quickly throughout, which is why the 

Theological Faculty of the University of Vienna called him to stand trial so quickly. Rudolf Leeb 

speaks of the “great echo,” of Speratus’ sermon, which “hit the nerve of the religious and social 

discussions going on in the city.”236 Speratus’ audience was thus far larger than just those in 

attendance that day in St. Stephan’s, and likely added fuel to many pre-existing conflicts and 

negotiations.  

As Speratus said in January of 1522, he had already come into contact with those in the 

city sympathetic to evangelical doctrines and church reforms and spoke of an underground 

Reformation. He was certainly right to speak of evangelical and Lutheran sympathizers within 

 
235 Creasman, Censorship and Civic Order in Reformation Germany, 5.  
236 Leeb, “Eine Stadt im Aufruhr: Wien und die frühe Reformation,” 122.  
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the city, and we can see evidence of these individuals and their actions in the conflicts and 

debates during the years of the Viennese revolt. One such sympathizer, for example, was Dr. 

Martin Siebenbürger himself, leader of the Citizens Opposition Committee and member of the 

Faculty of Law at the University of Vienna. I use the word sympathizer purposefully here, since 

while there may not be enough evidence to attest to his personal spirituality, he does reveal a 

deep affinity for Luther in a letter he wrote in 1520 to a member(s) of the University of Vienna 

faculty. In the letter, Dr. Siebenbürger defends Martin Luther after his writings were banned and 

the faculty of the University was ordered to condemn him. He writes, “I have always loved 

Luther as a man of experience and skill,” and admits to owning one of Luther’s tracts.237 

Siebenbürger further argues that “if you want to condemn his writings, you should show his 

achievements first,” and that since the University of Paris has not yet condemned Luther but 

encouraged his ideas be taken up by a future church council, the University of Vienna should not 

hastily move to condemn Luther either.238 As the case of Dr. Siebenbürger shows, there were 

other evangelical sympathizers like him embedded into Vienna’s polycentric organizations that 

could help the nascent community grow through subtle means of resistance. It is also clear that 

there were many other members of the university faculty who held these sympathetic beliefs, as 

we will see that the university did in fact refuse to condemn Luther. 

Almost from the outset, the University of Vienna frustrated attempts to stop the spread of 

Reformation ideas within the city. Perhaps responding to the arguments of Dr. Siebenbürger and 

other evangelical sympathizers, the university refused to endorse and publish the Papal Bull of 

Excommunication against Luther in 1520. While not as iconic and symbolic as the burning of 

 
237 Siebenbürger, Martin and Theodor Karajan. Notizen über Bürgermeister Dr. Martin alias Siebenbürger und seine 
Zeit 1511-1523 mit Handschriften Siebenbürgers. Bestand 3, Sammlungen, 3.4 Handschriften. Wiener Stadt- und 
Landesarchiv, Vienna, Austria. Sig. 3.4.B.47. Folio I-IV. 26-27.  
238 Siebenbürger, Notizen über Bürgermeister Dr. Martin, 26-27.  



                                                                                                                                                   Messinger  

 

107 

Exsurge Domine at the University of Wittenberg, the University of Vienna’s decision to not 

endorse and publish the Bull reflects a similar resistance to Papal interference among university 

faculty in Europe during the early Reformation. In Vienna, the Rector of the University even 

threatened with a church ban any faculty that published or disseminated the Bull.239 Normally at 

odds, even the Bishop of Vienna agreed with the university’s decision and did not endorse the 

Bull either.240 In the politically tumultuous year of 1520, with Archducal and Regimental power 

barely existing in the city, the university faculty likely felt more emboldened to make their 

opinions clear. Both the university and bishop resisted endorsing the Bull until they received 

direct orders from Charles and Ferdinand almost a year and a half later, which even then they 

followed slowly and hesitantly. Hoping to have the emperor condemn the other faculties for 

refusing to condemn Luther and publish the Papal Bull, the theological faculty led by one 

Professor Camers wrote a letter to the emperor informing him of the university’s disobedience in 

continuing to refuse to publish the Bull even after receiving direct orders to do so.241 

Interestingly enough, the letter also alleges a general hostility against the theology faculty and 

alleges that certain professors were travelling into the countryside to propagate Lutheran and 

other heretical beliefs, pointing again to the presence of an ongoing, unofficial reformation 

within and without of the city. Regardless, these debates and disputes within the university and 

with the bishop in relation to publishing the Papal Bull surely made it into the streets and public 

houses, encouraging discussion and debate about Luther and new religious ideas within the city.  

