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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.


[image: Image]


This book offers you a balanced mix of Vienna’s elegant big-city sights and its easy-to-reach side trips, both within Austria and beyond. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of Viennese cafés, I recommend only the best ones. And it’s in-depth: My self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into Vienna’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.


I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


We visit Austria to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging by the positive feedback I receive from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Gute Reise! Happy travels!
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INTRODUCTION


Vienna, Salzburg & Tirol at a Glance


Planning Your Trip


TRIP COSTS


SIGHTSEEING PRIORITIES


WHEN TO GO


BEFORE YOU GO


Travel Smart


Austria offers alpine scenery, world-class museums, cobbled quaintness, and Wiener schnitzel. Unlike Germany, its industrious neighbor to the northwest, Austria is content to bask in its good living and opulent past as the former head of one of Europe’s grandest empires. Austrians are relaxed, gregarious people who love the outdoors as much as a good cup of coffee in a café.


This book focuses on Vienna and all of its cultural offerings, as well as the Danube Valley, Salzburg, Hallstatt (the gem of the Salzkammergut Lake District), and the mountainous Tirol region, including its southern portion over the border in Italy. We also duck into Germany (Berchtesgaden and Bavarian sights) and Slovakia (Bratislava).


I’ll give you all the information and opinions necessary to wring the maximum value out of your limited time and money. If you plan two weeks or less in Austria and have a normal appetite for information, this book is all you need.


Experiencing Europe’s culture, people, and natural wonders economically and hassle-free has been my goal over decades of traveling, tour guiding, and travel writing. With this new edition, I pass on to you the lessons I’ve learned.


The destinations covered in this book are balanced to include a comfortable mix of cities and villages, mountaintop hikes and medieval castles, sleepy river cruises and sky-high gondola rides. While you’ll find the predictable biggies (such as Mozart’s house and the Vienna State Opera), I’ve also mixed in a healthy dose of Back Door intimacy (thrilling mountain luges, a beer with monks, and the newly exciting capital of Slovakia—just an hour from Vienna).


The best is, of course, only my opinion. But after spending much of my adult life exploring and researching Europe, I’ve developed a sixth sense for what travelers enjoy. The places featured in this book will fit travel dreams you didn’t even know you had.




Vienna, Salzburg & Tirol: Best Two-Week Trip by Train


















	Day

	Plan

	Sleep in






	1

	Fly into Vienna

	Vienna






	2

	Vienna

	Vienna






	3

	Vienna

	Vienna






	4

	Vienna

	Vienna (or Melk if biking or






	 

	 

	cruising Danube on Day 5)






	5

	Danube Valley

	Melk






	 

	(Melk to Krems and back)

	 






	6

	To Salzburg via Mauthausen

	Salzburg






	7

	Salzburg

	Salzburg






	8

	Salzburg

	Salzburg






	9

	To Hallstatt*

	Hallstatt






	10

	Hallstatt and surroundings

	Hallstatt






	11

	To Innsbruck

	Innsbruck






	12

	Innsbruck; to Bavarian Alps**

	Füssen or Reutte






	13

	Bavarian Alps and castles**

	Füssen or Reutte






	14

	Travel on or fly home from Munich

	 









*For more cultural thrills at the expense of some alpine ones, you could give Bratislava two nights and a day rather than idyllic—but very touristy—Hallstatt.


**For days 12-13, you can head north to the Bavarian Alps (as outlined above) or turn south, to Italy’s Dolomite peaks (home base in Bolzano or Castelrotto, and fly out from Milan or Venice).


With More Time: Depending on your interests, you could easily spend several more days in Vienna (for museums, the music scene, and going to cafés and wine gardens) and a couple more days in Salzburg (for the music scene, nearby sights, day-tripping to Berchtesgaden). Surprising and quirky Bratislava is worth considering for two nights and an entire day. The countryside of southern Bavaria, western Tirol, and the Italian Dolomites are great places to linger and explore (consider a few days of car rental).
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With a Car: Pick up your car when you leave Vienna. After Melk (in the Danube Valley), drive to Hallstatt, with a stop at Mauthausen en route. After Hallstatt, head to Salzburg. From Salzburg, you can drive (via Berchtesgaden, if you’re interested) through southern Bavaria en route to Füssen or Reutte. Then drive eastward through Tirol’s Inn Valley via Innsbruck to the Dolomites just south, then return to Innsbruck to drop off your car.





Planning Your Trip


This section will help you get started on planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.


TRIP COSTS


Five components make up your trip costs: airfare to Europe, transportation in Europe, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, and shopping and miscellany.


Airfare to Europe: A basic round-trip flight from the US to Vienna can cost, on average, about $1,000-2,000 total, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter). Consider saving time and money by flying into one city and out of another; for instance, into Vienna and out of Munich. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights on a combination of mainstream and budget carriers.


Transportation in Europe: For a two-week whirlwind trip of this book’s destinations by public transportation, allow $300 per person. If you plan to rent a car, allow at least $250 per week, not including tolls, gas, and supplemental insurance. If you need the car for three weeks or more, leasing can save you money on insurance and taxes.


A short flight can be cheaper than the train (check www.skyscanner.com for intra-European flights).


Room and Board: You can manage comfortably in Austria on $125 a day per person for room and board (less in small towns, more in big cities). This allows $15 for lunch, $25 for dinner, $5 for beer and Eis (ice cream), and $80 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a $160 double room that includes breakfast). Students and tightwads can enjoy Austria for as little as $65 a day ($35 per hostel bed, $30 for meals and snacks).


Sightseeing and Entertainment: In big cities, figure $10-20 per major sight (Vienna’s Kunsthistorisches Museum—$15, Mozart’s Residence in Salzburg—$11), $6-8 for minor ones, and $25-50 for splurge experiences (such as walking tours, concerts, and alpine lifts). An overall average of $30 a day works for most people. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience Austria.


Shopping and Miscellany: Figure $5 per coffee, beer, and ice cream. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong memories.


SIGHTSEEING PRIORITIES


So much to see, so little time. How to choose? Depending on the length of your trip, and taking geographic proximity into account, these are my recommended priorities:
















	3 days:

	Vienna






	5 days, add:

	Salzburg






	7 days, add:

	Hallstatt






	10 days, add:

	Danube Valley, Bavaria, and western Tirol






	14 days, add:

	Innsbruck, Dolomites, Bratislava






	16 days, add:

	More time in Vienna









This includes nearly everything on my “Best Two-Week Trip.” If you don’t have time to see it all, prioritize according to your interests. The “Vienna, Salzburg & Tirol at a Glance” sidebar can help you decide where to go.


WHEN TO GO


The “tourist season” runs roughly from May through September. Summer has its advantages: best weather, snow-free alpine trails, very long days (light until after 21:00), and the busiest schedule of tourist fun. Summer visitors should note, however, that three Viennese institutions—the Boys’ Choir, State Opera, and Spanish Riding School with its Lipizzaner stallions—cease performances in July and August. Salzburg is fun, festive, and crowded from mid-July through August when it hosts the famous Salzburg Festival, one of many music festivals held throughout the year.


