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Melk, Austria The name Melk comes from the Slavic word for border. 

Location: Melk, located in lower Austria sits 

on the Danube river next to the Wachau 

valley. 

The Genesis of Melk: The town is first 

mentioned as Medilica in 831 . The town was 

given to Leopold I, Margrave of Austria in the year 976. In what will eventually be 

known as Melk stood a Babenburg castle, which was eventually gifted to the 
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monks of the area. Around the abbey a town was formed; however, the 

monastery still acts as the main focal point. 

The Babenbergs: The Babenbergs were a noble dynasty of margraves and dukes 

that ruled Imperial Austria from its inception until their 

dissolution in 1246 with the final ruler Fredrick II.  They built a 

castle in the area that is now known as Melk. This fortress will 

eventually become the praised Benedictine abbey as it was 

donated by the Babenbergs to the monks in 1089 CE founded 

by the margrave Leopold II. Following their rule were the infamous Hapsburgs 

who stayed in power until WW1. 

The Benedictine Abbey: Melk’s famous monastery is known for its expansive and 

highly decorated library that is tied to a school originating in the 12th century. A 

great many successful students left with 

emphasis on natural sciences and 

the arts. The abbey has high 

interest in music and hosts the 

International Baroque festival 

every year. This year they are 

kicking off the festival with a 
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performance of Henry Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas. The monasteries musical 

patronage really reached its peak in the 18th century; consequently, the abbey’s 

focus is on Baroque music. In modern day the Melk Baroque Ensemble is regarded 

as one of the biggest and most beautiful orchestras in the world. The monks that 

live in the abbey are with accordance to the rules of Saint Benedict. Even though 

it is visited by 550,000 people each year it still runs as a working monastery and 

Catholic center. 

Saint Friedrich, The Patron Skeleton of Melk: The Benedicten Abbey of Melk stars 

as a focal point for the old town.  Many reputable abbeys in Germany and Austria 

had their own “Catacomb Saint” gifted to them by 

the Vatican. The skeletons were found by vineyard 

workers on a road whilst traveling along the boot 

of Italy in 1578 CE. The subterranean chamber 

housed an estimated 500,000- 750,000 bodies, 

most of them Christian but some Jewish and 

Pagan. The Catholic Church soon caught word of 

this discovery and declared it to be an act of god since many of them must have 

belonged to early Christian martyrs. In Northern Europe at the time there were 

anti-Catholic sentiments that had taken over especially in Germany and Austria. 
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This meant that a lot of churches were plundered and the victim of vandalism 

during the Protestant revolution; consequently, their holy relics had been 

destroyed and needed replacement. Following their introduction they became a 

coveted prize and every Catholic church wanted to own at least one if not ten. 

They were especially desired in southern Germany where the Protesent battle 

was most prevalent. Wealthy families would purchase a heavenly body for their 

private chapels. The only way a small church could obtain a skeleton was through 

a connection in Rome or by bribery. There were a total of 2,000 skeletons sent to 

Germany and Austria. The Vatican made it a point to distinguish martys; however, 

their methods are easily debunked by historians. The Catholic church believed any 

grave marked with an M meant that it was the resting place of a martyr; however, 

many Romans at the time had the popular name Marcus. They also believed that 

if any body was buried with a vial of dehydrated sediment that it was the martyrs 

blood rather than perfume which was a popular Roman practice of the time, this 

was similar to that of the modern custom of leaving flowers on graves. The church 

also believed that the bones of martyrs gave off a golden glow, they would hire 

psychics to examine remains and issue the title; nonetheless, people would never 

question the Vatican's validity. Skilled nuns were tasked with decoration and 

bejeweled these relics, this process would take around three years to finish. Local 
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nobles and even the nuns themselves would give up their family jewels to help 

cover the corpse. Sometimes the nuns would give them full wax faces outfitting 

them with a grin, eyes or nose. When a skeleton was implemented in a church 

most of the children that were born and baptized that year were gifted the name 

of that saint. They were preserved and worshipped relics that the townspeople 

believed protected them from harm and occasionally gifted them with a miracle. 

Their power faded with the turn of the 18th century when Austria's Emperor 

Joseph II was determined to expel superstitious objects from his country. Many of 

them were plundered for their jewels and tossed away. This was a traumatic time 

for the locals as many of them had put great faith in these saints. Luckily, patron 

Saint Freidrich was kept intact through this time and is housed in the Benedictine 
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Abbey in Melk, Austria. Within his glass case he holds a laurel wreath an emblem 

that symbolizes victory. 

Artstetten Schloss:  Artstetten Schloss was gifted to Emperor Franz I nicknamed 

the “Floral Emperor” He was the father in law of Napoleon and acquired the 

castle in 1823. Thirty years later it was passed on to Archduke Carl Ludwig he was 

the father of Emperor Franz Joseph, and mayor of the town. He added in a 

bathroom to the castle and swimming pool next to the bathing pavilion. Franz 

joseph eventually gave Artstetten to his eldest son Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the 

heir apparent to Austro-Hungary. Artstetten was modernized with the arrival of 

the archduke. Countess Sophie Chotek Franz’ wife 

was of an unequal status compared to that of her 

husbands, meaning that his wife and their children 

would be unable to be buried in the Vienna 

imperial crypts which were the 
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traditional burial site of the Hapsburgs. Franz Ferdinand wanted to be buried 

beside his wife, therefore, he built a crypt under the castle church which was 

completed in 1910. Little did they know that only four years after the crypts 

completion they would be laid to rest there and catalyst the beginning of WW1. 

Artstetten would then be passed to Duke Maxamillian, who was just 12 at the 

time of the assasination. After the annexation of 1938, Maximillian and his 

brother Ernst being declared opponents of the Nazi regime were amoungst the 

first Austrians to be deported to the concentration camp Dachau. Dachau was 

unfortunately in operation the longest of all the camps and covered nearly 12 

years of the Nazi regime. During this time Artstetten was confiscated and was 

only returned by the Republic of Austria in 1949. At the end of the second world 

war In 1945 with the consent of the Soviet occupation authorities the inhabitants 
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of Artstetten elected Duke Max to act as mayor of their community for two five 

year terms.  