Later in 1524, after the immediate events of the revolt had subsided, the University of 

Vienna continued to refuse to cooperate in the suppression of Lutheran ideas and texts. It was 

 
239 Aschbach, Die Wiener Universität und ihre Humanisten im Zeitalter Kaiser Maximilians I, 120-121.  
240 Vocelka, “Kirchengeschichte,” 313.  
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during this year that Archduke Ferdinand ordered that each of the university’s four faculties 

compile and publish arguments and refutations of Luther’s works, a demand that only the 

Faculty of Theology complied with. The faculties of law and medicine both argued they had 

more important tasks at hand, and the faculty of art dryly responded that they could not refute 

any of Luther’s works, since it was illegal under Ferdinand’s order to possess or read any of 

Luther’s works.242 The faculty of medicine too provided a surprising response, declaring that in 

matters of spirituality and religion, “Everybody should mind their own business; the whole thing 

is none of their business. They do not understand it and should not care about it. The theologians, 

whose profession it is to be inquisitors of heretics, should take care of this business for 

themselves!”243 This astounding message from the faculty of medicine shows that the university 

was far from united, and many members of the faculty were likely evangelical sympathizers, if 

not outright believers themselves. The university, like the city of Vienna itself, was a polycentric 

organization, and the theology faculty was but one unit in its processes of negotiation. It appears 

that the other faculty did not intend to be the enforcer of the Papacy against the new teachings of 

Luther, further creating a fluid and open situation on the ground in the city for new doctrines. 

Members of the University of Vienna’s Theological Faculty were apparently quite 

unpopular during these years as they fought to publish the Papal Bull against Luther and to 

enforce censorship of new religious doctrines. In 1521, for example, none of the theology faculty 

wanted to take the position of Dean of the Theological Faculty “lest they be exposed to rude 

insults on the streets.”244 As the sole faculty at the university fighting against the spread of 

evangelical texts and ideas, the dean of the theology faculty would likely have borne the brunt of 
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ridicule and criticism from supporters or sympathizers of the new doctrines. This seems to have 

been exactly the case, as the theology faculty declared in 1522 that it was “unable to continue to 

do anything in matters of faith, for the faculty not only lacks money and people, but has also 

been deprived of the facilities for its official activities; indeed, its members are no longer safe in 

their own lives.”245 It is clear then, for a variety of reasons, including lack of popular support, 

lack of funds, and pre-existing jurisdictional conflicts, that there existed little to none 

coordinated attempts to censor or counter the dissemination of evangelical and Lutheran ideas in 

Vienna during the tumult of the Viennese revolt, and that these new beliefs spread very quickly 

among the populace. While the complaints of the theological faculty may have been exaggerated, 

it demonstrates at least in part the temperature of public opinion in the city in regards to these 

ongoing religious conflicts.  

 One of the most tangible signs of the spread of reformation ideas during the years of the 

revolt was the large number of Lutheran and evangelical pamphlets and tracts published in the 

city. At the center of these publications was the prolific workshop of Johann Singriener the 

Elder, who began his career apprenticed in Vienna’s first printing workshop under Johannes 

Winterburger, before starting his own print shop in 1514.246 Singriener had an excellent 

reputation in Austria, publishing works by university professors, and from the diocese of Vienna 

and Wiener Neustadt.247 In 1519, after the death of the emperor and removal of imperial 

authorities from the city, Singriener began printing tracts written by Luther, and would also come 

to publish works by Karlstadt and other reformers. During the years 1519-1522, when the 
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political instability caused by the revolt and jurisdictional dispute between the university and the 

bishopric blunted religious authority and made it impossible to enforce the Imperial and Church 

bans against Luther’s writings, Singriener was able to print 20 different works of Luther’s, from 

The Babylonian Captivity to individual sermons on passages from scripture.248 In those same 

years, Singriener published 12 other evangelical tracts, mostly by Karlstadt. As the university 

faculty debated with the bishop and the Papacy about Bulls and the representatives of the 

emperor and archduke sat wounded in Augsburg and Wiener Neustadt, Singriener was able to 

resist censorship and operate quite freely. This illustrates Creasman’s point that only through 

coordination between civic, clerical, and university interests could effective censorship be 

enforced, something not present in Vienna. The numerous Lutheran pamphlets and tracts 

published by Singriener, most of which were printed before 1522, likely created an eager market 

for the consumption of evangelical ideas by a receptive audience, one that may have first been 

inspired by Paul Speratus’ sermon at St. Stephan’s. No other individual better represents those 

who heard Speratus preach, read illegal evangelical tracts, and who operated in the unstable and 

fluid environment of early Reformation Vienna than Caspar Tauber, who unfortunately lost his 

life navigating these complex systems of political and spiritual change.  

 Throughout his life, Caspar Tauber was at various points a successful merchant, a sworn 

rebel, a heretic, and a martyr. During the events of the revolt, Caspar Tauber was a member of 

the Citizens Opposition Committee which took charge of the city in 1519. When Dr. 

