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Introduction

Austria, formally known as the Republic of Austria, is a country of exceptional diversity
and profound historical resonance situated in the heart of Europe. Bordered by eight
countries and lying at the crossroads of vital cultural and commercial routes for
millennia, Austria epitomizes both old-world grandeur and dynamic modernity. From
snow-draped Alpine peaks to vibrant city squares where the echoes of Mozart and
Mahler still linger, every corner of Austria offers a distinct sense of place, heritage, and
identity.

The landscape of Austria is dominated by the dramatic expanse of the Alps, which
shape not only the country’s geography but also its people and culture. These
mountains, crisscrossed by centuries-old trails and dotted with picturesque villages,
not only provide the backdrop for world-class skiing and hiking but have formed a
natural barrier and meeting point for various European civilizations throughout history.
Complementing the Alpine regions are rolling hills, fertile valleys, and grand rivers like
the Danube, each fostering unique ways of life and regional traditions.

Austria’s history is both rich and turbulent. The land has served as a strategic bastion
and a meeting place for diverse peoples, beginning with ancient Celtic and Roman
settlements and continuing through the days of the Holy Roman Empire and the
formidable Habsburg Monarchy. For centuries, Vienna was a center of imperial power,
artistry, and intellectual debate. The aftermaths of two world wars, the challenges of
neutrality, and integration into the European Union have further shaped Austrian
identity, blending deep-rooted traditions with a progressive outlook.

Contemporary Austria is often cited for its exemplary quality of life. With a high
standard of living, efficient public services, and a robust social security network,
Austrians enjoy a sense of stability and well-being that is admired by many. The nation
is also committed to environmental responsibility and sustainability, pioneering eco-
forward policies and a thriving organic agriculture sector, even as it faces new
challenges in a rapidly changing world.

Yet, Austria’s true essence is found in its vibrant culture and daily life. Whether in the
swirling aroma of coffeehouses, the pageantry of local festivals, or the harmonious
strains of a Viennese concert hall, Austria remains a place where tradition and
innovation intersect. The warmth and sociability of its people, the meticulous pride in
local craftsmanship, and the constant celebration of art, music, and nature all
contribute to the country’s singular charm.

This book, "Austria: Portrait of a Country," is an invitation to journey through Austria’s
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landscapes, history, and society. Each chapter explores a different
facet—geographical, cultural, historical, or practical—aiming to provide both the
curious traveler and the thoughtful reader with an insightful guide to understanding
what makes Austria unique in the tapestry of Europe.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Landscapes

Austria, officially known as the Republic of Austria, is a landlocked country at the heart
of Central Europe, covering an area of approximately 83,879 square kilometers. Its
borders are shared with Germany, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia,
Italy, Switzerland, and Liechtenstein, making it a true crossroads of the continent. This
central location has historically facilitated trade and cultural exchange, shaping the
nation's unique character.

The country's topography is largely defined by its dramatic mountains and dense
forests. The Alps, a relatively young mountain range, serve as Austria's physical
backbone, extending across roughly 62% of its total land area. These majestic
mountains are not a uniform block but are intricately subdivided into distinct ranges,
each with its own geological story and visual appeal.

Broadly, the Austrian Alps can be categorized into the Northern Limestone Alps, the
Central Alps, and the Southern Limestone Alps. Both the northern and southern
limestone ranges are, as their names suggest, primarily composed of rugged
limestone and dolomite, dating back to the Mesozoic and Tertiary ages. These ranges
stretch from Vorarlberg through Tyrol into Salzburg and continue towards Vienna
along the German border for the Northern Limestone Alps, while the Southern
Limestone Alps hug the Carinthia-Slovenia border.

