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Austria’s Landesaufnahmen
Three military surveys or Landesaufnahmen were made of 
the Austrian empire, the first (also covering the Austrian 
Netherlands, now Belgium) from 1763–1787, the second 
from 1806–1869 and the third from 1869–1887. The scale 
of the first two was 1:28,800 (1:11,520 for the Austrian 
Netherlands); the Dritte Landesaufnahme or third survey 
was made at 1:25,000, with Vienna and a large area 
around the capital surveyed at 1:12,500. These were huge 
undertakings: the empire covered more than one million 
square kilometres and much of the terrain was alpine. The 
fourth survey, started in 1896, was not completed until 
the 1980s as a consequence of the collapse of the empire, 
economic stagnation and World War II, plus its aftermath. 

The Mapire website1 reproduces the first three 
surveys in full (partly in the printed 1:75,000 version for the 
third survey), with a synchronised viewing option. Thanks 
to advances in mapping techniques and army demands for 
great detail, the Third Survey gives an excellent picture of 
the Austrian landscape in the late 19th century; a number 
of Aufnahmeblätter or fair drawings of map sheets and 
the key to the sheets can be downloaded from another 
website2. Seven different types of agricultural land use and 
eight different types of road or track (example: ‘class I cart 
track, not passable in all seasons’) are shown through a 
combination of symbols and colours3; the numbers of men 
and horses that can be accommodated, ‘comfortably’ and 
‘cramped’, in each settlement are listed in sidebars on each 
of the Aufnahmeblätter. Because the rural population has 
stagnated and agricultural modernisation has been slow in 
many areas, these survey sheets are still very useful for 
countryside explorations on foot. 

Out of the gilded cage, into the real 
world
Vienna is home to a number of UN organisations. These 
have remained something of a foreign body in Austria. 
As the ‘international community’ doesn’t really exist yet, 
the Vienna International Centre (VIC) office complex is 
isolated from the surrounding urban area by strict security. 
Its 5,000 staff work on global problems, commute from 

the more upmarket districts, benefit from a wide range of 
in-house services and – Austrians excepted – have their 
roots elsewhere. For most international civil servants 
Vienna, a city with top quality of life in one of Europe’s 
most beautiful countries, is just a pleasant backdrop to 
their careers. 

The VIC Hiking and Mountaineering Club4, for 
which I volunteer as an organiser and leader of walks, 
encourages UN staff to leave their gilded cages – we put 
Austria on their personal maps, so to speak. The standard 
approach is ‘healthy sightseeing’: walkers follow leaders 
along an attractive or adventurous route; on the way, they 
may learn something about local history, architecture or 
landscape features. This is a successful formula: year 
in year out, around a thousand walkers sign up for an 
experience of the Austrian outdoors.

My dissatisfaction with the tour guide role was 
triggered by the increasing time people spend in the cocoon 
of virtual reality (surely an oxymoron), even on our walks. 
How could I get people to observe the real world more 
intensively and increase their awareness of our interaction 
with nature? A new approach would have to be a very 
simple one. People don’t sign up for our walk for lectures 

A ‘class I cart track, not passable in all seasons’ with 
wine cellars near the Weinviertel village of Ulrichs- 
kirchen.
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The Vienna International Centre (VIC) is one of the major international civil service hubs. There is little 
that binds UN staff (Austrians excepted) to the city and country around it. One attempt to increase the 
awareness of UN staff of their Austrian environment is the series of ‘Logic of Landscape’ walks organ-
ised by the VIC’s outdoor club. Explorations with late 19th century and present-day topographic maps 
can be real journeys of discovery. 
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about geology, glacial deposits or rural gentrification and 
few participants use digital apps which can turn a walk 
into a many-faceted media event (walking is perceived 
to be uncool, which means that the older generation is 
overrepresented). 

The Logic of Landscape walks
An old hobby of mine provided inspiration for a new 
approach: studying landscape history with topographic 
maps from today and the turn of the last century, when the 
impact of agricultural modernisation, road building and 
urban expansion was still limited. The Aufnahmeblätter of 
the Third Survey, used alongside today’s Österreichische 
Karte (ÖK) at 1:25,000 or 1:50,0005, are ideal for this 
purpose. Information from other sources – mainly the 
Internet and local visits – on topics of special local interest 
complements the stories the maps tell. This information 
is condensed to one A-4 sheet, to which I add a relevant 
fragment of the Third Survey. Occasionally I include 
fragments of all three surveys, for example to show the work 
of Austria’s greatest landscape architect after the glaciers: 
the unregulated Danube. Participants are encouraged to 
bring their own ÖK sheets to make comparisons. 

The challenge is to show the links between various 
topics – say, geomorphology, rural land use and tourism 

– within the limits of the A-4 sheet. During the walk I 
expand on these. Every slope and stream, every vineyard 
and cart track, every farm B&B is there for a reason. I 
keep the groups deliberately small, so that attention stays 
focused on what I try to get across: the logic of landscape. 