Siebenbürger and his allies were swept into office in 1521, the rebels had Tauber elevated to the 

position of Genannte, the central political body of specially chosen Viennese citizens which was 

abolished by Ferdinand after the revolt. In choosing Tauber to raise to the College of Notables, 
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the rebels that controlled the city council demonstrated their confidence in Tauber and the 

important role he was playing during the ongoing crisis. Managing to keep his home and his 

head after the events of 1522, Tauber continued to thrive.  

After escaping with his life from the Wiener Neustadt Blood Court, Tauber continued to 

be a leading member of Viennese society. Socio-economically, Tauber was a member of the 

Laubenherren, a centuries old group of merchants with a government sanctioned monopoly on 

the importation and cutting of cloth in the city of Vienna, making them some of the wealthiest 

and most well-connected citizens.249 Religiously, Tauber was a member of St. Stephan’s 

Cathedral Corpus Christi Brotherhood, considered one of the most prominent spiritual and social 

circles in the city, who famously hosted the Corpus Christi Procession and held Passion Plays in 

the city.250 Furthermore, as a member of the Cathedral brotherhood, it is highly likely Tauber 

was a member of Speratus’ audience in early 1522. This is evidenced by the fact that at the end 

of the first quarter of 1522, Tauber chose to leave the brotherhood, which was the earliest 

possible time for him to do so after Speratus’ sermon in January of 1522. It is not beyond reason 

that Tauber was inspired by Speratus’ boldness and decided to leave the Cathedral Brotherhood, 

a major decision for a Viennese citizen, to pursue heterodox religiosity away from the 

institutions of the old church. While Tauber was likely in attendance for Speratus’ sermon, 

Tauber admitted himself to owning prohibited publications and texts, like those published in the 

city by the workshop of Johann Singriener the Elder, and even to authoring a text that would be 

later deemed heretical. Tauber was thus well connected to social and communication networks, 

educated on the religious controversies of the day, and had access to Lutheran and evangelical 
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ideas both in print and in spoken word, and thus makes a prime case study for examining the 

intersection of revolt and reformation in the city, as well as the ways in which historical actors 

adopted evangelical beliefs and experienced the reformation in its earliest years.   

 Caspar Tauber was arrested in August of 1524 on suspicion of heresy and being in 

possession of illegal books after having been denounced by an unknown individual(s).251 It is 

important to note here, that the case of Caspar Tauber takes place in 1524, two years since the 

end of the revolt when archducal and religious authority had been reimposed on the beleaguered 

Vienna. Furthermore, mere months before the trial and execution of Caspar Tauber, Ferdinand 

had concluded the Regensburg Agreement with the Papal Legate, the archbishop of Salzburg, 

and numerous other imperial bishops, to coordinate the censorship of publications and to help 

reinforce the persecution of heretics in their respective territories. This agreement, which Rudolf 

Leeb describes as the “first, serious measure in the Counter-Reformation”, would turn the tide in 

Vienna in favor of religious orthodoxy in its immediate aftermath.252 This agreement was 

apparently widely known and looked upon with scorn by the Viennese population. In 1524, the 

Venetian ambassador in Vienna witnessed copies of the Regensburg mandate being desecrated in 

the streets.253 This report by the Venetian ambassador is yet another indicator of the spiritual 

temperature towards reform in Vienna at the time.  

For the city as a whole, however, this mandate saw the creation for the first time of a 

coordinated Catholic response with institutional support. This coordinated response took the 

form of an extraordinary religious court chaired by the bishop and staffed with members of the 
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theology faculty and members of the courts of the Papal legate and of the bishop.254 Furthermore, 

Georg Slatkonia, who has only ever been described as lukewarm and passive, died in April of 

1522, which meant Ferdinand could appoint a zealous bishop of his own, Johann von Revellis, a 

Burgundian cleric who had been in Ferdinand’s entourage back in Spain. No longer would 

jurisdictional disputes and the absence of clear authority get in the way of the prosecution of 

heresy. Under the leadership of Revellis, this inquisitorial court began its investigations into the 

rampant spread of heterodoxy within the city and would need not look far for its first victims. 

Four men were summoned to this new tribunal as the first defendants: Jakob Peregrin, Johann 

Vaesel, Johann Eckenberger, and Caspar Tauber, with Tauber’s being the first case to be brought 

to a conclusion.  

 During the course of Tauber’s trial, he was interrogated and tortured, which produced a 

confession and recantation of his false beliefs, the same recantation which Tauber later refuted in 

St. Stephan’s, “which I [Tauber] wrote in my own hand.”255 In this recantation, we see a variety 

of different heterodox beliefs, and since we do not have extant copies of the original theological 

tract Tauber wrote, it is the closest we can get to understanding Tauber’s theology. Some of his 

ideas stem clearly from Lutheran theology, such as his support for the concept of the Priesthood 

of all Believers. His views on the Eucharist, however, would be considered heretical in the eyes 

of Luther. In his confession, Tauber claims that during the celebration of the Eucharist: “Christ 

comes from the Father as a spirit, and then returns to the Father as a spirit, therefore he is not 

here with us in body and cannot be,” a belief more akin to Huldrych Zwingli’s theology of the 

Eucharist.256 In explaining his error, Tauber said he believed in this idea based on a reading of 

 
254 Nicoadoni, “Tauber, Kaspar.” 425.  
255 Ravellis and Tauber, Sententia lata contra Casparũ Thauber, B2r.  
256 Ibid., A4v.  