Travel during “shoulder season” (spring and fall) is easier and can be a bit less expensive. Shoulder-season travelers usually enjoy smaller crowds, decent weather, the full range of sights and tourist fun spots, and the ability to grab a room almost whenever and wherever they like—often at a flexible price. In spring, watch out for a string of public holidays, which can limit sightseeing hours (but can also mean special festivities). In fall, fun harvest and wine festivals enliven many towns and villages, while forests and vineyards display beautiful fiery colors.


Winter travelers find concert seasons in full swing, with absolutely no crowds, but some accommodations and sights are either closed or run on a limited schedule. The weather can be cold and dreary, and nightfall draws the shades on sightseeing well before dinnertime. But dustings of snow turn Austrian towns and landscapes into a wonderland. December offers the chance to wander through traditional Christmas markets, and Vienna lights up (and fills up) over New Year’s Eve (a.k.a. Silvester), when it hosts one of Europe’s biggest year-end celebrations.


For more information, see the climate chart in the appendix.


BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more information on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter (and www.ricksteves.com, which has helpful travel tips and talks).


Make sure your passport is valid. If it’s due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Figure out your transportation options: It’s worth thinking about buying train tickets online in advance, getting a rail pass, renting a car, or booking cheap European flights. (You can wing it once you’re there, but it may cost more.) Drivers: Consider bringing an International Driving Permit along with your license (sold at AAA offices in the US, www.aaa.com).


Book rooms well in advance if you’ll be traveling during peak season (May-Sept) or any major holidays or festivals.


Make reservations or buy tickets ahead for major sights. Note that in Vienna and Salzburg (especially during its festival), major musical events can be sold out far in advance. In summer, avoid long waits by reserving ahead (a day or two is enough) for your Schönbrunn Palace visit. Planning ahead of time will guarantee you a seat to see the Lipizzaner stallions, Vienna Boys’ Choir, and performances at the Vienna State Opera—though I prefer cheap, on-the-spot experiences (such as same-day standing-room tickets for the opera).




Vienna, Salzburg & Tirol at a Glance


Vienna and Nearby


▲▲▲Vienna Austria’s regal capital city, rich with swirling architecture and world-class museums; impressive Habsburg sights (Schönbrunn Palace, in-city royal apartments, treasury, crypt, and Lipizzaner stallions); massive St. Stephen’s Cathedral; and a grand classical-music tradition, from the renowned Vienna State Opera to the famous Boys’ Choir.





▲Danube Valley Romantic, bikeable valley west of Vienna, dotted with ruined castles, adorable villages and vineyards, and highlighted by the beautiful “Wachau” stretch between Melk (with its glorious abbey) and the riverside town of Krems. Farther west is the powerful Mauthausen concentration-camp memorial.





▲▲Bratislava, Slovakia Once-depressed communist town, now a thriving capital city, less than an hour from Vienna and bursting with colorfully restored buildings; a quirky traffic-free old town; and a people-friendly Danube riverfront area.


Salzburg and the Salzkammergut


▲▲▲Salzburg Musical mecca for fans of Mozart and The Sound of Music, offering a dramatic castle, Baroque churches, near-nightly concerts, and an old town full of winding lanes; plus nearby Berchtesgaden (in Germany), soaked in alpine scenery and Nazi history.





▲▲Hallstatt and the Salzkammergut Scenic lake district, home to the pristine—if touristy—village of Hallstatt, with its medieval town center, fun salt mine, plentiful hiking opportunities, and placid swan-filled lake.


Tirol


▲Innsbruck Distinctive capital of Austria’s panhandle Tirol region and mountain-sports mecca known for its ski jump, plus little neighboring Hall, with a quaint old town.





▲▲▲Bavarian Alps This Alps-straddling region boasts the fairytale castles of Neuschwanstein, Hohenschwangau, and Linderhof; inviting villages such as the Austrian retreat of Reutte and German towns of Füssen and Oberammergau; the towering Zugspitze and its high-altitude lifts; and hiking, luge, and other mountain activities.





▲▲The Dolomites Italy’s rugged rooftop in the South Tirol region, featuring the Alpe di Siusi (alpine meadows laced with lifts and hiking trails), Austrian-feeling Castelrotto (charming village), and Italian-flavored Bolzano (home of Ötzi the Iceman).







[image: Image] Stick This Guidebook in Your Ear!


My free Rick Steves Audio Europe app makes it easy to download my audio tours of many of Europe’s top attractions and listen to them offline during your travels. In this book, these include Vienna’s Ringstrasse Tram Tour, Vienna City Walk, and St. Stephen’s Cathedral Tour, as well as Salzburg’s Town Walk. Sights covered by my audio tours are marked in this book with this symbol: [image: Image]. The app also offers insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from Austria and around the globe. It’s all free! You can download the app via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or Amazon’s Appstore. For more information, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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To avoid peak-season ticket-buying lines (and ensure an entry spot) at Neuschwanstein Castle (in Bavaria), reserve tickets ahead.


Hire guides in advance. If you plan to hire a local guide, reserve ahead by email. Popular guides can get booked up.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the amount of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card. You don’t need to bring euros for your trip; you can withdraw euros from cash machines in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce your costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translation, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. Bring a single carry-on bag and a daypack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.


Travel Smart


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check the latest at www.ricksteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Visit local tourist information offices (TIs). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring photocopies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and files frequently.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as making advance reservations, or sightseeing early or late (see the Entertainment in Vienna chapter for a list of sights open late).


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, strikes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Attempt the language. Many Austrians and Germans—especially in the tourist trade and in cities—speak English, but if you learn some German, even just a few phrases, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. Practice the survival phrases near the end of this book, and even better, bring a phrase book.


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Austrian people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best Baroque building, Sacher torte, wine garden, or whatever. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Austria...here you come!
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AUSTRIA


Map: Austria


During the grand old Habsburg days, Austria was Europe’s most powerful empire. Its royalty built a giant kingdom (Österreich means “Eastern Realm”) of more than 50 million people by making love, not war—having lots of children and marrying them into the other royal houses of Europe.


Of course, when you start a world war (WWI) and lose, you lose your vast empire. Today, this small, landlocked country clings to its elegant past more than any other nation in Europe. The waltz is still the rage. Music has long been a key part of Austria’s heritage. The giants of classical music—Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven—were born here or moved here to write and perform their masterpieces. Music lovers flock to Salzburg every summer to attend its famous festival. But traditional folk music is also part of the Austrian soul. The world’s best-loved Christmas carol, “Silent Night,” was written by Austrians with just a guitar for accompaniment. Don’t be surprised if you hear yodeling for someone’s birthday—try joining in.


Austrians are very sociable—it’s important to greet people in the breakfast room and those you pass on the streets or meet in shops. The Austrian version of “Hi” is a cheerful “Grüss Gott” (for more on the language, see “Hurdling the Language Barrier” in the Practicalities chapter and “German Survival Phrases for Austria” in the appendix).


While Austria has gained notoriety for electing racist right-wingers, that attitude does not prevail everywhere. Large parts of the country may be conservative, but its capital city, Vienna, is extremely liberal. In fact, for 80 years (except for the Nazi occupation), Vienna has had a socialist government with progressive, people-oriented programs. After the fall of the Soviet Union, the leading political party changed its name to “Social Democrat”...but its people-oriented agenda is still the same. When the Austrian drag-queen actor Conchita Wurst won the Eurovision song contest in 2014, many saw it as a vote of confidence for tolerance and openness.




