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​The Silesian Gambit: Frederick the Great and the War That Remade Europe 

In October 1740, the death of a single emperor without a male heir threw the whole of Europe into war. When Charles VI's daughter Maria Theresa inherited an empty treasury and a broken army, the continent's great powers moved in like wolves scenting blood: Prussia seized Silesia in a lightning strike, France and Bavaria marched on Vienna itself, and a woman not yet twenty-four found herself fighting for her throne, her family, and her birthright. What followed was eight years of continental and global war fought from the plains of Silesia to the fortress towns of Flanders, from a popular uprising in the streets of Genoa to a disease-ravaged expedition against Cartagena, from a pivotal cavalry charge on the banks of an Indian river to decisive naval battles in the Atlantic. This is the sweeping story of Frederick the Great's audacious gamble, Maurice de Saxe's tactical genius, and Maria Theresa's transformation from vulnerable heiress into one of the most formidable rulers of her age. Drawing together every theatre of this genuinely global conflict, this is narrative history at its most ambitious: a war that reshaped the balance of European power and planted, in its uneasy peace, the seeds of the next. 
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​Chapter 1: The Pact of 1703
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On the evening of the twentieth of October, 1740, a heavy stillness settled over the Hofburg in Vienna, the kind of silence that palaces reserve for the deaths of monarchs. Charles VI, Holy Roman Emperor, King of Hungary and Bohemia, Archduke of Austria, ruler of a patchwork empire that stretched from the Adriatic to the Carpathians and beyond into the Southern Netherlands, had died after a short illness brought on, so the physicians insisted, by a surfeit of mushrooms eaten at a hunting lodge. The truth of his final meal mattered less than what his death revealed: that an empire built across four centuries on conquest, marriage, and the slow accretion of crowns could be undone in the space of a single unremarkable dinner. Within hours the news was travelling along the post roads of Europe, carried by couriers whose horses would be ridden nearly to death in the effort to reach Berlin, Paris, Madrid, and Dresden before their rivals. Every court in Europe had been waiting for this moment for the better part of three decades, and now that it had come, the calculations that had been quietly maturing in ministries and chancelleries across the continent began, almost immediately, to harden into action.

The man who had died left behind a daughter, twenty-three years old, married, already a mother several times over, and entirely unprepared by temperament or by circumstance for what awaited her. Maria Theresa would inherit the Habsburg lands not because Habsburg custom had ever comfortably accommodated female rule, but because her father had spent the last decades of his reign constructing, defending, and begging recognition for a single legal instrument designed to make her inheritance possible. That instrument, the Pragmatic Sanction, would soon become the trigger for a war that consumed Europe for eight years, redrew the map of Central Europe, elevated Prussia to the rank of a great power, and set in motion a chain of alliances and enmities that would not resolve themselves until the guns of the Seven Years' War fell silent a generation later. But to understand why a piece of paper drafted in Vienna could hold such catastrophic potential, we must go back further still, past Charles VI's own accession, past the death of his elder brother, to a colder and more private moment: a room in the Hofburg in the autumn of 1703, where an anxious old emperor and his two sons attempted to solve, in advance, a problem that none of them could yet see clearly, and that would in the end prove unsolvable by any document at all.

The Habsburg monarchy that Leopold I ruled at the turn of the eighteenth century was not a state in the modern sense. It was a composite, an accumulation, a set of crowns and titles and inherited claims that had been assembled through centuries of dynastic marriage, opportunistic conquest, and sheer administrative persistence. Leopold was simultaneously Holy Roman Emperor, King of Hungary, King of Bohemia, and Archduke of Austria, and each of these titles came attached to its own laws of succession, its own nobility, its own diets and estates that expected to be consulted, and its own historical memory of what obedience to a distant Habsburg court actually required. The Holy Roman Empire itself was an elective monarchy in theory, though in practice the imperial crown had rested on Habsburg heads with only brief interruption since the fifteenth century, secured through a combination of family wealth, control of hereditary lands, and the careful cultivation of the prince-electors who held the formal right of choice. Hungary and Bohemia, by contrast, carried their own constitutional traditions, their own nobilities jealous of their prerogatives, and their own memories of resistance to centralizing Habsburg authority, memories that stretched back through repeated rebellions and religious wars. To rule this assemblage was to rule not one country but several, bound together by the person of the monarch and by an often improvised set of legal fictions asserting that the whole was, in fact, one thing.

It is worth pausing on this point because it explains something that would otherwise seem strange about the crisis of 1740: the fact that a dynasty as venerable and as apparently secure as the Habsburgs could find its succession thrown into total uncertainty by the simple absence of a son. Hereditary monarchy in its purest form promises exactly the stability that the Habsburg lands, in practice, could never quite guarantee, because the various components of the monarchy had never fully agreed on a single, unified law of succession that would apply uniformly across all of them. Different territories recognized different rules. Some allowed female succession in the absence of male heirs; others, following the stricter interpretations of Salic principle imported from French legal tradition, did not. A dynasty that ruled through such a patchwork was permanently vulnerable to exactly the kind of crisis that would engulf it in 1740, because the death of a monarch without sons was not merely a family tragedy but a constitutional emergency, one capable of splitting the inheritance among rival claimants, each with a plausible legal argument, each backed by foreign powers eager to exploit the confusion for their own advantage.

Leopold I understood this danger better than most, not because he was unusually prescient but because he had lived through the anxieties it produced for most of his reign. He had two sons, Joseph and Charles, both born of his third marriage to Eleonore Magdalene of Neuburg, and in the ordinary run of dynastic affairs this ought to have settled the succession question comfortably. Joseph, the elder, was destined to inherit the core Habsburg territories and, in time, the imperial crown itself. Charles, the younger, was intended for a different destiny entirely: the throne of Spain, where the Spanish Habsburg line was approaching its own extinction in the sickly, heirless person of Charles II, a king whose physical infirmities were so severe and so widely remarked upon that his eventual death, and the resulting scramble for the Spanish inheritance, had been anticipated by the chancelleries of Europe for years before it actually occurred. The plan, in its simplest form, was elegant: one son for Austria, Hungary, Bohemia, and the imperial title, the other for Spain and its vast overseas empire, a division that would preserve Habsburg grandeur across two branches while avoiding the constitutional chaos of trying to unite two such enormous inheritances under a single ruler, an outcome that the other powers of Europe, France above all, would never have tolerated.

But elegant plans of succession are only as durable as the men who make them, and dynastic politics has a way of punishing anyone who assumes that the future will unfold according to a father's careful drafting. What if Joseph, once installed as Holy Roman Emperor, died without a son of his own? What if his only children were daughters? Under the strictest interpretation of Habsburg custom, applied unevenly across the various territories, a daughter's claim to succeed her father was at best contested and at worst simply void, particularly where the imperial title itself was concerned, since female succession to the Holy Roman Empire was essentially unthinkable within the political culture of the German-speaking princes who elected the emperor. And if Joseph's daughters could not automatically inherit, then whose claim would take precedence? Would the succession pass sideways to Charles, the younger brother now ensconced in Madrid as titular King of Spain, effectively reuniting under one monarch two inheritances that had been deliberately separated in the first place? Or would some other arrangement need to be devised, one that respected the daughters of the elder line without violating the deeper logic of separating the Austrian and Spanish claims?