Fragment of Aufnahmeblatt 4657-1 (1873). The arrow indicates the location of the photo. Unlike other farm 
buildings, wine cellars dug into a steep slope were usually omitted from the map. Single-digit black figures are 
‘spot depths’ (road/railway cuttings, holloways, meanders). 
(Source: Österreichisch-Ungarische Monarchie, Militärgeographisches Institut – Archiv des Militärgeographischen 
Institutes)

This shortcut between the villages of Unter Olbern-
dorf and Niederkreuzstetten can be traced on maps 
going back three hundred years. 
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Some examples of the themes of our explorations: 

• Above the valley of the river Kamp, the big rounded 
dome of the Stranitzberg shows a much greater variety 
of land use in earlier centuries; forest cover on the slopes 
on the other hand has not changed much. Discuss.

• Why is a railway cutting in Vienna’s 19th district not 
what it seems to be; what explains the rural street names 
of a nearby social housing scheme? 

• The ÖK shows that the landscape of the Lobau National 
Park in the Danube’s floodplain near Vienna is dead 
flat, which the eye of the walker confirms. But below 
fields levelled by modern agriculture the Third Survey 
and satellite photos show wild meanders. An apparently 
two-dimensional landscape can gain the dimensions of 
depth and time.

• In the rolling hills of the Weinviertel near the Czech 
border, a confusion of long-abandoned tracks, many of 
them no longer shown on the ÖK, criss-crosses a forest. 
Check the first three surveys and you’ll discover ancient 

shortcuts between villages. And the third survey is still 
a perfect route map for one of the direttissima. 

Street names in this 1960s Vienna council estate often 
refer to agriculture (Saileräcker: ropemaker’s fields).
Why? 

Location of the photo on the third survey’s Aufnahmeblatt 4657-1 (1873), still a perfect route map. 
(Source: Österreichisch-Ungarische Monarchie, Militärgeographisches Institut – Archiv des Militärgeographischen 
Institutes)
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Work in progress
The approach is work in progress. On the ‘technical’ side, 
it is clear that more can be done with digital technology: 
a cocoon-spinning gadget can also be a tool for raising 
awareness of the real world. The present height of 
sophistication is that some participants have the file with 
my background information on their smartphone plus a 
link to the Austrian survey’s AMAP web site for the ÖK. 
A digitized information package could contain layered 
map fragments with links to internet information on 
particularly interesting landscape elements/developments 
that go beyond the text I provide. There is a threshold to 
be overcome for the older generation (including myself), 
but I expect the young members of the Club to respond 
positively. 

Go back a century and you’ll find a patchwork of cropland, meadows, rough grazing and vineyards. On Vien-
na’s outskirts mixed agriculture would linger until the 1950s. Fragment of Aufnahmeblatt 4756-2b (1872). 
(Source: Österreichisch-Ungarische Monarchie, Militärgeographisches Institut – Archiv des Militärgeographischen 
Institutes)

In a dried-up meander of the Danube, Lobau  
National Park. 

The wild meanders of the Danube on a fragment of 
Aufnahmeblatt 4757-1d (1873); the streambed of the 
recently regulated river cuts across the lower left-hand 
corner. Circled: the meander in the photo.  
(Source: Österreichisch-Ungarische Monarchie,  
Militärgeographisches Institut – Archiv des  
Militärgeographischen Institutes)
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The ‘conceptual’ challenge ahead is an exploration 
of the Znojmo area in the Czech Republic, a short train 
journey from Vienna. This is part of the former Sudetenland, 
handed over to Hitler in 1938 to ensure ‘peace for our 
time’. The 1:25,000 Czech map of 1933, the starting point 
for this exploration, has its origins in the empire’s Third 
Survey and allows interesting comparisons with today’s 
map of a landscape scarred by Czechoslovakia’s doomed 
fortification efforts of the 1930s, the Iron Curtain and 
collective agriculture. While administrative boundaries 
are hard to make out on the old Aufnahmeblätter, the 
1933 map stops just across the Austrian border; half of 
the sheet is blank except for the word Rakousko – Austria. 
The Austrian toponyms of the Third Survey have partly 
been replaced by Czech ones, which five years later would 
disappear again – and replace Austrian toponyms forever 
after World War II. How will I deal with this geography of 
conflict? 

Apart from these walks, I generally encourage 
people to learn to read the shorthand of the topographic 
map. If people can be made aware of the simple pleasure 
of immersing yourself into a landscape’s ‘vast tuck 
shop’ (words of a fellow hill walker) with a map, greater 
awareness of our natural environment will follow. And I 
always point out that, because of its sheer size, the old-
fashioned paper map still gives the best overview of the 
delicacies on offer in the shop. 

Notes
1. http://mapire.eu/en/
2. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category: 

Franzisco-Josephinische_Landesaufnahme,_ 
Aufnahmeblätter.

3. Some of the information is lost on the black-and-white 
1:25.000 print version.

4. https://www.vic-hikingclub.com/
5. For budgetary reasons, the present-day 1:25,000 map 

is simply an enlargement of the 1:50,000 map. It is 
easier on the eyes but more awkward to handle, as the 
map is printed recto-verso.
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