Austria Almanac


Official Name: Republik Österreich (“Eastern Realm”), or simply Österreich.


Population: Of Austria’s 8.7 million people, 91 percent are ethnic Austrians; 4 percent are from the former Yugoslavia. Three out of four Austrians are Catholic; about one in 20 is Muslim. German is the dominant language (though there are a few Slovene- and Hungarian-speaking villages in border areas).


Latitude and Longitude: 47°N and 13°E. The latitude is the same as Minnesota or Washington state.


Area: With 32,400 square miles, Austria is similar in size to South Carolina.


Geography: The northeast is flat and well-populated; the less-populated southwest is mountainous, with the Alps rising up to the 12,450-foot Grossglockner peak. The 1,770-mile-long Danube River meanders west-to-east through the upper part of the country, passing through Vienna.


Biggest Cities: One in five Austrians lives in the capital of Vienna (1.8 million in the city; 2.6 million in the greater metropolitan area). Other cities include Graz (population 280,000), Linz (203,000), and Salzburg (152,000).


Economy: Austria borders eight other European countries and is well-integrated into the EU economy. The Gross Domestic Product is $390 billion (similar to that of Massachusetts). Its per-capita GDP of $44,700 is among Europe’s highest. One of its biggest moneymakers is tourism. Austria produces wood, paper products (nearly half the land is forested)...and Red Bull Energy Drink. The country’s aging population increasingly collects social security—a situation that will strain the national budget in years to come.


Government: Austria has been officially neutral since 1955, and its citizens take a dim view of European unity. Like much of Europe, Austria has seen right-leaning parties make substantial gains in recent elections—particularly the nationalist Freedom Party. The federal president, Alexander Van der Bellen, is a member of the Green Party and held off Freedom Party candidate Norbert Hofer in a 2016 election, but the current chancellor, Sebastian Kurz of the center-right Austrian People’s Party, has formed a coalition with the Freedom Party. At 31, he became Austria’s youngest-ever chancellor and the youngest head of government in the world when he was sworn in in 2017—an event that drew thousands of protestors to Vienna’s Hofburg Palace. Austria is the only EU nation with a minimum voting age of 16.


Flag: Three horizontal bands of red, white, and red.


The Average Austrian: A typical Austrian is 43 years old, has 1.4 children, and will live to 81. He or she inhabits a 900-square-foot home, and spends time with a circle of close friends. Chances are someone in that circle is a smoker—Austrians are among the highest consumers of cigarettes in Europe.
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While Vienna sits in the flat Danube Valley, much of Austria’s character is found in its mountains. Austrians excel in mountain climbing and winter sports such as alpine skiing. Innsbruck has twice been the site of the Winter Olympics. When watching ski races, it’s never hard to find fans celebrating with red-and-white flags at the finish line—Austria has won more Olympic medals in alpine skiing than any other country.


Austria lost a piece of its mountains after World War I, when Tirol was divided between Austria and Italy. Many residents of Italy’s South Tirol still speak German, and it’s the first language in some of their schools. Though there was bitterness at the time of the division, today, with no border guards and a shared currency, you can hardly tell you’re in a different country.


While Austrians talked about unity with Germany long before Hitler ever said “Anschluss,” they cherish their distinct cultural and historical traditions. They speak German, but are not Germans—just as Canadians are not Americans. Austria is mellow and relaxed compared to Deutschland. Gemütlichkeit is the word most often used to describe this special Austrian cozy-and-easy approach to life. It’s good living—whether engulfed in mountain beauty or bathed in lavish high culture. People stroll as if every day were Sunday, topping things off with a cheerful visit to a coffee or pastry shop.


It must be nice to be past your prime—no longer troubled by being powerful, able to kick back and enjoy the good life, Austrian style: long vacations, long lifespans, wonderful pastries, and pristine nature.





VIENNA



Wien
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ORIENTATION TO VIENNA


Map: Greater Vienna


VIENNA: A VERBAL MAP


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


ARRIVAL IN VIENNA


HELPFUL HINTS


Map: Vienna


GETTING AROUND VIENNA


Tours in Vienna


ON FOOT


ON WHEELS


LOCAL GUIDES


Vienna is the capital of Austria, the cradle of classical music, the home of the rich Habsburg heritage, and one of the world’s most livable cities. The city center is skyscraper-free, pedestrian-friendly, dotted with quiet parks, and traversed by electric trams. Many buildings still reflect 18th- and 19th-century elegance, when the city was at the forefront of the arts and sciences. Compared with most modern European urban centers, the pace of life is slow.


For much of its 2,500-year history, Vienna (Wien in German—pronounced “veen”) was on the frontier of civilized Europe. Located on the south bank of the Danube, it was threatened by Germanic barbarians (in Roman times), marauding Magyars (today’s Hungarians, 10th century), Mongol hordes (13th century), Ottoman Turks (the sieges of 1529 and 1683), and encroachment by the Soviet Union after World War II.


The Habsburg dynasty ruled their great empire from Vienna, setting the stage for its position as an enduring cultural capital. Among the Habsburgs, Holy Roman Empress Maria Theresa in the late 1700s was famous for having 16 children and cleverly marrying many of them into royal families around Europe to expand the family’s reach.


Vienna reached its peak in the 19th century, when it was on par with London and Paris in size and importance. Emerging as a cultural powerhouse, it was home to groundbreaking composers (Beethoven, Mozart, Brahms, Strauss), scientists (Doppler, Boltzmann), philosophers (Freud, Husserl, Schlick, Gödel, Steiner), architects (Wagner, Loos), and painters (Klimt, Schiele, Kokoschka). By the turn of the 20th century, Vienna was one of the world’s most populous cities and sat on the cusp between stuffy Old World monarchism and subversive modern trends.


After the turmoil of the two world wars and the loss of Austria’s empire, Vienna has settled down into a somewhat sleepy, pleasant place where culture is still king. Classical music is everywhere. People nurse a pastry and coffee over the daily paper at small cafés. It’s a city of world-class museums, big and small. Anyone with an interest in painting, music, architecture, beautiful objects, or Sacher torte with whipped cream will feel right at home.
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VIENNA: A VERBAL MAP


Vienna sits between the Vienna Woods (Wienerwald) and the Danube River (Donau). To the southeast is industrial sprawl. The Alps, which arc across Europe from Marseille, end at Vienna’s wooded hills, providing a popular playground for walking and sipping new wine. This greenery’s momentum carries on into the city. More than half of Vienna is parkland, filled with ponds, gardens, trees, and statue-maker memories of Austria’s glory days.




Vienna Past and Present


The capital of the once-grand Habsburg Empire, Vienna is a head without a body. It was from Vienna that the Habsburgs started and lost World War I and, with it, the empire’s far-flung holdings. Culturally, historically, and touristically, this city is the sum of its illustrious past, ranking right up there with Paris, London, and Rome.


Vienna has stood for centuries as the easternmost city of the West. In Roman times, it was Vindobona, on the Danube facing the barbarians. In the Middle Ages, Vienna was Europe’s bastion against the Ottomans—a Christian breakwater against the rising tide of Islam (armies of up to 200,000 were repelled in 1529 and 1683). During this period, as the Ottomans dreamed of conquering what they called “the big apple” for their sultan, Vienna lived with a constant fear of invasion (and for a time the Habsburg court ruled from safer Prague). Of all of Vienna’s great palaces, none was built until after 1683, when the Turkish threat was finally over.