It was to resolve precisely this contingency, this branching tree of unhappy possibilities, that Leopold I convened his sons in 1703 to draft what would become known as the Mutual Pact of Succession, or Pactum Mutuae Successionis, a document whose obscurity to modern readers belies its enormous consequence for the century that followed. The timing was not accidental. Europe in 1703 was in the opening years of the War of the Spanish Succession, a conflict that had erupted precisely because the question of who would inherit the Spanish throne after the death of the childless Charles II had never been satisfactorily resolved, and because the rival claims of the French Bourbon and Austrian Habsburg dynasties had proven irreconcilable through diplomacy alone. Louis XIV of France had maneuvered his grandson, Philip of Anjou, onto the Spanish throne, an outcome that threatened to unite the crowns of France and Spain under Bourbon influence and thereby overturn the balance of power that the other states of Europe, Britain and the Dutch Republic prominent among them, considered essential to their own security. The Habsburgs, for their part, pressed the rival claim of Charles, Leopold's younger son, to the Spanish throne, a claim that Austrian arms were, at that very moment, attempting to enforce on the battlefields of the Iberian Peninsula and Italy.

Leopold I, watching his younger son fight for a crown in Spain while his elder son stood poised to inherit the Austrian lands and the imperial title, understood with unusual clarity how fragile the entire structure of Habsburg succession really was. A war was being fought, at enormous cost in blood and treasure, over exactly the kind of succession dispute that could just as easily engulf his own Austrian lands if the question of what happened after Joseph's reign were left similarly unaddressed. The instinct to draft a clear settlement in advance, rather than leaving the matter to be fought out after the fact by rival claimants and their foreign patrons, was therefore not merely prudent but urgently, immediately necessary. The document that resulted, negotiated in September of 1703, established a hierarchy of succession that was, for its time, remarkably specific in its attempt to anticipate every plausible failure of the male line. Joseph, as the elder son, would inherit the Austrian hereditary lands, Bohemia, Hungary, and, in the ordinary course of events, the imperial title as well, continuing the pattern of Habsburg dominance of the Holy Roman Empire that had held for over two and a half centuries. Charles, the younger son, would take Spain and its dependencies, a division that mirrored and formalized the ongoing military effort to secure the Spanish throne for the Austrian branch.

The crucial clause, the one whose consequences would ripple forward across nearly four decades until they finally detonated in 1740, concerned what would happen if either line failed to produce a male heir. Here Leopold and his advisors made a decision that seems, in retrospect, almost casually consequential: in the event that both the Josephine and Carolean lines failed to produce sons, the daughters of Joseph, the elder brother, would take precedence over the daughters of Charles, the younger. This was, on its face, a straightforward application of primogeniture logic extended one generation further than usual, a way of preserving the principle that the senior line of the family retained priority even when that seniority had to be expressed through female heirs rather than male ones. It reflected no particular anxiety about Charles's future daughters specifically, since at the time of the pact's drafting neither brother had any children at all, and the entire arrangement was, in the most literal sense, a hedge against contingencies that existed only in the abstract, a piece of legal architecture built to withstand storms that had not yet begun to gather on the horizon.

It is tempting, reading backward from the vantage point of the war that would eventually consume Europe in the 1740s, to imagine that the framers of the 1703 pact must have sensed the magnitude of what they were deciding, that some shadow of Maria Theresa's future struggle must have fallen across the negotiating table in Vienna even as the ink dried on the document. But this would be a misreading of how dynastic law actually functioned in this period. The pact was a technical instrument, drafted by lawyers and court officials steeped in the arcane traditions of Habsburg house law, intended to settle a hypothetical dispute among cousins who did not yet exist, in a manner that satisfied the family's internal sense of hierarchy and precedent. Nobody in the room in 1703 could have anticipated that the eventual consequence of this seemingly minor clause about relative female precedence would be a war fought across three continents, drawing in armies from Prussia to India, from the Scottish Highlands to the Carnatic coast. And yet this is precisely the peculiar power of dynastic law in early modern Europe: decisions made in private, among family members, framed in the dry technical language of inheritance and precedence, could and did determine the fates of millions of people who would never read the documents that shaped their destinies, who would never know the names of the lawyers who drafted the clauses under which their kings went to war.

There is something worth dwelling on here about the peculiar nature of legitimacy itself in this period of European history, a concept that modern readers, accustomed to constitutions ratified by popular assemblies or the slower, more diffuse legitimacy conferred by electoral mandate, may find difficult to fully inhabit. Legitimacy in the Habsburg world of 1703 was not a fixed, self-evident quality residing in the blood of a particular family, waiting only to be recognized. It was constructed, actively and continuously, through documents like the Mutual Pact of Succession, through the elaborate ceremonial apparatus of coronation and oath-taking, through the grudging or enthusiastic recognition extended by the various estates and diets whose cooperation any Habsburg ruler required to actually govern, and, crucially, through the acknowledgment of foreign powers whose own interests were served or threatened by any particular succession arrangement. A claim to a throne was never simply true or false in some absolute sense; it was stronger or weaker depending on how many of these supporting structures could be brought to bear in its favor, and it could be strengthened or weakened by subsequent action, by new treaties, by the shifting alliances of a continent in which no single settlement was ever considered permanently closed to renegotiation.

This is the deeper truth that the Pact of 1703 illustrates, and it is the truth this book will return to again and again as it follows the unraveling of the settlement Leopold I believed he had achieved: legitimacy in the world of eighteenth-century dynastic politics was manufactured, contested, and perpetually vulnerable to reinterpretation whenever circumstances changed enough to make reinterpretation advantageous to someone with the power to attempt it. The Mutual Pact of Succession would prove to be exactly such a document, one whose careful provisions would be honored scrupulously for as long as they served the interests of the reigning emperor, and then quietly, unilaterally, set aside the moment they ceased to do so.

The war that had prompted the pact's drafting in the first place, the War of the Spanish Succession, would grind on for another decade after 1703, consuming the resources of every major power in Europe and reshaping the continental balance in ways that would echo forward into the crisis of the 1740s. Charles, Leopold's younger son, spent years in Spain and Catalonia attempting to make good on his claim to the Spanish throne, supported by Austrian, British, and Dutch arms in a coalition assembled specifically to prevent the union of the French and Spanish crowns under Bourbon influence. The war produced its own catalogue of famous names and famous battles, the Duke of Marlborough's victories at Blenheim and Ramillies chief among them, victories that broke the myth of French invincibility that had hung over Europe since the early triumphant decades of Louis XIV's reign. But for the purposes of understanding the succession crisis that would eventually engulf the Habsburg lands, the war's most significant turn came not on any battlefield but in Vienna itself, in April of 1711, when Joseph, Leopold's elder son and the reigning Holy Roman Emperor since his father's death in 1705, died suddenly of smallpox at the age of thirty-two.

