Just an ordinary city?
A review of vienna:views
Yes, yes, I have to confess. My favorite restaurant in Vienna is my local McDonald’s at U6 Alserstraße. It is open practically 24/7, I like the food, I appreciate the Mexican and Greek weeks and I adore the fancy package designs. My preferred shopping site is not Naschmarkt but the ready-made food-section of the Interspar-store next door. Also, when I happen to be at Michaelerplatz, I can resist the temptation to enter Café Griensteidl, a typically Viennese Kaffeehaus where almost a hundred years ago renowned authors were “purging their miserable souls writing over single coffees” (Brian Hatfield). Turning left, I rather have an at least triple-sized vanilla-flavored Starbucks-coffee served in an incredibly thin paper cup. Naturally, when I started reading vienna:views, I was struck by my own ignorance. Obviously, there was much more to Vienna than I had imagined.
In early 2006, the Vienna Lit Group had issued a call for literary contributions from non-native Viennese residents, asking them to share their individual impressions of the Austrian capital. Eventually, twenty texts made it into a volume which was published at Luftschacht several months later: vienna:views.
The tales are diverse, manifold and contradictory. There is writing in prose and verse. The authors use English but sporadically lapse into an Austrian idiom. They are emotionally involved and ironically detached. Fact is, in any case, that these Ausländer demonstrate an enormous historical and cultural awareness. They capture the Viennese ways of life with accuracy and in detail. When they resort to stereotypes such as the Habsburg Empire, Mozart and coffee, they do it with tongue in cheek. They tell us of Maria Theresia’s 16 children, of the “Baroque tag” that still sticks to the common perception of Vienna and of the enterprising Pole Franciszek Kulczycki, (another Ausländer) who introduced the black brew from Turkey to Vienna.
Those authors are the real Viennese! They know every last detail of their city. Harriet Anderson chronicles oriental influences in Vienna and relates the Turkish sieges of 1529 and 1683; Brian Hatfield explains that three of the four Austrian Nobel Prize winners were Jewish, and Shahid Hasan discloses that Marcus Aurelius allegedly wrote his Meditations on the banks of the river Danube.

Laura Gandlgruber reports her astonishment at the flexible Austrian measurements such as Wengerl, Schluckerl and Euzerl; Fanny Vals argues that the Golden Viennese Heart is essentially a fatal medical condition, and Jonathan Carroll claims that the roof over Vienna has just disappeared.
Jason Markowsky finds the courage to romanticize a sub-standard one-room apartment in Favoriten and makes it the setting of a heart-rending story of love, spaghetti and alcoholism; Dardis McNamee dares to set her story in the second district near Karmelitermarkt at a time when every long-established local finally managed to acquire their own town house in the 22nd district or their luxurious Jugendstil villa in Hietzing, and Reinhard Hackl ultimately points his pen at the inconvenient truth of the Austrian Nazi past.
Vienna:views is a significant book, especially for people who tend to regard the Austrian capital as yet another ordinary city with an occasional Starbucks and McDonald’s. It is an eye-opener from the outside, especially for people who surrendered their particular, one-time poetic view of Vienna long ago to the banality of everyday life. “Vienna is the face of a grumpy old woman who has already forgotten why she is angry,” the poets of Labyrinth write in their contribution. It is high time she started to remember.
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