The Habsburgs, who ruled their enormous empire from 1273 to 1918, shaped Vienna into the city we see today. Some ad agency has convinced Vienna to make Elisabeth, wife of Emperor Franz Josef—with her narcissism and struggles with royal life—the darling of the local tourist scene. You’ll see images of “Sisi” (SEE-see) all over town. But stay focused on the Habsburgs who mattered: Maria Theresa (ruled 1740-1780, see sidebar in the Sights chapter) and her great-great-grandson Franz Josef (ruled 1848-1916, see sidebar in the Hofburg Imperial Apartments Tour chapter).


In the wake of Napoleon’s power grab—and ultimate defeat—the 1814-1815 Congress of Vienna reconfigured the political landscape of 19th-century Europe so that no one country would be too strong. Over the next 100 years, Vienna enjoyed its violin-filled belle époque, giving us our romantic image of the city: fine wine, chocolates, cafés, waltzes, and the good life.


In 1900, Vienna’s 2.2 million inhabitants made it the world’s fifth-largest city—after New York, London, Paris, and Berlin. The empire itself encompassed more than 50 million people, of whom only 12 million spoke German as their mother tongue. Emigration from the provinces to Vienna was common, and a true Viennese person today is a Habsburg cocktail, with ancestors from the distant corners of the old empire: not just from the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Hungary, but also Slovenia, Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia, Italy, Transylvania, Ukraine, and Poland.


While Vienna’s old walls had held out would-be invaders (including the Ottomans), they were no match for WWII bombs, which destroyed nearly a quarter of the city’s buildings. Vienna received more postwar Marshall Plan money than German cities did, as the US considered it a bulwark against western expansion by the USSR. In modern times, neutral Austria extended deep into the USSR’s Warsaw Pact buffer zone, but after an uneasy Cold War experience, the city emerged in remarkably good shape.


Today, Vienna is not an outpost, but rather the center of a dynamic area that includes Brno, Bratislava, and Budapest. The university students you’ll see were born after the formation of the European Union and think nothing of zipping across borders for lunch.


Vienna’s population has dropped to 1.8 million, with dogs being the preferred “child” and the average Austrian woman having only 1.4 children. Vienna, once the capital of a far-flung realm, now feels oversized for Austria’s 8.7 million residents—but its reduced political weight makes it easier to enjoy the Habsburg grandness and elegance that it has never lost.





Think of the city map as a target with concentric circles: The bull’s-eye is St. Stephen’s Cathedral, the towering spired church south of the Danube. Surrounding that is the old town, bound tightly by the circular road known as the Ringstrasse, marking what used to be the city wall. The Gürtel, a broader, later ring road, contains the rest of downtown. Outside the Gürtel lies the uninteresting sprawl of modern Vienna.


Addresses start with the Bezirk (district) number, followed by the street and building number. For example, the address “7, Lindengasse 4” is in the seventh district, #4 on Lindengasse. The Ringstrasse (a.k.a. the Ring) circles the first district. The Gürtel contains districts two through nine. Any address higher than the ninth Bezirk is far from the center.


Much of Vienna’s sightseeing—and most of my recommended restaurants—are located in the old town (the first district, inside the Ringstrasse). Walking across this circular area takes about 30 minutes. St. Stephen’s Cathedral sits in the center, at the intersection of the two main (pedestrian-only) streets: Kärntner Strasse and the Graben.


Several sights sit along, or just beyond, the Ringstrasse: To the southwest are the Hofburg and related Habsburg sights, as well as the Kunsthistorisches Museum; to the south is a cluster of intriguing sights near Karlsplatz; to the southeast is Belvedere Palace. A branch of the Danube River borders the Ring to the north.


As a tourist, concern yourself only with this compact old center. When you do, sprawling Vienna becomes easily manageable.



PLANNING YOUR TIME



For a big city, Vienna is pleasant and laid-back. Packed with sights, it’s worth two days and two nights on even the speediest trip. If you have more time, Vienna can easily fill it; art and music lovers in particular won’t regret adding a third, fourth, or even more days.


If you’re visiting Vienna as part of a longer European trip, you could sleep on the train on your way in and out—Berlin, Kraków, Venice, Rome, and Frankfurt are each a handy night-train journey away.


Palace Choices: The Hofburg and Schönbrunn are both world-class palaces, but seeing both is redundant if your time or money is limited. If you’re rushed and can fit in only one palace, make it the Hofburg. It comes with the popular Sisi Museum, is adjacent to perhaps Europe’s best collection of crown jewels, and is right in the town center, making for an easy visit. With more time, a visit to Schönbrunn—set outside town amid a grand and regal garden—is also a great experience. (For efficient sightseeing, drivers should note that Schönbrunn Palace is conveniently on the way out of town toward Salzburg.)


Vienna in One to Four Days


Below is a suggested itinerary for how to spend your daytime sightseeing hours. The best options for evenings are taking in a concert, opera, or other musical event; enjoying a leisurely dinner (and people-watching) in the stately old town; heading out to the Heuriger wine pubs in the foothills of the Vienna Woods; or touring the Haus der Musik interactive music museum (open nightly until 22:00). Plan your evenings based on the schedule of musical events. If you’ve downloaded my audio tours (see “Rick Steves Audio Europe” sidebar in the Introduction), both the Vienna City Walk and Ringstrasse Tram Tour work wonderfully in the evening. Whenever you need a break, linger in a classic Viennese café.


Day 1
















	9:00

	Circle the Ringstrasse by tram (following my self-guided tram tour).






	10:30

	Drop by the TI for planning and ticket needs.






	11:00

	Tour the Vienna State Opera (schedule varies, confirm at TI).






	14:00

	Follow my Vienna City Walk, including the Kaisergruft visit and St. Stephen’s Cathedral Tour (nave closes at 16:30, or 17:30 July-Aug).






	18:00

	Dinner and romantic stroll in the old center.









Day 2
















	9:00

	Browse the colorful Naschmarkt.






	11:00

	Tour the Kunsthistorisches Museum.






	
14:00

	Tour the Hofburg Palace Imperial Apartments and Treasury.









Day 3
















	8:00

	Tour Schönbrunn Palace to enjoy the imperial apartments and grounds (or reserve in advance for a later time).






	14:00

	Visit Belvedere Palace, with its fine Viennese art and great city views.









Day 4
















	10:00

	Enjoy (depending on your interest) the engaging Karlsplatz sights (Karlskirche, the Secession) or the Natural History Museum.






	14:00

	Do some shopping along Mariahilfer Strasse, or rent a bike and head out to the modern Donau City “downtown” sector, Danube Island (for fun people-watching), and Prater Park (with its amusement park).









With More Time...


Vienna itself can easily fill a longer visit. But a day trip can be more rewarding than spending extra time in town. For rustic pastoral beauty, head for Melk and the Danube Valley; for an offbeat detour into the Slavic world, hit the Slovak capital of Bratislava.


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Vienna’s main TI is a block behind the Vienna State Opera at Albertinaplatz (daily 9:00-19:00, includes theater box office, tel. 01/211-140, www.vienna.info). It’s a rare example of a TI in Europe that is really a service (possible because tourists pay for it with a hotel tax). There are also TIs at the airport (daily 7:00-22:00) and the train station (daily 9:00-19:00).