Joseph I left behind no sons, only two daughters, Maria Josepha and Maria Amalia, both still young children at the time of their father's death. Under the terms of the Mutual Pact of Succession that Leopold had so carefully negotiated eight years earlier, these two girls, as the daughters of the elder brother, now stood as heirs presumptive to the Habsburg lands, their claim taking precedence over any daughters that Charles might eventually father, precisely as the 1703 arrangement had specified. For a brief moment, it seemed as though the careful legal architecture constructed by Leopold I might actually function as intended, providing a clear and uncontested line of succession even in the face of the male line's failure. Maria Josepha, the elder of Joseph's two daughters, stood as the presumptive heiress to an empire, a girl not yet in her teens whose future, according to the letter of Habsburg house law, was to inherit territories stretching across Central Europe.

But the situation in 1711 was complicated by a factor that the framers of the 1703 pact could not have fully anticipated: the peculiar circumstance that Charles, the younger brother, was at that very moment still actively engaged in Spain, still pursuing his own claim to the Spanish throne as the Austrian candidate in the ongoing War of the Spanish Succession, and still, crucially, unmarried and without children of his own. The death of his elder brother without a male heir meant that Charles now stood to inherit not only whatever claim he might eventually establish in Spain but also, by the ordinary operation of succession in the absence of any other male Habsburg, the entirety of the Austrian hereditary lands, Bohemia, Hungary, and the imperial crown itself, an outcome that would reunite under a single monarch precisely the two great branches of Habsburg power that the original division between Joseph and Charles had been designed to keep separate. This was, from the perspective of the other European powers fighting the War of the Spanish Succession, an alarming prospect. Britain and the Dutch Republic had gone to war in the first place to prevent the union of the French and Spanish crowns under Bourbon rule, precisely because such a union would have upset the continental balance of power beyond acceptable limits. The prospect of Charles inheriting both Spain and the Austrian lands simultaneously threatened to recreate exactly the kind of overweening dynastic concentration that the war had been fought to prevent, only with the Habsburg name attached instead of the Bourbon.

It was this shift in the strategic calculus, more than any change of heart about the merits of the rival dynastic claims, that led Britain in particular to begin withdrawing its support for Charles's Spanish ambitions in the final years of the war, a diplomatic reorientation that would culminate in the Peace of Utrecht of 1713, under which Philip of Anjou was confirmed as King of Spain on the condition that the French and Spanish crowns would never be united, while Charles, now reigning in Vienna as Charles VI following his brother's death, was left to console himself with the Austrian Netherlands, Milan, Naples, and Sardinia as territorial compensation for his abandoned Spanish ambitions. Charles VI thus arrived at the imperial throne in 1711 a disappointed man, robbed by the shifting winds of continental diplomacy of the Spanish crown he had spent years pursuing, and it was perhaps this personal experience of watching a seemingly secure claim dissolve under the pressure of great power calculation that shaped his subsequent, almost obsessive determination to secure his own daughter's future inheritance through every diplomatic instrument available to him, a determination that would define the remainder of his reign and that forms the substance of the chapter that follows this one.

But before we turn to Charles VI's own manipulation of the succession settlement he inherited from his father, it is worth sitting for a moment longer with the fate of Maria Josepha and Maria Amalia, the two young nieces whose presumptive claim to the Habsburg inheritance would be so casually swept aside by their uncle in the years following his accession. Their story is a quiet one, largely absent from the grand narratives of eighteenth-century diplomacy and war that this book will spend most of its pages recounting, but it illustrates with particular clarity the essential fragility of dynastic legitimacy that runs as a theme through this entire history. Maria Josepha would eventually marry Frederick Augustus, the electoral prince of Saxony and son of Augustus the Strong, a marriage that, on its surface, appeared to be simply one more example of the ordinary business of dynastic alliance-building that characterized European royal families in this period. But beneath the surface, this marriage carried within it a legal claim of enormous latent significance: Maria Josepha, as the elder daughter of Joseph I, believed herself, and was believed by her husband's family, to possess a superior claim to the Habsburg succession under the original terms of the 1703 pact, a claim that had simply been set aside, rather than formally extinguished, by Charles VI's subsequent maneuvering. This unresolved grievance would lie dormant for decades, a legal landmine buried beneath the surface of apparent Habsburg unity, waiting for the right moment, the right crisis, to be dug up and detonated.

That moment would arrive in October of 1740, when Charles VI's death without a surviving son threw open once again the very succession question that the 1703 pact had been drafted to resolve, except now with the added complication that Charles VI had spent the intervening decades attempting to unilaterally rewrite the rules of that succession in favor of his own daughter, Maria Theresa, at the direct expense of the claims that Maria Josepha and her Saxon husband, Frederick Augustus, now Elector of Saxony in his own right, still believed themselves to hold. When the Elector of Saxony joined the coalition of powers that repudiated the Pragmatic Sanction and moved against Maria Theresa's inheritance in the winter of 1740, he was not acting merely as an opportunistic predator seizing on a moment of Habsburg weakness, though he was certainly that as well. He was also, in his own understanding and in the understanding of his Saxon advisors, asserting a claim rooted in the original 1703 settlement, a claim that Maria Josepha's marriage had brought into the Saxon dynastic portfolio and that Charles VI's later maneuvering had never legitimately extinguished, whatever the emperor himself might have believed or wished the rest of Europe to believe.

This is, perhaps, the single most important insight that emerges from a careful examination of the Pact of 1703 and its long, slow unraveling across the following decades: the crisis of 1740 was not a sudden rupture, a bolt from a clear sky, but the delayed detonation of a legal contradiction that had been built into the Habsburg succession settlement from the very beginning, a contradiction that Charles VI's own actions, however understandable they might have seemed to him at the time, had done nothing to resolve and a great deal to inflame. Every dynasty that would eventually stake a claim against Maria Theresa's inheritance, Bavaria through the marriage of Charles Albert to another of Joseph I's daughters, Maria Amalia, and Saxony through Frederick Augustus's marriage to Maria Josepha, could point to the 1703 pact and argue, with genuine legal plausibility rather than mere opportunistic pretext, that the settlement Charles VI had imposed through the Pragmatic Sanction represented not the natural and legitimate order of Habsburg succession but a self-interested distortion of an earlier, arguably more authoritative arrangement.

It is easy, from the comfortable distance of nearly three centuries, to treat these competing legal claims as mere rhetorical cover for the naked territorial ambition that undoubtedly motivated Frederick II of Prussia, Charles Albert of Bavaria, and Frederick Augustus of Saxony alike. Prussia, after all, had no plausible claim under either the 1703 pact or the Pragmatic Sanction, and Frederick's invasion of Silesia in December 1740 would be justified through an entirely separate set of historical claims dating to the sixteenth century, claims that this book will examine in detail in a later chapter. But it would be a mistake to dismiss the succession disputes rooted in the 1703 pact as purely cynical inventions, conjured after the fact to dress naked aggression in the language of legal right. The Bavarian and Saxon claims were real, in the sense that they reflected an authentic and internally coherent reading of Habsburg house law, one that a substantial body of contemporary legal opinion across the German-speaking lands regarded as at least as plausible as the rival claim Charles VI had spent thirty years constructing on his daughter's behalf. The war that would engulf Europe for the following eight years was not, in this sense, simply a war of unprovoked aggression against an innocent young queen, however much that framing would come to dominate the propaganda that Maria Theresa's court would later disseminate. It was, at its legal and constitutional core, a genuine dynastic dispute, one whose resolution could not be determined by reference to any single, unambiguous, universally accepted rule of succession, because no such rule had ever actually existed within the tangled, improvised, endlessly revised body of Habsburg house law.

