Adding light, colour and deep symbolism to Otto Wagner’s Kirche am Steinhof are the dramatic glass mosaic windows by Koloman Moser. Two of them depict three pairs of angels. In one the eyes of the bottom pair are lowered, those of the next pair lifted a little, those of the top pair lifted more - an almost optimistic view of the human condition. In the other window, the alignment of eyes, and the symbolism, is reversed. Some of these vienna:views have us looking up, some looking down, and a reader new to the city might be forgiven for thinking that in Vienna these are equally disorienting activities. In the first chapter, Jonathan Carroll looks up to discover that the roof over his apartment has disappeared. Later on, Homemade Gordon Banks look down and sees a perfect blue dolphin in the contents of his toilet bowl.

I first came to Vienna in the autumn of 1976, a short shot of European culture before leaving to work in the Shah’s Iran. My wife had worked in Vienna as an English teacher before I met her, and we stayed in the 9th district with the family of one of her former pupils. The highlight was a day spent outside the city touring the Heurigen of Neusiedlersee-Hügelland in search of a fresh supply of white wine. We sat in a succession of white-washed outhouses earnestly discussing grape varieties, eating Schmalzbrot, and wondering if we were in heaven. Despite my wistful memories, Jonathan Carroll is right. Vienna itself was “a darker town then”, not only in the oppressive patina of its architecture, but also in its proximity to the Iron Curtain; it was further east, I had been surprised to discover, than Prague. Vienna is different now. The Iron Curtain has gone, and the city has lightened up, both in appearance and personality. So what is it that allows places to change continuously, and yet remain the same? I looked to vienna:views for enlightenment.

Diversity was a central criterion for the selection team. There are contributions from American, British, Australian, Canadian and German writers - and Austrian, but presumably not from Vienna. One might question the extent to which these cultural backgrounds are “different”, as claimed, and I appreciated the lone, non-Anglophone, non-European and thoughtful voice of Shahid Hasan, whose Bengali childhood had taught him respect for rivers, and for whom the Donau represented a symbol of tranquillity and reassurance in turbulent times. We also have different genres. There are anecdotes (Michael Felton-O’Brien on being kissed by a man, Vanessa Keitel on being spat at by a woman), survival guides (Michaela Gabriel on how to whinge, Laura Grandlgruber on how not to be German), and surreal flights of fancy (Fanny Vals on the dangerous virus that is the golden Viennese heart, and the self-consciously contradictory ramblings of Labyrinth); there is prose; there is poetry.

But the most significant diversity for me is the contrast between pieces which tell us more about the ethnocentricity of the writer than they do about Vienna (there is a narrow line between amusing reflections on cultural difference and thinly disguised xenophobia) and those which offer us genuinely subtle and historically sensitive views of the complex and paradoxical organism that is a city. Jason Markowsky’s story of the young Canadian busker, her devout Turkish mentor, and their drunken Austrian neighbour offers real though unresolved insights into contemporary multi-cultural Vienna. Ursula Lindenberg is confronted in her local park by recollections of the Spiegelgrund and reminds us of the continuing disquiet in the hearts of many Viennese. And I found Reinhard Hackl’s account of his mother’s emotional conflict on returning to the city of her birth after fifty years in America intensely moving. To return to Moser’s angels, the best writing in this volume has us not only looking up and down, but forwards and backwards, at one and the same time. Cities, and the people who live in them, embrace change, and the future, with optimism, but they ignore the past at their peril. As Jonathan Carroll puts it: “To remain young, people and cities must renew themselves.” But to renew themselves, they must remain, and know, who they are. Like Vienna.
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