The box office at the main TI sells tickets to all the touristy concerts. You’ll get the same price here as you would at the venues or from the goofy sales people on the street—the advantage here is that they have all the options, you can review them with a knowledgeable sales person, and you can study the various venues (from glorious to boring), which can determine your experience. They also sell discount train and intercity bus tickets.


Look for the monthly program of concerts (called Wien-Programm, see below), the annual city guide (called Vienna Journal), and two good brochures: Walks in Vienna and Architecture from Art Nouveau to the Present. Ask about their program of guided walks (€16 each), and consider buying a Vienna Pass, which includes entry to many sights and lets you skip some lines (see the Sights in Vienna chapter). Ask also about the Vienna from A to Z booklet (which identifies historic spots marked with a set of flags throughout town).




Daily Reminder


Sunday: All recommended sights and most tourist shops are open, but department stores and other shops are closed, including the Naschmarkt open-air market and the Dorotheum auction house. Most churches have restricted hours for sightseers, and there are no tours of the crypt at St. Michael’s Church. The Spanish Riding School’s Lipizzaner stallions usually perform at 11:00 (no performances mid-June-mid-Aug).


Monday: Most of the major sights are open (such as St. Stephen’s Cathedral, Vienna State Opera, Hofburg Imperial Apartments and Treasury, Schönbrunn Palace, and Belvedere Palace), but many sights are closed, including the Secession, Imperial Furniture Collection, Museum of Applied Art (MAK), and the Otto Wagner exhibit at Karlsplatz. The Kunsthistorisches Museum is closed except in summer.


Tuesday: All sights are open, except the Hofburg Treasury, Natural History Museum, and the Academy of Fine Arts (while temporarily located at the Theatermuseum). The Leopold Museum (at the MuseumsQuartier) is closed except in summer. The Museum of Applied Arts (MAK) is cheaper after 18:00 and stays open until 22:00.


Wednesday: All sights (except the World Museum Vienna) are open. The Albertina and Natural History Museum stay open until 21:00.


Thursday: All sights are open. The Kunsthistorisches and MuseumsQuartier museums (Leopold and Modern Art) stay open until 21:00. The Museum of Modern Art is cheaper after 18:00.


Friday: All sights are open. The Belvedere Palace, World Museum Vienna, and Albertina Museum stay open until 21:00.


Saturday: All sights are open, except the Jewish Museum Vienna (both locations). The Spanish Riding School’s Lipizzaner stallions usually perform at 11:00 (no performances mid-June-mid-Aug). The Third Man Museum is open only today (14:00-18:00).





Wien-Programm: This essential monthly entertainment guide lists all sorts of events, including music, theater, walks, expositions, and museum exhibits, including schedules for the Spanish Riding School, Vienna Boys’ Choir, and Vienna State Opera (noting which performances are projected on the big screen outside the opera house). Note the table of contents and key for abbreviations on the inside cover, which helps make this dense booklet useful even for English speakers.



ARRIVAL IN VIENNA



For a comprehensive rundown on Vienna’s various train stations and its airport, as well as tips on arriving or departing by car or boat, see the Vienna Connections chapter.


HELPFUL HINTS


Music Sightseeing Priorities: Be wary of Vienna’s various music sights. Many “homes of composers” are pretty disappointing. My advice to music lovers is to take in a concert, tour the Vienna State Opera or snare cheap standing-room tickets to see a performance there, enjoy the Haus der Musik, or scour the wonderful Collection of Ancient Musical Instruments in the World Museum Vienna. If in town on a Sunday, don’t miss the glorious music at the Augustinian Church Mass (see here). For tips on the many ways to hear free music in Vienna, see the Entertainment in Vienna chapter.


Sightseeing Strategies: If you plan to do a lot of sightseeing, consider buying the Vienna Pass or one of the combo-tickets (see the Sights in Vienna chapter). The Vienna Pass is pricey, so do the math and consider whether you’ll need to use public transportation. In summer and on good-weather weekends, it’s smart to make a timed-entry reservation for the Schönbrunn Palace.


Skip This: The highly advertised Time Travel Vienna (just off the Graben on Habsburgergasse) promises “history, fun, and action.” In reality, it’s €20 and 50 minutes wasted in a tacky succession of amusement-park history vignettes with much of the information in German only.


Wi-Fi: You’ll find free hotspots (“Wien.at Public WLAN”) around town, including at the TI, Hauptbahnhof, and Stephansplatz.


Useful App: [image: Image] For free audio versions of some of the self-guided tours in this book (Vienna City Walk, St. Stephen’s Cathedral, Ringstrasse Tram Tour), get the Rick Steves Audio Europe app (for details, see the Introduction chapter).


English Bookstore: Stop by the woody and cool Shakespeare & Co., in the historic and atmospheric Ruprechtsviertel district near the Danube Canal (Mon-Sat 9:00-21:00, closed Sun, north of Hoher Markt at Sterngasse 2, tel. 01/535-5053, www.shakespeare.co.at). See the “Vienna’s City Center” map on here.


Keeping Up with the News: Yes, your phone has all the news—but you can also read it for free, in print, in Vienna’s marvelous coffeehouses. It’s much classier.


Laundry: For economic and efficient laundry service, head to Kaiser Putzerei Laundry near the opera house. It’s full-service only—drop off in the morning, pay per kilo, and pick up in the afternoon (Mon-Fri 7:30-18:00, next to recommended Hotel zur Wiener Staatsoper at Krugerstrasse 9, tel. 01/512-4356).


[image: Image]


Travel Agency: Conveniently located on Stephansplatz, Ruefa sells tickets for flights, trains, and boats to Bratislava. They’ll waive the €8 service charge for train and boat tickets for my readers (Mon-Fri 9:00-18:30, closed Sat-Sun, Stephansplatz 10, tel. 01/513-4524, Gertrude and Sandra speak English).


Drinking Water: The Viennese are proud of their perfectly drinkable tap water from alpine springs. You’ll spot locals refilling their little bottles at fountains all over town. In response to—and anticipation of—global warming, the city has installed shiny public water fountains with signs reminding people to stay hydrated (one is on the Graben at the corner of Spiegelgasse). Most restaurants serve Leitungswasser (tap water), though some charge a nominal fee (about €0.50) for the service.


GETTING AROUND VIENNA


By Public Transportation


Take full advantage of Vienna’s efficient transit system, operated by Wiener Linien, which includes trams, buses, U-Bahn (subway), and S-Bahn (faster suburban) trains. It’s fast, clean, and easy to navigate. The free Vienna city map, available at TIs and hotels, includes a small schematic transit map, but the Wiener Linien Info & Ticket offices (in major U-Bahn stations) have a simpler one.


I generally stick to the tram to zip around the Ring (trams #1, #2, #71, #D, and #O) and take the U-Bahn to outlying sights, hotels, and Vienna’s train stations (see color transit map at the beginning of this book). There are five color-coded U-Bahn lines: U-1 red, U-2 purple, U-3 orange, U-4 green, and U-6 brown. If you see a bus number that starts with N (such as #N38), it’s a night bus, which operates after other public transit stops running. Transit info: tel. 01/790-9100, www.wienerlinien.at.


