Another view of vienna: views by Candy Fresacher

I thought it would be hard for me to be objective when I read this book – because I had submitted a story that had not been accepted.  But I loved it.  Although my story was not in the collection, what I had to say seemed so similar to those views aired that it was there, just written by someone else.  So why is it that so many foreigners writing about a wonderful city like Vienna should have an overwhelmingly negative view of it?  Even a recent immigrant from Russia, here less than six months, told me she was amazed when visitors gushed about how lovely the city was because this is not her impression of the place that she now calls “home”.  

I have been here over 30 years.  Enough time to have recognized much of the city described in vienna: views.  For some reason the poem that keeps coming back to me is the one about the “Perfect Blue Dolphin,” but which, in reality, talks about how Austrian toilets are different.  Probably this poem struck me as significant because much of what we find when we change the countries we live in and our homes is different on a very personal level.  And what we find different is therefore intimately different.  And what we find is very often a negative because we miss where we came from.  What we find comes from changes that can affect the most intimate regions of our hearts.  Which, of course, brings to mind the story “The Golden Viennese Heart.”  I, too, am looking for it or ambivalently seeking ways to avoid “catching” it.

This is a book that gives one pause.  It is a book that makes the reader concentrate on the city.  But not the city of history books, guide books or art books, but the city of the private lives of the people who live here.  In a city that is cosmopolitan, that is headquarters to many offices of the UN, that has districts filling up with peoples from different countries and cultures, and in a city that has always contained those who consider themselves the “real” Austrians, this book becomes an important read for Austrians and non-Austrians alike.

This is also a book to be read on the subways and trams of the city.  Each piece is short enough so that you can probably read one or two impressions of the city between the beginnings and endings of your journey.  If you are lucky, you might look up and find one of the Viennese characters so artfully described sitting right across from you – and not smiling either.

While this book comes across as real and true, one of the pieces I liked most, “Born in 1933” surprised me at its end.  Because its ending was long after the story was over.  The piece itself was about an old woman returning to Vienna – but when I wanted to read something about the author, I discovered the author was a young Austrian (?) man.  Which brings up the question of what is truth; was this story true, and how important is truth in storytelling anyway?

The 21 pieces are written by English speakers from around the globe:  the English, Americans, Australians, as well as pieces written in English by Austrians, Germans and others.  They notice details about Vienna that a visitor is unlikely to see:  from the absurdity of a roof of clouds or the ever-present necessity of stamps, to the fragrance of vanillekipferln or the bustle of a Viennese marketplace, and it is clear that the authors know their city.  The book reflects 21 unusual viewpoints, it shows 21 reflections in the many-faceted mirror that is held up to the elegant Viennese grand dame – the city itself. 

I bought eight extra copies to give to family and friends.  Go out and get your copy now.  