                                                                                                                                                   Messinger  

 

114 

John 6, the same chapter Zwingli used at the Marburg Colloquy to defend his view that the body 

of Christ was not present in the bread and wine.257 Moreover, Tauber held true to some 

characteristically Catholic views, like his belief in the sanctity and power of Mary. Finally, we 

also see that Tauber believed in some form of spiritual equality between men and women in the 

church, claiming that God bestowed the “keys of the church equally to man and women alike.”258 

Caspar Tauber’s own theological diversity is emblematic of the confessional ambiguity and 

doctrinal uncertainty of the early Reformation. 

 Tauber’s beliefs, based on those accusations he specifically recanted as opposed to those 

whose recantations he refuted, were highly individualized, and drew on Lutheran, Zwinglian, and 

Catholic concepts. In publicly refuting his recantation in St. Stephan’s Cathedral, Tauber in a 

sense became a preacher, engaging with the Choirmaster in a disputation on certain doctrines. In 

doing so, Tauber also embodies what Susan Karant-Nunn referred to as the “spontaneous 

religious individualism,” of the early Reformation, turning a display of Catholic authority and 

power into a bombastic and impromptu disputation, presenting his condemned beliefs before the 

gathered congregants.259 Furthermore, events like Speratus’ sermon and Tauber’s public 

refutation also illustrate the “rapid and disorderly growth of the evangelical movement,” during 

the early reformations, as preachers and pamphlets rapidly spread new ideas.260 Speratus’ and 

Tauber’s beliefs were also both highly individualized, and their confessions of faith highly public 

and dramatic. The connection between Speratus and Tauber may have been one of shared 
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sympathies and antagonisms, but not one of doctrinal uniformity with Luther or any other 

reformer. Speratus, a married cleric, responded to specific and personal accusations against 

himself in his 1522 sermon, while Tauber simultaneously upheld the sanctity of Mary while 

denying the efficacy of priestly confession in his confrontation in the cathedral.  

 During this flashpoint in St. Stephan’s, Tauber makes mention of something that reveals 

the intercity, interregional religious networks that Vienna was a part of. When defending himself, 

Tauber claims that he, with the support of the city council, had written a sealed letter to the city 

council of Nuremberg to seek their advice on this matter. Their “honorable advice” must be 

taken into consideration before a resolution can be made, and Tauber further encourages a larger 

disputation to be held on these issues.261 This demonstrates the extent to which Vienna was at 

least partially included in regional systems of negotiation described by Christopher Close. Close 

explains how there existed a “system of communication and support,” between south German 

cities and their councils that played crucial roles in political and religious developments, and 

cities would often consult each other on important legal and spiritual disputes such as this.262 

These intercity networks which developed out of the second half of the fifteenth century, took on 

renewed importance during the Reformations, city councils often relied on the advice of larger, 

more economically and politically connected cities in making major policy decisions. We see 

this system in operation here, as the Viennese sought to use this consultative system to help 

defend Tauber from this new inquisitorial push.  

 During the events of the trial, the confrontation in the cathedral, and the processes of his 

execution, Tauber seemed to have largely captured popular support for his defense. Multiple 

pamphlets attest to the city council intervening on Tauber’s behalf, again encouraging a 
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disputation be held over the disputed doctrines of faith. “The mayor, city judge, and most of the 

city council of Vienna, and everyone” one pamphlet writes, “everyone, hoped that an open 

disputation would have been held with Tauber and those educated in the scriptures and 

lawyers.”263 Sources describe a large crowd of merchants, artisans, and commonfolk that 

gathered in protest outside of Tauber’s prison. Particularly, the crowd was incensed that the 

summary judgment quickly made against Tauber was presented entirely in Latin, which the 

assembled people largely could not understand.264 We see that while the city council was seeking 

to lower the intensity of the conflict to a more familiar tenor of religious disputation, the actions 

of Tauber, the authorities, and the crowd, only raised it higher. Before the assembled Viennese, 

the Procurator sentenced Caspar Tauber to death. From the Augustinian Monastery where 

Tauber was imprisoned, tried, and condemned, the crowd followed Tauber as he was brought to 

the executioner’s house and finally as he was taken outside the city walls to be executed.  