[image: Image]


Tickets and Passes: Trams, buses, and the U-Bahn and S-Bahn all use the same tickets. Except on days spent entirely within the Ring, buying a single- or multiday pass is usually a good investment (and pays off if you take at least four trips). Many people find that once they have a pass, they end up using the system more.


Buy tickets from vending machines (easy and in English), ticket offices in stations, or at tobacco shops. Most trams have ticket machines (single tickets only), but some only take coins, so it’s best to purchase tickets ahead of time. You cannot purchase tickets on buses.


You have lots of choices:


• Single tickets (€2.40, €2.60 on tram, good for one journey with necessary transfers)


• 24-hour transit pass (€8)


• 48-hour transit pass (€14.10)


• 72-hour transit pass (€17.10)


• 7-day transit pass (Wochenkarte, €17.10—the catch is that the pass runs from Monday to Monday, so you may get less than seven days of use)


• 8-day “Climate Ticket” (Acht-Tage-Klimakarte, €40.80, can be shared—for example, four people for two days each). With a per-person cost of €5.10/day (compared to €8/day for a 24-hour pass), this can be a real saver for groups, but you must stay together.


Transit Tips: To get your bearings on buses, trams, the U-Bahn, and the S-Bahn, you’ll want to know the end-of-the-line stop in the direction you’re heading. For example, if you’re in the city center at Stephansplatz and you want to take the U-Bahn to the main train station (Hauptbahnhof), you’d take U-1 going in the direction “Oberlaa.”


You must stamp your ticket at the barriers in U-Bahn and S-Bahn stations, and in the machines on trams and buses (stamp multiple-use passes only the first time you board). When purchasing tickets from vending machines, you can choose to have them validated before being printed. There are no formal checks, but you may see random stops; cheaters pay a stiff fine (about €100), plus the cost of the ticket.


On trams, stop announcements are voice-only and easy to miss—carry a map. Rookies miss stops because they fail to open the door. Push buttons, pull latches—do whatever it takes.


Before you exit a U-Bahn station, study the wall-mounted street map and choose the right exit to save lots of walking.


Cute little electric buses wind through the tangled old center (from Schottentor to Stubentor). Bus #1A is best for a joyride—hop on and see where it takes you.


By Taxi, Uber, or Private Driver


Vienna’s comfortable, civilized, and easy-to-flag-down taxis start at €3.80 (higher rates at night). You’ll pay about €10 to go from the opera house to the Hauptbahnhof. Pay only what’s on the meter—the only legitimate surcharges are for calling a cab (€3) or for riding to the airport (€13).


If you like Uber, the ride service (and your app) works in Vienna just like it does at home.


Consider the luxury of having your own car and driver. Johann (a.k.a. John) Lichtl is a gentle, honest, English-speaking cabbie who can take up to four passengers in his car (€25/hour for 2 hours or more, €27 to or from airport, mobile 0676-670-6750). Consider a custom-tailored city driving tour (2 hours), a day trip to the Danube Valley (€160; see Danube Valley chapter), or a visit to the Mauthausen Memorial with a little Danube sightseeing en route (€240).


By Bike


With more than 600 miles of bike lanes (and a powerful Green Party), Vienna is a great city on two wheels. Consider using a rental bike for the duration of your visit (Pedal Power is the best option, see listing on next page); you’ll go anywhere in town faster than a taxi can take you. Biking (carefully) through Vienna’s many traffic-free spaces is no problem. And bikes ride the U-Bahn for free (but aren’t allowed during weekday rush hours).


The bike path along the Ring is wonderfully entertaining (in fact, my Ringstrasse Tram Tour works even better by bike than by tram, especially if you use my audio tour)—you’ll enjoy the shady parklike ambience of the boulevard while rolling by many of the city’s top sights.


Besides the Ring, your best sightseeing by bike is along the Danube Canal, across Danube Island, and out to the modern Donau City business district (for more on biking on Danube Island and to Donau City, see here). These routes are easy to follow on the free tourist city map available from the TI (some routes can also be downloaded from the TI website). Red-colored pavement is the usual marking for bike lanes, but some bike lanes are marked just with white lines.


Borrowing a Free/Cheap Bike: Citybike Wien lets you borrow bikes from public racks all over town (toll tel. 0810-500-500, www.citybikewien.at). The three-speed bikes are heavy and clunky (with solid tires to discourage thieves)—and come with a basket, built-in lock, and ads on the side—but they’re perfect for a short, practical joyride in the center (such as around the Ringstrasse).


[image: Image]


The system is easy to use. Bikes are locked into more than 100 stalls scattered through the city center. To borrow one, register your credit card at the terminal at any rack, create a password (save it for future rentals), then unlock a bike (you can also register online at www.citybikewien.at). First-time registration is €1 (only one bike per credit card—couples must use two different cards). Since the bikes are designed for short-term use, it costs more per hour the longer you keep it (first hour—free, second hour—€1, third hour—€2, €4/hour after that). When you’re done, drop off your bike at any stall (being sure it’s solidly locked back in the rack).


Renting a Higher-Quality Bike: If you want to ride beyond the town center—or you simply want a better set of wheels—rent from Pedal Power (€6/hour, €19/4 hours, €30/24 hours, RS%—10 percent with this book, daily May-Sept 9:00-18:00, shorter hours April and Oct, rental office near the opera house, a block beyond the Ring, at Bösendorferstrasse 5, see the “Vienna’s City Center” map in the next chapter, tel. 01/729-7234, www.pedalpower.at). For €16 extra they’ll deliver a bike to your hotel and pick it up when you’re done. They also organize bike tours (described later).


Tours in Vienna


[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my free audio tours that illuminate some of Vienna’s top sights and neighborhoods, including my Vienna City Walk and tours of St. Stephen’s Cathedral and the Ringstrasse (all produced from the chapters in this book). The city walk and tram tour of the Ringstrasse start at the opera house and work nicely in the evening as well as during the day. The cathedral tour can be spliced into the city walk for efficiency (for more on these audio tours, see the sidebar in the Introduction chapter). Once downloaded, you can listen to these offline.


ON FOOT


TI’s “Walks in Vienna” Program


The TI’s Walks in Vienna brochure lists more than a dozen walks given in English, all for €16. Their basic 1.5-hour “Vienna at First Glance” introductory walk is offered daily throughout the summer (leaves at 14:00 from in front of the main TI, just behind the opera house, in English and German, just show up, tel. 01/774-8901, www.wienguide.at).


Good Vienna Tours


This company (one of several offering such walks) offers a “pay what you like” 2.5-hour, English-only walk through the city center. While my Vienna City Walk is much more succinct, this can be an entertaining ramble with a local telling stories of the city. (Unlike other countries offering “free” walks, Austria requires that such guides are trained and licensed.) Just show up (pay what you think it’s worth at the end—no coins, paper only, daily departures at 10:00 and 14:00, also at 17:00 July-Aug, maximum 35 people, meet at fountain at tip of Albertina across from TI, mobile 0664/554-4315, www.goodviennatours.eu).


ON WHEELS


Consider a bus tour, bike tour, or even one by horse-and-buggy.