This is, in the end, the deepest lesson that the Pact of 1703 offers to any reader seeking to understand how a single royal death in October 1740 could plunge an entire continent, and in time a considerable portion of the wider world, into eight years of war. The eighteenth century liked to imagine itself, in its more self-congratulatory moods, as an age of reason, of increasingly rationalized state administration, of legal codes and diplomatic protocols designed to bring order and predictability to the previously chaotic business of international relations. And in many respects this self-image was not entirely unearned; the century did produce more systematic approaches to statecraft, more sophisticated diplomatic institutions, more carefully drafted treaties than the centuries that preceded it. But beneath this veneer of legal and administrative sophistication, the fundamental questions of who ruled and by what right remained exactly as contestable, exactly as vulnerable to the raw calculus of power and opportunity, as they had been in any earlier, less self-consciously rational age. The Mutual Pact of Succession of 1703 was, in its own time, considered a triumph of careful legal draftsmanship, an instrument designed to prevent precisely the kind of succession crisis that would eventually engulf Europe. That it failed so completely to achieve this purpose, that it instead became one of the seedbeds from which that very crisis would grow, tells us something important about the limits of paper solutions to problems that are, at bottom, problems of power rather than of law.

Leopold I did not live to see any of this unfold. He died in 1705, only two years after negotiating the pact with his sons, confident, so far as the historical record allows us to judge his state of mind, that he had settled a difficult question in a manner that honored both the principle of primogeniture and the practical necessity of keeping the Austrian and Spanish inheritances separate. He could not have known that his elder son would die within six years without a male heir, throwing the very question he believed he had settled back into active uncertainty. He could not have known that his younger son, upon inheriting the Austrian lands he had never expected to rule, would spend the whole of his own long reign attempting to overturn his father's careful arrangement in favor of a daughter not yet even born at the time of the 1703 pact's drafting. And he certainly could not have foreseen that the granddaughters whose claims he had so carefully protected, Maria Josepha and Maria Amalia, would grow up to marry the two men, the Elector of Saxony and the Elector of Bavaria, who would lead the coalition against their own cousin's inheritance in 1740, transforming a family dispute over the fine print of house law into a continental war that would draw in Prussia, France, Britain, Spain, and eventually powers as distant as Russia and the princely states of southern India.

The pact that Leopold I believed would secure his family's future instead became the loaded weapon that his son would spend three decades trying to disarm, through diplomacy, through concession, through an accumulating series of treaties and guarantees that would themselves generate new grievances and new vulnerabilities even as they addressed the old ones. It is to this long, exhausting, and ultimately futile campaign, Charles VI's decades-long struggle to secure recognition for his daughter's right to inherit an empire that Habsburg tradition had never comfortably permitted a woman to rule, that this history now turns, following the emperor as he mortgages one province after another, one alliance after another, in pursuit of a guarantee that would prove, in the end, no more durable than the paper on which it was written. The story of the Pragmatic Sanction, and of the daughter it was designed to protect, begins in earnest in the chapter that follows. But it begins there only because it was made possible, and made necessary, by the quiet, technical, and largely forgotten negotiations that produced the Mutual Pact of Succession in the autumn of 1703, a document that set in motion a chain of consequence its authors could never have imagined, and that would not finally exhaust itself until the guns fell silent at Aix-la-Chapelle nearly forty-five years later.
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​Chapter 2: A Daughter Named Maria Theresa
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There is a particular kind of grief that afflicts a man who inherits everything he was never meant to have, and Charles, arriving in Vienna in the winter of 1711 to claim a throne his elder brother's death had unexpectedly placed within his reach, wore that grief openly for anyone at court who cared to look closely enough to see it. He had spent the better part of a decade in Spain and Catalonia, fighting a war on behalf of a crown he had come to think of as his own, surrounded by a small, fiercely loyal circle of Spanish and Catalan supporters who addressed him as their king and who had staked their own fortunes, and in some cases their lives, on his eventual triumph. He had learned Spanish, absorbed something of Spanish court ceremony, and allowed himself, in the long years of campaigning, to imagine a future in which he ruled in Madrid as the third Habsburg king to bear the name Charles, restoring the Spanish branch of his family to the glory it had known under his great forebears. The news of his brother Joseph's sudden death from smallpox reached him not as an unambiguous triumph but as a strange and unwelcome inversion of everything he had built his adult life around. He was now, by the accident of his brother's premature death, the presumptive ruler of the Austrian hereditary lands, of Bohemia, of Hungary, and in due course of the imperial title itself, the very destiny that the Mutual Pact of Succession of 1703 had assigned to Joseph and had explicitly denied to him. And he was, in the very same moment, forced to reckon with the fact that his elevation in Vienna made his continued pursuit of the Spanish crown politically untenable, since the other powers of Europe, having fought a war for a decade precisely to prevent the union of great dynastic inheritances under a single ruler, would never now permit him to hold Spain and Austria simultaneously.

The peace that followed, negotiated at Utrecht in 1713 and confirmed in its Austrian dimensions at Rastatt and Baden the following year, formalized this abandonment in terms that Charles found difficult to accept even as he had no real alternative but to accept them. Philip of Anjou, his Bourbon rival, retained the Spanish throne. Charles received instead a collection of territorial compensations, the Austrian Netherlands, the Duchy of Milan, the Kingdom of Naples, and the island of Sardinia, later exchanged for Sicily in a further round of Italian diplomatic adjustment. These were not negligible acquisitions; they extended Habsburg influence deep into Italy and gave Vienna a direct stake in the Low Countries that would shape Austrian foreign policy for the remainder of the century. But they were, for Charles personally, a consolation prize, the settlement offered to a man who had lost the contest he had actually wanted to win, and there is a reasonable case to be made that the psychological residue of this early disappointment, the experience of watching a claim he had believed just and well-founded dissolve under the pressure of great power calculation, shaped everything that followed in his reign, above all his determination that the succession of his own line, whenever the question eventually arose, would not be left similarly vulnerable to the shifting winds of continental diplomacy.

Charles VI, as he now styled himself following his formal coronation as Holy Roman Emperor in December of 1711, inherited a monarchy whose internal legal architecture, as the previous chapter has shown, contained a contradiction that his father's careful drafting in 1703 had not anticipated. Under the strict terms of the Mutual Pact of Succession, the death of Joseph I without a surviving son ought to have elevated Joseph's own daughters, Maria Josepha and Maria Amalia, to the position of heirs presumptive, their claim taking precedence over any daughters Charles himself might eventually father, precisely because Joseph, as the elder brother, had been granted priority for his line under the pact's careful hierarchy of contingencies. For a brief period following Joseph's death, this arrangement appeared to hold, and Maria Josepha, the elder of the two nieces, stood as the presumptive heiress to an empire she was still too young to understand the full weight of. But Charles's own accession to the Austrian throne, an outcome the 1703 pact had never actually contemplated since it assumed Charles would inherit Spain rather than Austria, introduced a complication that the original document's framers had simply failed to foresee: what happened to the priority of Joseph's daughters once Charles himself, rather than some more distant relation, was the reigning emperor, actively ruling the very lands his nieces were supposed to eventually inherit?