 The news of Tauber’s action in St. Stephan’s and his execution spread quickly. Along the 

same lines that travelling preachers like Speratus travelled, so too did information. Within weeks, 

Martin Luther himself was aware of Tauber’s fate, calling him a “distinguished blood-martyr.”265 

Within the year four pamphlets had been published about Caspar Tauber, in Augsburg, 

Nuremberg, Breslau, and Strasbourg. The most influential and widely received of the pamphlets 

published about Caspar Tauber was A True History of Caspar Tauber, published in at least three 

editions in Augsburg, Breslau, and Nuremberg in 1524 by an anonymous author.266 This text 

spread very quickly and must have made an impact among readers as it was the only text about 
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Tauber to be added to the Tridentine Index of Prohibited Books.267 Most importantly, this 

pamphlet served as the textual basis for Tauber’s inclusion in Ludwig Rabus’ Account of God’s 

Chosen Witnesses, Confessors, and Martyrs (1552), which gave new life to the text and 

preserved it for centuries to come. Later in the nineteenth century, one of the founding members 

of the Missouri Synod of the Lutheran Church in the United States, Hermann Fick, published his 

own martyrology, The Martyrs of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 1854, which similarly 

based its details on Tauber on A True History.268 The life of this single pamphlet, from early 

modern Germany to nineteenth century America illustrates that flugschriften were not simply 

fleeting, transient conveyors of information meant to be read and then lost to posterity. Rather, 

they were active documents that demanded attention and continued to influence readers and 

shape the discourses on martyrology to this day.  

While the local authorities clamped down on evangelical printing within the city in 1524, 

they could not clamp down on the pre-existing networks Vienna was a part of. The burst of 

publications around Europe about Tauber’s life and legacy reminds us not to view any 

reformation “as an insular, internal event”, but rather, as Christopher Close argues, as an event 

taking place within regional urban systems.269 Reformations in Vienna and across Europe took 

place within their own contexts and always in dialogue with religious developments around 

them. Reformers and preachers entered and departed Vienna, just as pamphlets were imported 

and exported, along often inter-personal networks of publishers, printers, and sympathizers. 

Tauber himself was in possession of condemned texts, some of which likely came from outside 
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the city. From the outset, the course of the reformation in Vienna were shaped by both internal 

and external factors.  

After the trial and execution of Tauber, his co-defendents, Jakob Peregrin and Johann 

Vaesel likely saw that refuting a potential recantation would not benefit their case. Johann 

Eckenberger, who happened to be the court preacher to the Austrian Regiment, managed to 

escape to safety outside the city before being interrogated. Peregrin, who was called before the 

committee for preaching against monastic vows, was the personal confessor to multiple nuns and 

allegedly was encouraging them to leave their monasteries. His impressive collection of over 50 

prohibited texts, mostly from Luther, were burned, and Peregrin was banished from the 

Habsburg Hereditary lands, Bavaria, and all the Prince-Bishoprics of the empire.270 Vaesel, 

originally from Wiener Neustadt, was also arrested for heretical sermons, and after recanting his 

beliefs, was ordered to confinement in a Carthusian Monastery and forced to wear black 

mourning clothes the rest of his life.271 These other cases show Tauber was not alone in his 

heterodoxy, and that there were numerous other wholehearted believers and sympathizers living 

and operating in Vienna. While evangelical, Lutheran, and other heterodox beliefs continued to 

spread in Vienna, the Archduke, the Bishop, and the theological faculty made it clear they had 

the means to suppress, and violently if need be, heterodox beliefs.  

 The position of the city council in relation to religious policy during these events ranged 

from that of subtle resistance to forced obsolescence. Immediately following the removal and 

execution of rebel leaders from the city government in 1522, the theology faculty ordered that 

the city council, now under the mayoralty of Hans Saß, to monitor preachers and publications 
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within the city for anything “that was contrary to the old Christian ordinances.”272 This order, 

however, was rejected by the city council, which claimed it did not have the authority to 

intervene in such matters. A question that is often asked then, is why the city of Vienna never 

had an official, civic reformation despite eventually having a Protestant majority. Clearly there 

was a fluid and unstable situation on the ground in the city that allowed for the spread of 

evangelical and Lutheran thought, and a ready and willing population open to religious 

transformation.  

Here, the new constitution for the city of Vienna that Ferdinand introduced may offer 

some insights. Since the city council was placed under the leadership of a monarch appointed 

mayor and under the supervision of Imperial representatives, they could not make a 

confrontational challenge to the emperor/archduke or reject any of their direct orders. They 

could, however, still resist the demands of the theology faculty, as we have seen, allowing for 

some subtle, underground areas of negotiation and resistance. By abolishing the Genannte, 

however, Ferdinand eroded the central nexus of local political power, stripping their electoral 

privileges away from them. Many known members of the Genannte like Tauber would 

eventually declare in favor of the new teachings, but without their political and social power, had 

little influence to oversee widescale change or force the city council into taking action as they 

once could. Furthermore, Ferdinand made sure to exclude those who participated in the Viennese 

revolt from holding certain positions within the hierarchy within the city, perhaps because of 

associations between the political rebellion of 1519 with new, heterodox theologies. In the new 

constitution, Ferdinand specifically banned any “rebellious persons,” or those who have 

“agitated unrest” from holding the positions of church wardens for St. Stephan’s, St. Michael’s 
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and other churches within the city.273 It was only for the positions of Church wardens that this 

specific prohibition was put in place, which appears to show that archducal authorities were 

aware of the connections between the revolt and the reformation, as embodied by Caspar Tauber.  