Red Bus Panorama City Tours


This one-hour, big-bus tour loops around the city, hitting the highlights with recorded narration. Along with the Ringstrasse, it also zips through Prater Park, over the Danube for a glimpse of the city’s Danube Island playground, and into the Donau City skyscraper zone (€17, buses leave from Albertinaplatz, buy ticket from salesperson at the curb, opposite the TI behind the opera house; daily at 11:30, 14:30, and 17:30; tel. 01/512-4030, www.redbuscitytours.at [URL inactive]).


Hop-On, Hop-Off Bus Tours


Two companies (Big Bus—red, Vienna Sightseeing—yellow) offer a complicated and busy program of hop-on, hop-off bus tours. Both offer 24-, 48-, and 72-hour tickets, including a circular bus route (with departures every 10-15 minutes) and options to add river cruises and walking tours. Prices start at around €30 for 24 hours. You’ll see booths at major stops (including the opera house for Vienna Sightseeing and Albertinaplatz for Big Bus) with flyers and staff that lay out all the options. While the ride can be scenic, gets you from sight to sight conveniently, and offers a stress-free overview, the recorded narration is almost worthless and cluttered with instructions, warnings, and cross-promotions. If you’re adept at public transit, a good walker, and can read this guidebook, these hop-on, hop-off tours are not a good value.


Vienna Ring Tram Tour


This yellow, made-for-tourists streetcar runs clockwise along the entire Ringstrasse (€9 for 30-minute loop, 2/hour 10:00-17:30, recorded narration, www.wienerlinien.at). The 25-minute tour starts every half-hour at Schwedenplatz. At each stop, you’ll see a sign for this tram tour (look for VRT Ring-Rund Sightseeing). The schedule notes the next departure time.


To save money, follow my self-guided tour using city trams that circle the Ring. You’ll need to make one transfer, but the trams run frequently and you’ll sit alongside real Wieners ([image: Image] see Ringstrasse Tram Tour chapter).


Pedal Power


Tours cover the central district in three hours and go twice daily from May to September (€36/tour includes bike, €20 extra to keep bike for the day, RS%—10 percent with this book, English tours depart at 10:00 just beyond the Ring near the opera house at Bösendorferstrasse 5, tel. 01/729-7234, www.pedalpower.at). They also rent bikes (see “Getting Around Vienna,” earlier).


Horse-and-Buggy Tour


These traditional 19th-century horse-and-buggies, called Fiaker, take rich romantics on clip-clop tours lasting 20 minutes (Old Town—€55), 40 minutes (Old Town and the Ring—€80), or one hour (all the above, but more thorough—€110). Before the advent of cars, one-horse versions of these served as Vienna’s taxis. You can share the ride and cost with up to four people (some may allow five). Because it’s a kind of guided tour, talk to a few drivers before choosing a carriage, and pick someone who’s fun and speaks English (tel. 01/401-060).


[image: Image]


LOCAL GUIDES


Vienna becomes particularly vivid and meaningful with the help of a private guide. I’ve enjoyed working with these guides; any of them can set you up with another good guide if they are already booked.


Quality Conventional Guides: Lisa Zeiler is a good storyteller with years of guiding experience (€160/2-3 hours, mobile 0699-1203-7550, lisa.zeiler@gmx.at). Adrienn Bartek-Rhomberg offers themed walks in the city as well as Schönbrunn Palace tours (€160/3 hours, €300/full day on foot, €280 “Panorama City Tour”—a 4-hour minibus and walking tour for up to six people, mobile 0650-826-6965, www.experience-vienna.at, office@experience-vienna.at).


Philosopher Guides: Wolfgang Höfler, a generalist with a knack for having psychoanalytical fun with history, enjoys the big changes of the 19th and 20th centuries. He’ll take you around on foot or by bike (€160/2 hours, €50 for each additional hour, bike tours—€160/3 hours, mobile 0676-304-4940, www.vienna-aktivtours.com, office@vienna-aktivtours.com). Gerhard Strassgschwandtner, who runs the Third Man Museum, is passionate about history in all its marvelous complexity (€160/2 hours, mobile 0676-475-7818, www.special-vienna.com, gerhard@special-vienna.com).





[image: Image]



SIGHTS IN VIENNA


Vienna at a Glance


SIGHTSEEING PASSES AND COMBO-TICKETS


HOFBURG PALACE AND RELATED SIGHTS


Map: Vienna’s City Center


▲▲▲Hofburg Imperial Apartments (Kaiserappartements)


▲▲▲Hofburg Treasury (Kaiserliche Schatzkammer Wien)


▲▲World Museum Vienna (Welt Museum Wien)


Map: Vienna’s Hofburg Palace


▲Spanish Riding School (Spanische Hofreitschule)


▲Augustinian Church (Augustinerkirche)


State Hall (Prunksaal) of the Austrian National Library


Butterfly House (Schmetterlinghaus) in the Palace Garden (Burggarten)


▲▲Albertina Museum


CHURCH CRYPTS NEAR THE HOFBURG


▲▲Kaisergruft (Imperial Crypt)


▲St. Michael’s Church Crypt (Michaelerkirche)


MORE SIGHTS WITHIN THE RING


▲▲▲St. Stephen’s Cathedral (Stephansdom)


▲▲▲Vienna State Opera (Wiener Staatsoper)


▲▲Haus der Musik


▲Dorotheum Auction House (Palais Dorotheum)


▲St. Peter’s Church (Peterskirche)


Mozarthaus Vienna Museum


Jewish Museum Vienna (Jüdisches Museum Wien)


Austrian Postal Savings Bank (Österreichische Postsparkasse)


MUSEUM DISTRICT


▲▲▲Kunsthistorisches Museum


▲▲Natural History Museum (Naturhistorisches Museum)


MuseumsQuartier


KARLSPLATZ AND NEARBY


Karlsplatz


▲Karlskirche (St. Charles Church)


▲Academy of Fine Arts Painting Gallery (Akademie der Bildenden Künste Gemäldegalerie)


▲The Secession


▲Naschmarkt


▲Wien Museum Karlsplatz


▲Mariahilfer Strasse Stroll


MUSEUMS BEYOND THE RING


South of the Ring


▲▲Belvedere Palace (Schloss Belvedere)


▲Museum of Military History (Heeresgeschichtliches Museum)


East of the Ring


Museum of Applied Arts (Museum für Angewandte Kunst, a.k.a. MAK)


▲Kunst Haus Wien Museum and Hundertwasserhaus


North of the Ring


Sigmund Freud Museum


West of the Ring


▲Imperial Furniture Collection (Hofmobiliendepot)


ON VIENNA’S OUTSKIRTS


▲▲▲Schönbrunn Palace (Schloss Schönbrunn)


Activities in Vienna


▲▲Cafés


▲Heuriger Wine Gardens


▲Stadtpark (City Park)


▲Prater Park (Wiener Prater)


Danube Island (Donauinsel)


Donau City (Donaustadt)


A Walk in the Vienna Woods (Wienerwald)


Vienna has a dizzying number of sights and museums, which cover the city’s rich culture and vivid history through everything from paintings to music to furniture to prancing horses. Just perusing the list on your TI-issued Vienna city map can be overwhelming. To get you started, I’ve selected the sights that are most essential, rewarding, and user-friendly, and arranged them by neighborhood for handy sightseeing.