It did not take long for Charles VI to conclude that the answer to this question, so far as his own political and dynastic interests were concerned, ought to be that his brother's daughters possessed no enduring claim at all, and that the succession, whenever it eventually needed to be determined, should pass instead to his own children, sons if he were fortunate enough to father any, daughters if he were not. This was not, it should be said, an entirely unreasonable position for a reigning monarch to take. Dynastic custom across most of Europe held that the children of a currently reigning sovereign generally possessed a stronger practical claim to succeed their father than more distant relations, however senior those relations' position within the broader family tree might theoretically be, and Charles could point to ample precedent for the principle that the line of the currently ruling monarch took priority over collateral branches once that monarch was actually installed on the throne. But this argument, however plausible it might have seemed within the flexible traditions of Habsburg house law, sat in direct and irreconcilable tension with the specific, written terms of the 1703 pact, a document that Charles himself had been party to negotiating as a young man, that his own father had personally overseen, and that explicitly, unambiguously, in language that admitted no reasonable alternative interpretation, granted Joseph's daughters priority over any daughters Charles might subsequently father.

Charles VI's solution to this dilemma, arrived at over the following two years through consultation with his most trusted legal and political advisors, was not to attempt some subtle reinterpretation of the existing pact, a strategy that would have required contorting the 1703 document's plain language into a shape it simply could not bear. Instead, he chose the bolder and, in the long run, far more consequential path of simply superseding the earlier arrangement altogether, promulgating an entirely new statement of Habsburg succession law that would formally and explicitly reverse the priority the 1703 pact had established, placing his own daughters ahead of his nieces regardless of the earlier settlement's contrary terms. This new instrument, announced on the nineteenth of April, 1713, in a solemn ceremony before the Privy Council in Vienna, would come to be known as the Pragmatic Sanction, a name derived from the Latin sanctio pragmatica, denoting a fundamental law or constitutional decree issued by a sovereign authority to settle a matter of enduring importance to the state. The choice of this particular legal terminology was itself significant, signaling that Charles intended the new decree to carry a weight and permanence that would place it beyond the reach of ordinary political revision, a foundational constitutional document rather than a mere administrative adjustment.

The content of the Pragmatic Sanction, when examined closely, reveals just how sweeping a departure from established Habsburg practice Charles VI was attempting to enact. The decree established, first and most fundamentally, that all the Habsburg hereditary lands, the Austrian archduchies, Bohemia, Hungary, and the various subsidiary territories and titles that had accumulated under Habsburg rule over the centuries, would henceforth be treated as an indivisible and inseparable whole, incapable of being partitioned among different heirs or ruled by different branches of the family simultaneously. This provision addressed a real and longstanding anxiety within Habsburg dynastic thinking, the fear that the accumulated territorial patrimony of the family might, through some future division among multiple heirs, be fragmented into smaller and progressively weaker component parts, repeating the pattern of dynastic fragmentation that had weakened so many other European royal houses across the medieval and early modern periods. By declaring the lands indivisible, Charles was asserting a principle of territorial unity that would, in theory, prevent any future Habsburg ruler from carving off pieces of the inheritance to satisfy the competing claims of multiple children, ensuring that whoever eventually succeeded to the throne would inherit the entirety of the patrimony intact.

The second and, for the purposes of the succession crisis that would eventually engulf Europe in 1740, far more consequential provision of the Pragmatic Sanction addressed the question of who exactly was entitled to inherit this indivisible patrimony in the absence of a male heir. Here Charles VI's decree broke decisively with the priority scheme his father had established in 1703, declaring that in the absence of sons, the succession would pass to daughters of the reigning monarch, and that these daughters would take absolute precedence over any collateral claims, including, crucially, the claims of daughters descended from an earlier reigning monarch's line. In plain terms, this meant that if Charles VI himself died without a surviving son, his own daughters, whenever they might be born, would inherit ahead of his nieces Maria Josepha and Maria Amalia, reversing precisely the priority scheme that the 1703 pact had so carefully established and that had briefly, in the years immediately following Joseph I's death, appeared to secure his nieces' position as heirs presumptive.

It is worth dwelling for a moment on just how radical this reversal actually was, judged against the prevailing norms of dynastic succession law across contemporary Europe. The general principle that most European succession systems recognized, where female inheritance was permitted at all, held that seniority of line took precedence over proximity of degree, meaning that the daughter of an elder brother generally possessed a stronger claim than the daughter of a younger brother, even if the younger brother happened to be the currently reigning monarch at the moment the succession question arose. This was, after all, the very principle that had governed the 1703 pact's own priority scheme, granting Joseph's daughters precedence over any daughters Charles might father precisely because Joseph, as the elder brother, occupied the senior position within the family hierarchy regardless of which brother happened to be sitting on the throne at any given moment. Charles VI's Pragmatic Sanction inverted this logic entirely, asserting instead that proximity, the direct descent from whichever monarch currently occupied the throne, trumped seniority of line, a position that served Charles's immediate dynastic interest perfectly but that could just as easily be challenged, by anyone motivated to challenge it, as an illegitimate departure from established Habsburg house law rather than a legitimate clarification or restatement of existing principle.

Charles VI, in promulgating this decree in April of 1713, did not yet have any daughters at all. This is a detail that deserves particular emphasis, because it reveals something important about the nature of the document and the motivations behind it. The Pragmatic Sanction was not drafted in response to the existence of a specific daughter whose claim needed protecting; it was drafted as a preemptive assertion of principle, establishing in advance the priority scheme that would govern the succession whenever Charles's own children, of whatever sex, eventually arrived. Charles's first wife, Elisabeth Christine of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel, whom he had married in 1708 during his years in Spain, had as yet borne him no children at all by 1713, and it would be a further four years before the couple's first surviving child, a daughter, was born. The Pragmatic Sanction thus represents an unusually pure example of dynastic law being constructed in anticipation of contingencies that had not yet materialized, a legal framework built for a future that existed, at the moment of the decree's promulgation, only in the realm of hopeful speculation.

This peculiar timing matters because it complicates any simple narrative in which Charles VI appears purely as a devoted father, moved by paternal love for a specific daughter to secure her future inheritance against the claims of grasping rivals. The Pragmatic Sanction predates Maria Theresa's birth by four years; it was not conceived as an act of love for a particular child but as an act of dynastic self-assertion by a reigning monarch determined to secure the priority of his own direct line, whoever his children might eventually turn out to be, over the collateral claims of his nieces. Only later, once Maria Theresa's birth in 1717 gave concrete form to the abstract principle the decree had established, would the Pragmatic Sanction acquire the personal and emotional dimension that would come to dominate its later historical reputation, transforming it in the popular imagination from a piece of dry constitutional law into the instrument that would determine the fate of a specific, eventually beloved and celebrated young woman.

