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Karl Klambauer

The heritage of the hostile images of the Turks in Austria

For centuries, striking, eerie pictures have left tracks in Austria: in 
its public space, in buildings such as palaces and castles which 
former rulers used for official and social functions, and also in 
many religious buildings such as churches and Catholic monas-
teries. The tracks that these pictures have left show the military 
triumph over a historical enemy. The pictures show the destruc-
tion of this enemy or show him as a demon with hideous features: 
battle scenes, half-naked warriors that have been flung to the 
ground and are trampled underfoot by the hooves of their con-
querors‘ warhorses, chopped-off heads as trophies of triumph; 
these pictures show the humiliated and degraded enemy. They 
are portrayals of Austria‘s arch-enemy – and not only Austria‘s 
arch-enemy – many conceptions of history also present this enemy
as the main threat to the entire Christian Occident. He came to 
represent the mythological enemy from the Orient. These are pic-
tures that show the Habsburg victory over the Turks. In most cases 
it is the decisive Viennese victory from 12th September 1683, 
marking the liberation from the Turks, which is triumphantly com-
memorated in accounts, paintings and monuments, but the ensu-
ing victories of Prince Eugene and the Habsburg armies are also
glorified – victories that kept pushing the Turks down to the Balkan
peninsula and thus established Austria’s rise to a great power from
the 18th century onwards. According to the traditional Austrian
conception of history, the campaigns that Prince Eugene waged a-
gainst the Turks mark the so-called ‚Austrian heroic age’.



Franz Kapfer is now engaging in the project of collecting the 
pictorial patterns of memories of the Turks’ destruction and hu-
miliation and of presenting them in a concentrated way. To my 
way of thinking, it is the intended focus of this project to make it 
clear that these pictures of an Austrian triumph over the Turks are 
a basis of collective Austrian identity construction which has been 
perpetuated for a long time.

Artistically, Kapfer’s work thus belongs to a movement which, 
in the humanities, has become known as ‚Iconic Turn’ or ‚Visual 
Turn’ since the 1990s. To put it briefly and succinctly, what is 
meant here is that understanding social and cultural phenom-
ena does not only require a linguistic level, but also makes the 
analysis of pictorial sources essential. This is obvious in two 
respects which are closely connected: the construction of a col-
lective, cultural, national memory and the formation of national 
identities. The act of remembering socially in its most varied 
forms is one of the fundamental principles of national identity 
formation. A reconstructed common past is to create a sense of 
belonging together, and this is done as a demarkation against 
those who do not belong, as differentiation between one’s own, 
the ‚we’ community, and the foreign, the different one, which is 
marked in stark contrast as the exact opposite. The strangers, 
the foreigners, the other ones, thus become significantly and 
radically different. This method of distinguishing between posi-
tive integral self-portraits and excluding pictures of the foreign 
also points out the way to the origin and the production of stere-
otypical conceptions of the enemy. My obviously frequent use 
of the term ‚picture’ makes clear what the theory of the ‚Iconic 
Turn’ refers to: Collective national identities are not only deve-
loped through narratives, but substantially also through pictures, 21
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through a language of pictures and through a memory of pic-
tures. The term of a ‚collective concept of history’ or the defini-
tion according to which nations are above all ‚imagined com-
munities’ as well appears to be particularly apposite from this 
perspective.

The concept of the Turks as the enemy has had a long tradition 
and presence in Austrian cultural memory and is exemplary of it. 
The historical frame for the foundation of this specific concept 
of the enemy is constituted by the approximately 300-year-old 
military confrontation between the Habsburg family and the 
Ottoman Empire from the 15th to the 18th centuries. The forma-
tion of a grossly distorted demonised image of the Turks began 
soon after the first Ottoman invasions of Habsburg territories. 
It had become firmly established by the end of the 16th century 
and made an indelible impression on people’s collective memory 
in the Austrian regions. Undoubtedly these images of the Turks 
reflected the everyday inhumanities of war at that time which the 
population affected by them had to suffer, but to a large extent 
it was Habsburg and Church propaganda that created an exag-
geratedly cruel image of the Turks. The more terribly the picture 
of Islamic Turks was painted, the more it seemed to be almost 
a patriotic and religious duty for everybody to support Emperor 
and Church in their fight against the Turks, the so-called hea-
then arch-enemy. Consequently, what emerged was the image 
of a bestial Turkish enemy who defiled and desecrated Christian 
shrines and slaughtered Christian children and women in huge 
numbers. This pattern of a barbaric enemy was also retained in 
the pictures that displayed the Habsburg triumph over the Turks. 
At the same time different traditional conceptions of the enemy 
got mingled with the anti-Turkish canon of pictures at an early 
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stage. Numerous pictures of Turkish warriors who were spea-
ring Christian children to death are thus reminiscent of the ac-
count of the Massacre of the Innocents, when the male children 
around Bethlehem were killed by Herod, as a result of which 
the anti-Islamic image of the Turks got mingled with Christian 
anti-Judaism. In 19th century Austria there are also anti-Semitic 
slants of the Catholic clergy’s memories of the war against the 
Turks – the danger of the Turks from the East is simply associated 
with the Jews.

What is particularly interesting is how, from the second half of the 
18th century onwards, the established conception of the Turks as 
the enemy is retained and transferred to different topical issues 
and current political situations and to ideological opponents. For 
instance, the Austrian monarchy, which had been weakened by 
the foundation of the German Empire 1871, used the memory 
of the Habsburg triumphs over the Turks in order to propagate 
its ascendancy over the new Prussian-German nation state. At 
the same time, in 1883, during the 200th anniversary of the vic-
tory over the Turks, representatives of the Catholic-Conservative 
camp tried to discredit the rising political and cultural liberal 
movement as an anti-Christian movement by making insinuating 
comparisons with the historic danger of the Turks. During the era 
of Austrofascism, the dictatorial Dollfuß-regime and the Austrian 
political Catholicism used the memories of the war against the 
Turks and the conception of the Turks as the enemy in the stron-
gest possible way in order to legitimise their regime in general 
and their militant anti-Marxism in particular. The cliché of the 
Turks as the historical danger from the East was then transferred 
to the communist Soviet Union and was thus updated, making the 
Soviet Union and Marxism and socialism in general the new 
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enemies. Later the NS-regime acted similarly, though one has 
to stress its racist motivation in this respect. It exploited the com-
memoration of the wars against the Turks and the traditional im-
age of the Turks as the enemy in order to justify its expansion into 
the East and South East. From 1945 to the present, veteran as-
sociations, ex-servicemen’s associations, and right-wing extremist 
organisations have been using the picture of Prince Eugene, the 
triumpher against the Turks, and have thus implied an unbroken 
legitimisation of the NS-war of aggression in the Balkans and 
against the Soviet Union and a heroisation of the former Ger-
man armed forces, the Deutsche Wehrmacht. In 1983 neo-Nazi 
groups used the slogan Ausländer raus! 1683 1983 (Foreigners 
get out! 1683 1983). In this connection one simply can’t help but 
think of the election campaign that the FPÖ under Strache used 
for the recent municipal elections in Vienna. 

This short outline of a history of the historical image of the Turks 
as enemies in Austria was just intended to show the long con-
tinuity of this image when it comes to identity construction and 
political culture in Austria. Moreover, it was intended to show the 
energy that this stereotype has – it is a conflict-laden, militant 
energy, though.
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