It was only through the decisive victory of archducal authority after the Blood Court of 1522 and 

the eventual coordination between the University and the Bishop that the city remained officially 

Catholic. Had the Viennese revolt lasted longer or ended in a settlement less secure for the 

archduke, it is possible that the trends in Vienna we saw in the first two decades of the sixteenth 

century would have continued, and the city could have undergone an official process of civic 

church reform. 

One thing to note, however, was that while Ferdinand was able to eventually mount a 

coordinated response to the reformation, as witnessed by the formation of an inquisitorial court 

and the execution of Caspar Tauber, this effort failed in the end to actually stop the spread of 

evangelical beliefs by failing to harness the polycentricity of the city. While renewed pressure 

from the top can go far, without support from the many power bases in Vienna, it could never be 

totally efficient. As we saw, despite falling under the oversight of a new monarch-appointed 

mayor, the city council was still able to resist attempts to recruit them into the suppression of 

heterodoxy by convincingly arguing a lack of political will and logistical resources. The 

University of Vienna, despite the enthusiasm of the theological faculty, had its own internal 

debates that hindered enforcement. The openness and lack of censorship during the revolt, in 

some ways, helped create a religious insurgent coalition of its own, connecting printers, 

travelling preachers, local leaders, disgruntled clerics, and reform minded professionals into a 

larger network of evangelical sympathizers deeply embedded into the social and political 
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hierarchies and organizations of the city. While renewed religious oversight after 1524 and the 

abolishment of major citizen-led institutions in Vienna’s public sphere curtailed the possibility of 

an official, civic reformation from taking place within the city, the inability to exercise absolute 

control, as is often attributed to early modern monarchs, over the polycentric organizations of the 

city meant that they could also not effectively stop an ‘underground’ reformation. Neither 

official heterodoxy nor official orthodoxy were possible. It was clear, however, that evangelical 

feelings were spreading rapidly throughout the city. A new status quo would have to emerge.  

Four years after Caspar Tauber’s death, as inquisitorial officials rifled through the 

possessions of Dr. Balthasar Hubmaier, a prominent Viennese Anabaptist executed for heresy in 

1528, they discovered the deceased’s personal calendar. Written in red ink on September 17th 

was Caspar Tauber’s name, commemorating the day of his death like a holiday.274 Tauber’s 

death, far from stopping the spread of religious heterodoxy, only seemed to encourage it more. 

As we have seen, the early Reformation in Vienna arose out of a volatile political, social, and 

religious situation. Jurisdictional disputes between the university and the bishop, a history of 

heterodox preaching, the existence of a flourishing early evangelical printshop, and the political 

upheaval of the Viennese revolt created a fertile soil in which new theologies could develop. 

While operating largely free from censorship and prosecution during the years of the revolt, the 

reinforcement of archducal authority and formation of a coordinated system of religious courts 

after 1522 brought the first major and public phase of the reformation in Vienna to a close, as 

evangelical beliefs would continue to spread, albeit less publicly. The early Reformation in 

Vienna, therefore, can only be analyzed within the larger context of the Viennese revolt, and the 

impact of the revolt takes on a variety of new meanings when understood as also being the 
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foundational moments for the future Protestant communities of Vienna. With Caspar Tauber as 

the bridge between the revolt and the reformations, then, we see just how intertwined the 

political upheavals of 1519-1522 were to the growth of Vienna’s evangelical community.  
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Conclusion 

 

 In 1574, fifty years after the execution of Caspar Tauber, the city of Vienna finally 

celebrated its first, public and official Lutheran service, in the aristocratic Landhaus, no less, the 

same building Dr. Martin Siebenbürger stormed with his rebellious committee. Much to the 

chagrin of Emperor Maximilian II, Ferdinand’s successor, Catholic authorities watched in horror 

as the Viennese turned out in the thousands to openly practice their evangelical faith. Having far 

underestimated the number and influence of evangelicals in Vienna, upwards of eight thousand 

Viennese would flock to the state house in the center of the city for these Lutheran services every 

week. It was a “golden and blessed time,” according to Landhaus preacher Josua Opitz, as 

Vienna witnessed a flourishing of Protestantism within the city.275 How exactly Vienna came to 

this new position was deeply informed by the events of 1519-1524, as the Emperor Maximilian 

II was begrudgingly tolerating this open, monitored, and sanctioned practicing of Vienna’s 

evangelical faith as a reaction to the status quo that emerged in the aftermath of those urban, 

dynastic, and religious conflicts.  