The immediate reception of the Pragmatic Sanction within the Habsburg lands themselves was, it must be said, considerably more complicated than Charles VI might have hoped. The various estates and diets of the different Habsburg territories, whose formal recognition and acceptance of any new fundamental law was considered essential to its legal validity within the composite structure of the monarchy, did not rush to endorse the new succession arrangement with any particular enthusiasm. The Hungarian estates, always jealously protective of their distinctive constitutional traditions and their right to a meaningful voice in matters affecting the kingdom's governance, extracted significant concessions from Charles VI before finally granting their formal recognition of the Pragmatic Sanction in 1723, a full decade after its initial promulgation, concessions that included guarantees regarding the preservation of Hungarian constitutional privileges and the maintenance of a degree of administrative autonomy that the more centralizing tendencies of Viennese absolutism would otherwise have eroded. The Bohemian estates similarly required careful diplomatic handling before extending their assent, though the process there proved somewhat less protracted than in Hungary. The Austrian hereditary lands themselves, more directly under the immediate authority of the Viennese court, presented fewer obstacles, but even here the process of securing formal recognition required years of careful negotiation rather than the swift, uncontested acceptance that Charles VI's grand constitutional ambitions for the document might have anticipated.

This internal process of securing recognition, difficult and protracted as it proved to be, was in retrospect the easier half of Charles VI's task. Far more consequential, and far more corrosive to the long-term health of the Habsburg monarchy, was the parallel campaign Charles now embarked upon to secure recognition of the Pragmatic Sanction from the other great powers of Europe, a campaign that would consume the greater part of his reign and that would extract concessions from Austria so severe as to leave the monarchy critically weakened by the time the succession crisis the Sanction was designed to prevent finally arrived. The logic behind this external campaign was straightforward enough in its own terms: a purely internal Habsburg statement of succession law, however carefully drafted and however thoroughly ratified by the various estates and diets within the monarchy's own territories, carried no binding force whatsoever on the ambitions of foreign rulers who might, upon Charles VI's eventual death, choose to press rival claims of their own, whether rooted in genuine dynastic entitlement, as in the case of Bavaria and Saxony's claims through the marriages of Joseph I's daughters, or in more opportunistic calculations of territorial advantage, as would eventually prove to be the case with Prussia. If Charles VI wanted his daughter's eventual succession to stand any real chance of going unchallenged, he needed not merely the internal legal apparatus of the Pragmatic Sanction but the active, treaty-bound guarantee of the powers most likely to threaten that succession or most capable of deterring others from doing so.

It is this campaign for external recognition, pursued with mounting urgency across the 1720s and into the 1730s, that would come to define Charles VI's reign more thoroughly than any other single policy, and that would ultimately produce the tragic irony at the heart of his historical legacy: that a monarch who devoted almost the entirety of his political energy and diplomatic capital to securing his daughter's inheritance would, through the very process of doing so, leave that inheritance weaker and more vulnerable than if he had never attempted to secure it through diplomacy at all. The details of this long campaign of concession and compromise, the surrender of the Ostend Company to British and Dutch commercial interests, the sacrifice of Lorraine to satisfy French demands, the guarantees extended to Spanish Bourbon ambitions in Italy, belong properly to the following chapter, which will trace this process in the detail it deserves. But it is worth pausing here, before turning to that grim accounting, to consider the psychological dimension of Charles VI's predicament, the peculiar burden carried by a monarch whose entire understanding of his own historical purpose became bound up in the fate of a single legal document and, eventually, a single beloved daughter.

Maria Theresa was born on the thirteenth of May, 1717, in the Hofburg palace in Vienna, the first surviving child of Charles VI and his wife Elisabeth Christine. The birth of a healthy infant was, by the standards of eighteenth-century infant mortality, itself a matter for considerable relief and celebration, but the child's sex introduced an immediate and unavoidable ambiguity into the court's response. A son would have resolved, at a single stroke, the entire elaborate legal apparatus Charles VI had spent four years constructing, rendering the Pragmatic Sanction's provisions for female succession an unused contingency rather than an active operative principle. A daughter, however healthy and however celebrated in her own right, meant that the Pragmatic Sanction's untested provisions for female inheritance would now, potentially, need to actually function as intended, a prospect that carried with it all the uncertainty of applying a novel legal principle to a real and consequential case for the first time. Contemporary accounts suggest that Charles VI's own reaction to his daughter's birth, while affectionate, was tempered by a recognizable disappointment that the child was not the son he had hoped for, a disappointment entirely conventional for a reigning monarch of this period and one that in no way diminished the paternal devotion he would come to feel for Maria Theresa as she grew, but that nonetheless coexisted, in the earliest days of her life, alongside an anxious hope that a future pregnancy might yet produce the male heir who would render the entire question moot.

That hoped-for son never arrived. Elisabeth Christine would bear Charles VI two further daughters, Maria Anna in 1718 and Maria Amalia in 1724, the latter of whom died in infancy, but no son survived, and as the 1720s progressed it became increasingly clear, both to Charles VI himself and to the wider diplomatic community observing the Viennese court with close attention, that Maria Theresa would in all likelihood be the eventual heiress to the entirety of the Habsburg patrimony, whatever reluctance Habsburg tradition might harbor toward the prospect of a woman ruling in her own right. This growing certainty transformed Maria Theresa's position within the dynasty and within the broader calculations of European diplomacy. She ceased to be merely the eldest of the emperor's daughters and became, instead, the living embodiment of the entire Pragmatic Sanction project, the specific individual whose eventual accession the decree's abstract provisions were now understood to be protecting. Every diplomatic negotiation Charles VI undertook from this point forward, every treaty he signed, every concession he extracted or was forced to grant, carried within it an implicit reference to this single young woman, whose future security had become, in the most literal sense, the organizing principle of Austrian foreign policy for the remainder of her father's reign.

It is difficult to overstate how unusual this concentration of dynastic and diplomatic purpose around a single female heir actually was within the context of contemporary European monarchy. Other ruling houses had, on occasion, faced similar crises of male succession failure, and had resolved them through various combinations of female inheritance, regency arrangements, or the extinction and replacement of one branch by another, but few monarchs had pursued the kind of sustained, decades-long, continent-spanning diplomatic campaign that Charles VI now embarked upon, a campaign whose singular focus on securing recognition for one document and, through it, one daughter's inheritance, would come to seem, in retrospect, almost monomaniacal in its intensity. Contemporary observers at the Viennese court, and later historians examining the surviving diplomatic correspondence of the period, have frequently remarked on the almost obsessive quality of Charles VI's engagement with the Pragmatic Sanction question, an obsession that seemed, at times, to crowd out other considerations of statecraft that a less singularly focused monarch might have attended to with greater care.

This obsession is not difficult to understand in psychological terms, even if it proved catastrophic in its practical consequences. Charles VI was a man who had already, once before in his life, watched a claim he believed just and well-founded, his claim to the Spanish throne, dissolve under the accumulated pressure of great power diplomacy and shifting continental alliances, a claim for which he had personally fought for years in Spain, surrounded by loyal supporters who had staked everything on his eventual triumph, only to see that cause abandoned at Utrecht in favor of a rival dynasty's candidate. Having endured this experience once, it is entirely plausible, and consistent with the surviving evidence of Charles VI's own stated concerns in his correspondence and in his instructions to his ministers, that he was determined not to allow his daughter to suffer a similar fate, not to leave her claim to the Habsburg inheritance vulnerable to the same kind of great power calculation that had cost him Spain. If a formally negotiated, internationally guaranteed treaty commitment could have prevented the loss of Spain, or so Charles VI's reasoning appears to have run, then surely an even more extensive and thorough network of such guarantees, secured from every power with any plausible interest in challenging Maria Theresa's succession, could secure her inheritance against similar disappointment.

