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The Bavarian Wittelsbacher’s affection for Greece has been a tradition since the first half of the 
19th century. A member of the Bavarian royal family was chosen, because of its outspoken 
interest in Hellenic culture, to become the future king of Greece. When Empress Elisabeth of 
Austria visited Corfu for the first time in 1865, her cousin, King Otto the First, was struggling 

to maintain his Greek Kingdom, of which Corfu was not a part at the time. She was thus able to experience 
the conditions during the British protectorate as a guest of the British Lord High Commissioner. In the 
years to come, after the return of the Ionian Islands to Greece in 1965, it became the Empress’s new home. 
Her constant longing for travelling and self-discovery built a strong affiliation to the country for its antique 
history and fascinating Greek mythology. 

The Austrian consul and philhellene, Baron Warsberg became Empress Elisabeth’s manager and right hand, 
transforming the green island of Corfu and the village of Gastouri into the centre for the realisation of the 
Empress’s dreams. The simple Villa Vrailla, hidden amongst ancient olive trees and the sweet floral smells 
coupled with the salty air from the close-by sea, transformed and affected the lumbering Empress Elisabeth’s 
mood, “quasi as genius loci”, into wonderful positivity. My direct family had large aquarelle paintings of 
Angelos Giallinas of this down-to-earth villa and its inconspicuously simple interior design. From here, she 
explored the island on foot, completely apart from the imperial representations and political duties of her 
homeland. The simple islanders of Corfu could offer the Empress far more than her real world in Vienna. 
Here, on this cliff only transformational thoughts of building a magic castle blossomed. Achilles would be 
the idol and he would have a memorial, for it was Achilles who lived for his dreams, half God, half human, 
who challenged the world.

Warsberg and the Empress gradually came closer and closer as soul-mates in their ideas and their 
implementation. Her self-written poems, “to my future soul” prove her deep wish to be buried in Corfu or 
to meet her death in the sea by drowning.

For the elaborate and costly construction of the Achilleion, Empress Elisabeth got her way with her husband, 
the generous Emperor Franz Joseph and thus built the actual Roman-style villa with all its modern artistic 
additions, the home of her soul. After she ended her horseback riding career, the Empress felt a duty to learn 
both the ancient and modern Greek language and took lessons every single day.

After her son’s, Crown prince Rudolph’s suicide in 1889, the Empress felt extremely lonely and heart-broken. 
She therefore embarked on a sea voyage from Dover via Lisbon, Gibraltar, Tangier, Algiers, Marseille, 
Florence, Pompey, Capri, finally ending in Corfu. I am citing the Empress’ own words: “The destinations 
on this journey are appealing only because the journey itself lies between them. If I would have arrived 
anywhere and known that I could never leave, my stay would turn into hell in paradise.” She stated this 
to her reader and Greek teacher, Constantin Christomanos. The sea held an everlasting spell on Empress 
Elisabeth. She travelled across the Atlantic, the Mediterranean, the Greek islands and coasts; however, Corfu 
would remain one of her favourite destinations. The aquarelles of the imperial yacht travels still remain in 
our family and offer a fitting witness. Two specifically chosen symbols underline this longing to the sea, her 
love for travelling and her affection for sailing. On one side she specifically chose the Dolphin, an integral 
symbol of the freedom of the ocean, as her logo in Corfu. It actually became the brand of her entire portable 
possessions at the Achilleion. On the other hand, and this truly makes the Empress the trend-setter for the 
modern-day tattoo movement, she had an anchor tattooed on her shoulder in a Greek port pub in 1888.
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After the Achilleion was completed, Empress Elisabeth resided mainly there and embarked on long walks 
with her reader, Christomanos. Whether on the Island of the Dead, Pondikonissi, or the summer house 
of Kapodistrias or the Monastery of Paleokastritsa, the bay of Ermones, everywhere she met honouring 
islanders filled with awe. In 1888, the Municipal Council of the town of Kerkyra decided to rename the 
Phaeakon Avenue to Kaiserin Elisabeth Boulevard. The Empress herself showed her great love for the people 
of Gastouri, by donating a fountain, the “Kaiserin Elisabeth Fountain” in Platanos, which doubled the water 
reserves of the village.

Let us now hear the Empress speak herself again: “However, there are people who I find as pleasant as trees 
and the sea because they are the same. They are the fishermen and countrymen. They give me more than 
I could ever give them as an Empress, which is why I always leave them in great gratitude, they free me of 
something foreign and enclosing that encages me.”

My grandmother, Archduchess Marie-Valerie, the youngest daughter of Empress Elisabeth, personally 
visited the Achilleion twice with her mother: Once in 1891, shortly before the villa’s completion and again 
in 1894, five months after the birth of my father, for four days on the island, although they then lived in the 
first floor of the palace.

After the death of Empress Elisabeth in 1898, my grandmother inherited the estate of the Achilleion, which 
had been returned to Austria. She had this brought to the Empress’s Hermes villa in the Lainzer Zoo at the 
outskirts of Vienna. To this day, the glowing white marble sculpture of Peri, a light fairy, riding over the 
waves on the spread wings of a swan and with a human child pressed against her bosom is there. Originally, 
it stood at the northern wing of the Peristyle and is a reminder to the visitors of the Hermes villa in Vienna 
of the Empress’s favourite daughter and her heritage. 

Finally, the restless monarch lost interest in the surroundings after the completion of the Achilleion, Resigned 
about the fact, she mentioned to her reader and Greek teacher, Christomanos: “When I arrived in Corfu 
for the first time, I often visited the Villa Vrailla. The villa was wonderful, because it was completely hidden 
among large trees. This attracted me so much that I decided to transform it into the Achilleion. Actually I 
regret it now. Our dreams always seem more wonderful before we make them reality!”

Today’s exhibition, “Sisi in Corfu. Moments spent by an Empress on the Phaeacian Island” uncovers anew 
the roots of uncertainty and chronicles of affection for the Empress. We somewhat follow the path of the 
“loneliest of the lonely” as she referred to herself once, and therefore also the myth about her.
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