 Leaving the year 1524, we see a wounded yet enduring evangelical community in Vienna 

continue to grow underground. In the aftermath of the revolt and during the ongoing reformation 

in the city, Vienna would settle into its variously new political, dynastic, and religious 

landscapes, each with different trajectories. Vienna’s new urban constitution issued by Ferdinand 

would remarkably remain in place until the bureaucratic reforms of Joseph II in 1783. This 
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meant that Viennese citizens were largely cut off from major, independent decision making and 

left lacking the autonomous institutional power needed to seriously challenge the archduke in the 

wake of the abolition of the College of Notables and the restructuring of the city council. 

Ferdinand’s inability to harness or reign in the surviving polycentric units within the city, 

however, meant that there were still avenues for some subtle resistance and intransigence in the 

face of archducal or Catholic authorities for evangelicals and their sympathizers. This meant that 

the developments in the evangelical community made during the revolt, when they could operate 

more freely from archducal or Catholic authority, would prove enduring, as they could rely on 

support from both inside and outside the city thanks to the relationships, coalitions, and networks 

formed during those six years.  

 As the new capital and archducal residence, however, the public practicing of heretical 

beliefs could not be tolerated, yet the emperor and the city lacked the wherewithal to effectively 

stamp out heterodoxy, allowing the movement to continue to grow in secret. While historians 

admittedly know very little about the evangelical history of Vienna before Maximilian II’s short-

lived legalization of Lutheran services in 1574, we are aware of some certainties.276 In the 

following decades, evangelical services were celebrated secretly in private homes and restricted 

books and pamphlets were smuggled into the city to meet the spiritual needs of the Viennese. A 

religious insurgent coalition of their own allowed for the evangelical community to continue 

developing in secret. In particular, the sometimes-fraught, sometimes-productive connections 

formed between the nobility and the citizenry of Vienna during the insurgent coalition of 1519 

proved most useful, as the urban homes of the aristocracy were largely free from urban 

regulations. For many evangelicals in Vienna, then, the houses of local lords would have served 

 
276 Leeb, “Eine Stadt im Aufruhr: Wien und die frühe Reformation,” 127.  
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as secretive places of worship within the city. The Viennese would prove themselves experts at 

operating within the gray areas created in the aftermath of the events of 1519-1524, continuing to 

resist archducal authority and practice their faiths in the shadows. That meant that fifty years 

later, when public Lutheran services would open for the first time, the Viennese were ready, 

willing, and able to pack the Landhaus to the rafters to practice their faiths. Thus, while the 

events of 1519-1524 ended the chance of Vienna undergoing an official, civic reformation, they 

simultaneously created avenues for the evangelical community to survive and grow in the 

shadows. It was, after all, the fear of evangelical secrecy and insidious ties between nobility and 

burghers that motivated Maximillian II in the 1570s to briefly allow public Lutheran services in 

the first place.  

In examining these tumultuous events, we can learn much about the nature of revolt and 

reformation, and conflict more broadly, during late medieval and early modern Europe. 

Conflicts, especially complex conflicts or those with deep roots, often existed on a continuum, 

ranging from moments of low intensity (lawsuit), increasing intensity (protest), and high 

intensity (direct confrontation, violence). During these six years in Austria, three parallel 

conflicts became intertwined. An urban conflict over local autonomy and socio-economic rights, 

a dynastic crisis for the House of Habsburg triggered by the unclear succession of Maximilian’s 

heirs, and a religious conflict over spiritual jurisdiction and the rapid growth of the evangelical 

movement in Vienna all existed on their own continuums, with certain flashpoints of high 

intensity and greater intersection among them existing between moments of diplomatic 

posturing, court hearings, and other low intensity disputes. Various flashpoints, like the storming 

of the territorial assembly in 1519, the execution of eight rebel ringleaders in 1522, and the 

execution of Austria’s first evangelical martyr in 1524, mark the pinnacles of violent, high 
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intensity conflict during this tumultuous period. Moments of high intensity conflict need not be 

violent however, as seen in the disastrous rebel delegation to the newly crowned emperor in 

Barcelona. Here, the conflict of the urban revolt intersected dramatically with the dynastic crisis 

of the Habsburgs, in the form of an uneasily peaceful, spoken address in Latin, which some in 

the room could not even understand. Without violence, this moment of high intensity had a 

lasting impact on multiple lines of overlapping conflicts. It is also important to remember then, 

that for every high intensity moment there was a myriad of everyday or common forms of 

disagreement, resistance, and conflict resolution present.  