There is a tragic irony embedded in this reasoning that would only become fully apparent after Charles VI's death, an irony this book will trace in detail in the chapters that follow. The very process of pursuing these guarantees, the endless rounds of diplomatic negotiation in which Charles VI offered territorial concessions, commercial sacrifices, and military commitments in exchange for paper promises of eventual recognition, systematically weakened the practical foundations, the treasury, the army, the administrative capacity, that would actually determine whether Maria Theresa's succession succeeded or failed once the moment of crisis arrived. Prince Eugene of Savoy, the most celebrated military commander of the age and a figure whose long service to the Habsburg crown had earned him a degree of candor with Charles VI that few other advisors could claim, is reported to have warned the emperor repeatedly that a full treasury and a well-equipped, well-trained army would prove a far more reliable guarantee of his daughter's succession than any number of foreign treaties, however solemnly negotiated and however elaborately worded. This warning, whatever its precise original phrasing and however it has been embellished or simplified in its subsequent historical transmission, captures a genuine and prescient insight into the fundamental flaw in Charles VI's entire strategic approach: that international guarantees, however formally negotiated, possessed no independent enforcing power of their own, and would ultimately be honored or repudiated by the signatory powers based entirely on their own calculation of interest at the moment the guarantee was actually called upon, rather than on any residual sense of obligation created by the original treaty's language.

Charles VI, for reasons that surviving evidence suggests were rooted as much in his own particular psychological formation as in any considered strategic judgment, consistently prioritized the accumulation of these diplomatic guarantees over the harder, less immediately gratifying work of building the military and financial capacity that would actually be required to defend Maria Theresa's inheritance by force if diplomacy ultimately failed, as it would prove to do almost immediately upon his death. This is not to suggest that Charles VI was an unintelligent or entirely unperceptive ruler; the surviving record of his reign reveals a monarch capable of shrewd calculation within individual negotiations, skilled at extracting the maximum possible diplomatic value from each concession he was forced to make. But the cumulative strategic logic of his reign, the consistent pattern of prioritizing paper guarantees over practical strength, suggests a man whose personal investment in the Pragmatic Sanction project had become so total, so central to his own understanding of his historical purpose and his fatherly duty, that he lost the capacity to weigh that project's costs against its benefits with genuine strategic detachment.

It is worth considering, too, the particular quality of Maria Theresa's own upbringing during these years, shaped as it inevitably was by her unusual position as the presumptive heiress to an empire in a dynastic tradition that had never comfortably accommodated female rule. Habsburg court education for princesses of this period typically emphasized the accomplishments considered appropriate to a future consort, languages, music, religious devotion, the graceful management of court ceremony, rather than the training in statecraft, military affairs, and administrative governance that a male heir destined to rule in his own right would have received as a matter of course. Maria Theresa's education, while more substantial than that typically afforded to Habsburg princesses who were not expected to rule, nonetheless reflected this underlying ambiguity in her position, an ambiguity that persisted even as her father's diplomatic campaign proceeded on the explicit assumption that she would, eventually, inherit and govern the entirety of the Habsburg patrimony in her own right. She received instruction in multiple languages, developed a genuine and lasting appreciation for music that would remain with her throughout her life, and absorbed the elaborate ceremonial protocols of Habsburg court life with the thoroughness expected of any archduchess. But she was not, by most surviving accounts, systematically trained in the practical business of governance, finance, or military strategy in the manner that a young man being groomed for eventual rule would have been, a gap in her preparation that would leave her, at the moment of her actual accession in 1740, considerably less prepared for the immediate crises she would face than the sheer scale and duration of her father's dynastic planning might otherwise suggest.

This gap between the elaborate legal and diplomatic apparatus constructed around Maria Theresa's eventual succession and the comparatively modest practical preparation she received for the actual exercise of power deserves particular emphasis, because it illustrates a broader pattern that runs through the entirety of Charles VI's approach to the succession question. The emperor invested enormous energy in securing external recognition for his daughter's abstract right to inherit, while investing comparatively little in developing either the institutional capacity of the Austrian state or the personal capacity of his daughter herself to actually exercise the power that right was meant to confer. It is as though Charles VI, having internalized so thoroughly the lesson that formal legal and diplomatic instruments could secure or destroy a dynastic claim, came to believe that the paper guarantee was itself the essential thing to be secured, with the practical machinery of governance and defense treated as a secondary consideration that could be addressed later, once the diplomatic foundation had been properly laid. The events of 1740 and the years that followed would expose the fatal flaw in this priority, revealing that paper guarantees, however extensively negotiated, provided no protection whatsoever against a determined rival willing to gamble that the other guarantors would prove unwilling or unable to enforce their commitments once the moment of actual crisis arrived.

The years following Maria Theresa's birth in 1717 saw Charles VI's diplomatic campaign for recognition of the Pragmatic Sanction gather momentum and urgency, proceeding through a series of major negotiations with each of the principal continental powers in turn, negotiations whose specific terms and cumulative cost to Austrian interests will occupy the following chapter in full detail. But it is worth noting here, as this chapter draws toward its close, the peculiar emotional register that increasingly came to characterize Charles VI's engagement with these negotiations as the years passed and as Maria Theresa grew from infancy into childhood and eventually into a young woman approaching marriageable age. Diplomatic correspondence from the Viennese court during this period reveals a monarch who spoke of the Pragmatic Sanction not merely as a matter of state policy but in terms that carried a distinctly personal and even anxious quality, the language of a father genuinely concerned for a specific daughter's future rather than merely a sovereign attending to an abstract question of constitutional law. This personal investment, however sincere and however understandable in purely human terms, arguably compounded the strategic difficulties Charles VI faced, since foreign powers negotiating with an emperor whose evident personal desperation for recognition was so plainly visible possessed correspondingly greater leverage to extract concessions, understanding as they did that Charles VI's need for their signature exceeded any equivalent need on their own part for his.

Maria Theresa herself, meanwhile, grew into adolescence and young womanhood amid this swirling atmosphere of diplomatic maneuvering conducted, in its broad outlines if not its intricate details, largely around and about her rather than with her active participation or consultation. Her marriage in 1736 to Francis Stephen, Duke of Lorraine, a union that had itself been complicated by the diplomatic requirements of securing French recognition for the Pragmatic Sanction and that had ultimately required Francis Stephen's surrender of his ancestral Lorraine inheritance in exchange for the Grand Duchy of Tuscany, added yet another layer of personal sacrifice to the accumulating cost of her father's decades-long diplomatic campaign. By the time Charles VI died in October of 1740, Maria Theresa was twenty-three years old, married, already the mother of several children including her eldest son and eventual heir, the future Emperor Joseph II, and standing, at least on paper, as the internationally recognized heiress to the entirety of the Habsburg patrimony, her succession guaranteed by treaties with virtually every major power on the European continent.