Between these two limestone behemoths lies the Central Alps, a range distinct in its
geological makeup, primarily consisting of older granitic and metamorphic rocks from
the Palaeozoic era. This central range runs from Tyrol in the west to the border of
Styria and Lower Austria in the east and boasts Austria's highest peaks. The imposing
Grossglockner, soaring to 3,798 meters (12,460 feet), stands as the undisputed
monarch of the Austrian peaks, located at the border of Carinthia and East Tyrol.
Other permanently glaciated areas within the Central Alps include the Otztal Alps,
near the Tyrol-ltaly border, and the Hohe Tauern range, which encompasses not only
Grossglockner but also Grossvenediger in eastern Tyrol and Carinthia.

While the Alps dominate the landscape, Austria is far from being solely a mountainous
expanse. Just over 28% of the country consists of moderately hilly or flat terrain,
offering a striking contrast to the rugged Alpine regions. These flatter areas are crucial
for settlement, agriculture, and serve as vital corridors for transportation.

One significant lowland area is the Northern Alpine Foreland, which notably includes

the fertile Danube Valley. This region, extending through the provinces of Upper
Austria and Lower Austria, is characterized by rolling hills and provides some of the
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most arable and climatically favorable land in the country. To the north of the Danube
Valley, bordering the Czech Republic, lies the Bohemian Forest (Bohmerwald), a lower
mountain range of granite with exposed, windswept plateaus and a somewhat harsher
climate, covering about 10% of Austria's territory.

Further east and south of the Alps, the landscape transitions into the lowlands and
hilly regions of northeastern and eastern Austria, encompassing the Danube Basin.
This includes areas like the Vienna Basin and the flat Pannonian Plain, which extends
into Hungary. The southeastern part of the country, around Graz and Klagenfurt,
features lowlands known as the South-eastern Alpine Foreland. These diverse non-
Alpine regions are where the vast majority of Austria's population resides.

Water, in its various forms, is an integral part of Austria's geography. The most
important waterway, and indeed a significant economic, geographical, and cultural
force, is the Danube River. Originating in Germany, the Danube flows for
approximately 350 kilometers (217 miles) through Austria from west to east, cutting
through the slopes of the Bohemian Forest and forming a narrow, picturesque valley. It
is the only major European river that flows eastward. The Danube is a vital commercial
artery, with its importance enhanced by the Rhine-Main-Danube Canal, connecting it
to the North Sea.

Numerous tributary rivers feed into the Danube within Austria, including the Salzach,
Inn, and Enns. The Inn River, for example, actually carries more water than the
Danube itself at their confluence near Passau. These rivers, often fast-flowing due to
the mountainous terrain, contribute significantly to Austria's hydropower potential.

Austria is also home to a multitude of lakes, dotting its diverse landscapes. The largest
lake within Austrian borders is Neusiedler See, located in the east on the border with
Hungary. This shallow steppe lake, unique in Central Europe, is characterized by its
high salt concentration and significant variations in water level, having even
disappeared completely in the past. In the Alpine regions and the areas east of
Salzburg, numerous other lakes add to the country's scenic beauty, with many
prominent cities like Bregenz, Innsbruck, Salzburg, and Klagenfurt situated along
rivers or lakes, demonstrating the close relationship between human settlement and
water bodies in Austria.

The geological history of Austria is as intricate as its landscape. The formation of the
Alps, for instance, is a result of the convergence of the Adriatic and Eurasian Plates, a
process that began over 150 million years ago with the opening of the Atlantic Ocean.
This collision led to the crumpling and folding of sedimentary rocks, forming the
complex nappe systems observed today. The Alps continue to experience uplift, a
process balanced by ongoing erosion.

Older geological formations, such as the gneiss and granite highlands of the Bohemian

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

Massif in the north, date back to the Proterozoic and Palaeozoic eras, showcasing
rocks formed hundreds of millions of years ago. The Molasse Basins in the north and
east, filled with erosional debris from the Alps, along with the Vienna and Pannonian
Tertiary Basins, further illustrate the dynamic geological processes that have shaped
Austria's varied terrain. This interplay of ancient crystalline massifs, young folded
mountains, and extensive sedimentary basins creates a landscape of remarkable
geological diversity, each formation telling a story of continental drift and powerful
tectonic forces.
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