All of these conflicts played out within the polycentric web of political, economic, and 

religious units and actors that the city of Vienna existed in. During the late medieval period, 

cities across Europe were experiencing a “crisis of complexity,” wherein multiple institutions 

competed for authority, creating overlapping and often conflicting spheres of jurisdiction and 

influence.277 Vienna was no exception. Guilds, merchant associations, and the city council vied 

for greater social and political control, while the Bishopric of Vienna and the University of 

Vienna’s Theology Faculty continually challenged each other's spiritual jurisdiction. In this 

polycentric web, there were also telescoping levels of more self-contained or internal units and 

conflicts. While the University of Vienna itself was a major player in the city-wide web of 

religious and legal jurisdiction rivalling the bishop, it was also home to its own internal array of 

political units, the individual rectors and faculties. These sub-units, such as the theological 

faculty, could often have an outsized impact and influence both internally in their own conflicts 

against the other faculties, and more broadly. The polycentric arrangement of Vienna’s power 

bases, and the pre-existing or internal conflicts between them, greatly shaped the development of 

 
277 Natalie Krentz, “The Making of the Reformation: the Early Urban Reformation between Continuity and Change.” 
Reformation & Renaissance Review 19.1 (2017), 38.  
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the crises that took place there and were likewise impacted by the arrival of rebellion and 

reformation. This polycentricity was ultimately something Ferdinand sought to reign in, to 

varying success and failure in the political and religious spheres.  

The flashpoints of these conflicts are most often found around the formation and 

activities of “insurgent coalitions”, which formed in moments of crisis that were made up of 

various political units that often cut across socio-economic lines.278 These new coalitions would 

often merge multiple pre-existing lines of conflict and become the primary drivers of action 

during revolts and reformations. The powerful yet fragile interregional association formed 

between the Lower Austrian nobles’ estates and Viennese urban interests, for example, was able 

to challenge the dynastic authority of the Habsburgs and effectively seize control of the country, 

however briefly. Meanwhile, various smaller, yet no less active, insurgent coalitions at various 

levels of the polycentric city of Vienna existed that could create important connections and 

instigate collective action. The coalition of wealthy merchants and guild artisans, two groups 

often opposed in urban conflicts, that formed to challenge the Regiment is an example of this. An 

insurgent coalition of evangelical sympathizers, including city councilors, professors, lawyers, 

merchants, printers, and everyday laypeople, helped combat censorship and expand evangelical 

preaching and printing networks. In many fields then, from religion to politics, various units and 

coalitions negotiated intersecting lines of conflicts within a polycentric social organization and 

operated along a continuum of strategies, tactics, and tools that ranged from low intensity, 

socially acceptable means of negotiation, to high intensity, more direct and potentially more 

controversial forms of action.  

 
278 Patrick Latschner, “Revolts and the Political Order of Cities in the Late Middle Ages,” Past & Present 225 (2014), 
11.  
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Building from this understanding of revolt and reformation then, the events in Vienna in 

1519-1524, I argue, call into question the dominant narratives that have long defined Austrian 

history. The urban revolt of the Viennese demonstrates that far from absolutists, the early 

modern Habsburg governance of Austria could only operate in constant, close, and intense 

negotiation with their diverse subjects. The dynastic crisis in the wake of Maximilian’s death and 

the rebel’s semi-successful intervention into Habsburg affairs illustrates that ‘Happy Austria’ did 

not simply marry into their expansion, but rather survived precariously under the weight of crisis, 

conflict, debt, and war. The religious transformation of the Viennese during this period and their 

enduring sacrifices and legacies proves that Austria and the Habsburg Hereditary Lands were not 

the faithful bastion of Catholicism they are often portrayed to be, but rather home to flourishing 

evangelical communities.  

Happening all at once, the events in Vienna between 1519 and 1524 show how insurgent 

coalitions acting within a polycentric web of political units and minor coalitions and operating 

within a continuum of high and low intensity conflict could transform a the political, dynastic, 

and religious landscape of a city. After the insurgent coalition driving the Lower Austrian revolt 

fell apart, Ferdinand was able to reassert dynastic authority in the hereditary lands and political 

controls in the city of Vienna, abolishing long-standing political units within Vienna’s 

polycentric framework and making certain insurgent coalitions impossible through political 

disenfranchisement. Religiously, however, the initial successes of the insurgent coalition of 

evangelical preachers, printers, and citizen sympathizers outlasted the renewed attempts at 

prosecution following the culmination of the political and dynastic conflicts. Without a wider 

support base in the city among what political units remained after the revolt, however, attempts 

to extinguish evangelical practice within the city failed. While Vienna lost its medieval 
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autonomy and centuries-old constitution on its path to becoming an imperial and dynastic capital 

city, its evangelical community continued to grow thanks to the early movement’s capitalization 

on the disruption in political and spiritual authority during the revolt and the acts of resistance of 

everyday residents and citizens. Perhaps paradoxically, as Vienna chartered a course towards 

Protestantism after the revolt, it was simultaneously growing closer to the heart of Habsburg 

dynastic authority and political power. 
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