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Under Maria Theresa (r. 1740–1780), public gymnasiums weren’t placed randomly 

— they were part of a broader reform agenda, especially after the education reform 

of 1774 (Allgemeine Schulordnung). The goal wasn’t just education for education’s 

sake — it was state-building. Here are the main criteria that shaped where 

gymnasiums were established: 

 

Administrative Importance 

Gymnasiums were typically placed in: 

• Provincial capitals 

• Major administrative centers 

• Seats of regional government 

Why? Because these towns already had bureaucratic infrastructure and were hubs 

of political control. Education was tied to producing loyal civil servants for the 

Habsburg state. 

 

Population Density & Urban Status 

They favored: 

• Larger towns 

• Economically active urban centers 

• Trade hubs 

A gymnasium required a sufficient number of students — mostly sons of burghers, 

officials, and nobility. Rural villages were rarely considered. 

 

Strategic / Political Integration 

The monarchy was huge and diverse (Austrians, Hungarians, Czechs, Croats, 

Italians, etc.). Placing gymnasiums in: 

• Border regions 

• Recently consolidated territories 

…helped culturally integrate those areas into the Habsburg system. Education was a 

quiet tool of political unification. 

 

Existing Educational Infrastructure 

If a town already had: 

• A Jesuit college (before the suppression of the Jesuit order in 1773) 

• A monastery school 

• A cathedral chapter 

…it was much easier to convert or reorganize it into a state gymnasium. 

After 1773, many former Jesuit institutions were absorbed into the new state system. 

 

Church–State Balance 

Even though Maria Theresa remained deeply Catholic, the reforms aimed at 

increasing state control over education. So locations were chosen where: 



• The crown could supervise curricula 

• Clerical influence could be reshaped into state loyalty 

 

Economic & Social Elites 

Gymnasiums were placed where: 

• There was a demand from urban elites 

• Local authorities could financially support the institution 

• A future administrative class could realistically emerge 

These schools weren’t for the masses — they were pipelines for university studies 

and state service. 

 

Financial Practicality 

The state considered: 

• Whether buildings already existed 

• Whether funding (local or ecclesiastical) was available 

• Maintenance costs 

Reforms are great — but even enlightened absolutism had a budget 

 

Big Picture 

Under Maria Theresa, gymnasium placement followed a logic of: 

Centralization + Bureaucratization + Cultural Integration + Loyal Elite Formation 

Education was a strategic instrument of state consolidation. 

 