And yet, as the opening pages of the previous chapter have already indicated, and as the chapters that follow will demonstrate in painful detail, this elaborate structure of international guarantee would prove almost entirely worthless the moment Charles VI's death actually removed him from the diplomatic equation, revealing that the decades of concession and compromise he had extracted from himself and from Austria in pursuit of these guarantees had purchased, in the end, nothing more durable than the paper on which the various treaties had been inscribed. France, Spain, Bavaria, and Saxony would each, in their turn, repudiate commitments they had formally and solemnly undertaken to honor, calculating, correctly as events would prove, that the immediate opportunity presented by a young and inexperienced female ruler inheriting a state whose treasury and army Charles VI's own policies had left critically weakened, outweighed whatever residual sense of treaty obligation their prior guarantees might otherwise have imposed.

This is the essential tragedy at the heart of Charles VI's reign, a tragedy this book will continue to trace in the chapters that follow, as it examines in detail the specific negotiations through which the emperor purchased his various guarantees and the specific costs those negotiations imposed on the Austrian state he was attempting to protect. The Pragmatic Sanction of 1713, radical in its departure from established Habsburg succession practice, sincere in its author's evident desire to protect a beloved daughter's future, and ultimately catastrophic in its long-term strategic consequences, stands as one of the more instructive documents in the history of eighteenth-century European statecraft, a testament to both the genuine power of dynastic law to shape the fate of nations and the equally genuine limits of that power when it is not backed by the harder currencies of military and financial strength. Charles VI died believing, or at least hoping, that he had secured his daughter's future through the accumulated weight of a decade upon decade of careful diplomatic labor. He could not have known, as his final illness took hold in the autumn of 1740, that within weeks of his death the first Prussian columns would already be crossing into Silesia, and that the elaborate edifice of international guarantee he had spent his entire reign constructing would prove no more capable of stopping them than the flimsiest scrap of unwitnessed parchment.
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​Chapter 3: The Price of Paper
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There is a particular kind of transaction that occurs when a weaker party negotiates with a stronger one over something the weaker party wants desperately and the stronger party can, if it chooses, simply wait to grant. The stronger party need not threaten, need not even name its price directly; it need only delay, express polite reservations, gesture toward unspecified concerns that further concessions might address, and allow the weaker party's own anxiety to do the work of escalating the offer. Charles VI, Holy Roman Emperor, spent the better part of two decades on the losing end of precisely this kind of transaction, conducted simultaneously with nearly every significant power in Europe, and the cumulative record of what he surrendered in pursuit of international recognition for the Pragmatic Sanction reads, in retrospect, less like the triumphant diplomatic achievement it was celebrated as at the time and more like a slow and largely voluntary act of self-impoverishment, conducted by a monarch who had convinced himself that the accumulation of signatures on treaty documents constituted a form of security nearly as durable as the armies and treasuries that might otherwise have provided it.

The pattern was established early and would repeat itself, with variations, across every subsequent negotiation Charles VI undertook. A foreign power, approached by Austrian diplomats seeking formal recognition of Maria Theresa's eventual succession rights under the Pragmatic Sanction, would express in principle no particular objection to the substance of the Austrian request, since recognizing another dynasty's internal succession arrangements cost a foreign court nothing in the ordinary run of affairs. But the same foreign power would then note, almost as an aside, that certain other matters of mutual interest remained unresolved between the two courts, matters that a spirit of goodwill and cooperation might helpfully address alongside the succession question, and that a comprehensive settlement addressing these ancillary concerns would naturally facilitate the kind of warm relations between the two powers that would make a formal guarantee of the Pragmatic Sanction not merely possible but genuinely meaningful, rather than a hollow formality signed without real commitment behind it. Stripped of its diplomatic courtesies, this was extortion conducted through the polite vocabulary of treaty negotiation, and Charles VI, whose need for recognition was by this point widely understood across every chancellery in Europe to be not merely a policy preference but something closer to an obsession, paid the asking price again and again, in commercial concessions, in territorial cessions, in military commitments that entangled Austria in wars serving other powers' interests far more than its own.

The most commercially damaging of these transactions, and in some respects the one that most clearly illustrates the peculiar psychology governing Charles VI's diplomatic strategy, concerned the fate of the Ostend Company, an Austrian trading enterprise chartered in 1722 to conduct commerce with India and China from the Austrian Netherlands port that gave the company its name. The Ostend Company represented something genuinely unusual in the history of Habsburg Austria, a state whose economic orientation had traditionally been continental and agrarian rather than maritime and commercial: a serious, well-capitalized attempt to establish Austria as a participant in the lucrative Asian trade that had, for over a century, been dominated by the English and Dutch East India Companies. The venture proved, in its first years of operation, remarkably successful, its ships returning from India and China laden with goods that generated substantial profits for its shareholders and meaningful new revenue for the Austrian Netherlands, whose economy had languished for decades under the comparatively limited commercial opportunities available to a landlocked appendage of a continental empire. For a brief period in the early 1720s, it seemed possible that Austria might establish itself as a genuine, if minor, maritime commercial power, diversifying an economy that had always depended overwhelmingly on the agricultural output and mineral extraction of its central European territories.

This success, however, generated exactly the kind of alarm in London and Amsterdam that any successful new competitor entering an established commercial field might be expected to provoke. The English and Dutch East India Companies, both powerful and well-connected institutions whose profits depended substantially on maintaining their existing dominance of the Asian trade routes, lobbied their respective governments intensively to suppress this upstart Austrian rival, framing the Ostend Company's success not merely as an ordinary commercial challenge to be met through ordinary commercial competition but as a threat to the broader economic interests of their nations that justified direct governmental intervention. The British and Dutch governments, receptive to this lobbying for reasons that combined genuine economic concern with the simple political weight that these powerful trading companies carried within their respective domestic political systems, began pressing Vienna to suspend the Ostend Company's charter, initially through diplomatic protest and eventually through the more pointed leverage that Charles VI's own desperate need for Pragmatic Sanction recognition afforded them.

The negotiations that culminated in the Treaty of Vienna of 1731 made the terms of this exchange explicit in a manner that stripped away any pretense that the two issues, the Ostend Company's fate and the Pragmatic Sanction's recognition, were being addressed as separate matters of principle rather than as directly linked components of a single transaction. Britain and the Dutch Republic offered Charles VI the formal guarantee of the Pragmatic Sanction he had been seeking, a guarantee that would commit both maritime powers to recognizing Maria Theresa's succession rights and, implicitly, to opposing any future challenge to those rights by other European powers. In exchange, Charles VI agreed to the permanent suspension of the Ostend Company's charter, effectively strangling in its commercial infancy the one significant Austrian venture into the lucrative world of long-distance maritime trade. The company's ships were recalled, its trading posts in India abandoned, its accumulated commercial infrastructure and expertise simply discarded, all in exchange for a set of written assurances from London and The Hague that Maria Theresa's eventual succession would go unchallenged.

It is worth pausing to consider what exactly Charles VI believed he was purchasing
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