When you see a [image: Image] in a listing, it means the sight is covered in greater detail in my Vienna City Walk or one of my self-guided tours. A [image: Image] means the walk or tour is also available as a free audio tour (via my Rick Steves Audio Europe app—see the Introduction chapter).


For more tips on sightseeing, see the Practicalities chapter.


SIGHTSEEING PASSES AND COMBO-TICKETS


Avid sightseers should consider a pass or combo-ticket, but do the math first. Add up the cost of all the sights you think you’ll see, then consider whether you’d like to use the hop-on, hop-off bus to get around (included with the Vienna Pass). If you prefer to walk or take public transportation, you may be better off with one or more of the combo-tickets described below.


Note that those under 19 get in free to state-run museums and sights.


Passes: The Vienna Pass includes free entry to the city’s top 60 sights and unlimited access to Vienna Sightseeing’s hop-on, hop-off tour buses (€59/1 day, €89/2 days, €119/3 days; purchase at TIs and several other locations around town—check at www.viennapass.com). It also lets you skip lines at some sights, but not at the Schönbrunn Palace where lines are the most frustrating. You have to be really busy to make this pass pay for itself.


The much-promoted Vienna Card (www.wienkarte.at) is not worth the mental overhead for most travelers.


Combo-Tickets: Some sights offer tickets that cover several venues at a single price; buy these at any participating sight, then skip ticket-buying lines at your next sight.


The €34 Sisi Ticket covers the Hofburg Imperial Apartments (with its Sisi Museum and Silver Collection—must be seen the same day), Schönbrunn Palace’s Grand Tour, and the Imperial Furniture Collection. At Schönbrunn, the ticket lets you enter the palace immediately, without a reserved entry time. Buy your Sisi Ticket in advance online (www.schoenbrunn.at) or at the Imperial Furniture Collection where lines are shortest.


If you’re seeing the Hofburg Treasury (royal regalia and crown jewels) and the Kunsthistorisches (world-class art collection), the €20 combo-ticket is well worth it.


The Haus der Musik (mod museum with interactive exhibits) has a combo deal with Mozarthaus Vienna (exhibits and artifacts about the great composer) for €18—saving a few euros for music lovers (though the Mozarthaus will likely disappoint all but the most die-hard Mozart fans).


HOFBURG PALACE AND RELATED SIGHTS


(See “Vienna’s Hofburg Palace” map.)


The imposing Imperial Palace, with 640 years of architecture, art, and history, demands your attention. This first Habsburg residence grew with the family empire from the 13th century until 1913, when the last “new wing” opened. The winter residence of the Habsburg rulers until 1918, the Hofburg is still home to the Austrian president’s office, 5,000 government workers, and several important museums.


Planning Your Time: Don’t get confused by the Hofburg’s myriad courtyards and many museums. Focus on three sights: the Imperial Apartments, the Treasury, and the museums at World Museum Vienna. With more time, consider the Hofburg’s many other sights, covering various facets of the imperial lifestyle: Watch the famous Lipizzaner stallions prance at the Spanish Riding School; visit the Augustinian Church, which holds the Habsburgs’ hearts—in more ways than one (it was the site of royal weddings, and the actual Habsburg hearts are in its crypt); peruse the Habsburgs’ book collection at the Austrian National Library; stroll through the inviting imperial-turned-public Burggarten park; or ogle the great Habsburg art collection at the Albertina Museum.


Eating at the Hofburg: Down the tunnel between the In der Burg courtyard and Heldenplatz is the tiny but handy $ Hofburg Stüberl sandwich bar—ideal for a cool, quiet sit and a drink or snack (open daily). The recommended Soho Kantine, off the Burggarten near the butterfly house, is also a cheap and practical option (see the Eating in Vienna chapter).
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▲▲▲Hofburg Imperial Apartments (Kaiserappartements)



These lavish, Versailles-type, “wish-I-were-God” royal rooms are the downtown version of the suburban Schönbrunn Palace. Palace visits are a one-way romp through three sections: a porcelain and silver collection, a museum dedicated to the enigmatic and troubled Empress Sisi, and the luxurious apartments themselves.


The Imperial Apartments are a mix of Old World luxury and modern 19th-century conveniences. Here, Emperor Franz Josef I lived and worked along with his wife Elisabeth, known as Sisi. The Sisi Museum traces the development of her legend, analyzing her fabulous but tragic life as a 19th-century Princess Diana. You’ll read bits of her poetic writing, see exact copies of her now-lost jewelry, and learn about her escapes, dieting mania, and chocolate bills.


Cost and Hours: €15, includes well-done audioguide, covered by Sisi Ticket; daily 9:00-17:30, July-Aug until 18:00, last entry one hour before closing; €3 guided tours daily at 14:00; enter from under rotunda just off Michaelerplatz, through Michaelertor gate; tel. 01/533-7570, www.hofburg-wien.at.


[image: Image] See the Hofburg Imperial Apartments Tour chapter.



▲▲▲Hofburg Treasury (Kaiserliche Schatzkammer Wien)



One of the world’s most stunning collections of royal regalia, the Hofburg Treasury shows off sparkling crowns, jewels, gowns, and assorted Habsburg bling in 21 darkened rooms. The treasures, well explained by an audioguide, include the crown of the Holy Roman Emperor, Charlemagne’s saber, a unicorn horn, and more precious gems than you can shake a scepter at.


Cost and Hours: €12, €20 combo-ticket with Kunsthistorisches; Wed-Mon 9:00-17:30, closed Tue; audioguide-€5 or €7/2 people, €3 guided tours daily at 16:00; from the Hofburg’s central courtyard pass through the black, red, and gold gate, then follow Schatzkammer signs to the Schweizerhof; tel. 01/525-240, www.kaiserliche-schatzkammer.at.


[image: Image] See the Hofburg Treasury Tour chapter.



▲▲World Museum Vienna (Welt Museum Wien)



The World Museum Vienna houses four separate collections—an armory (with a killer collection of medieval weapons), historical musical instruments, classical statuary from ancient Ephesus, and an impressive ethnographic museum. They’re all part of one grand “World Museum”: They have the same entry times and are covered in one ticket. An added bonus of the World Museum is a chance to wander among the royal Habsburg halls, stairways, and painted ceilings virtually alone. You can enjoy the Hall of Columns (central courtyard, c. 1910)—the hub of the complex—for free.
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Cost and Hours: €12, Thu-Tue 10:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00, closed Wed; tel. 01/534-30-5052, www.weltmuseumwien.at.




Vienna at a Glance


▲▲▲Hofburg Imperial Apartments Lavish main residence of the Habsburgs. Hours: Daily 9:00-17:30, July-Aug until 18:00.





▲▲▲Hofburg Treasury The Habsburgs’ collection of jewels, crowns, and other valuables—the best on the Continent. Hours: Wed-Mon 9:00-17:30, closed Tue.





▲▲▲St. Stephen’s Cathedral Enormous, historic Gothic cathedral in the center of Vienna. Hours: Foyer and north aisle—daily 6:00-22:00; main nave—Mon-Sat 9:00-11:30 & 13:00-16:30, Sun 13:00-16:30, July-Aug until 17:30.





▲▲▲Vienna State Opera Dazzling, world-famous opera house. Hours: By guided tour only, July-Aug generally Mon-Sat at top of hour 10:00-15:00; fewer tours Sept-June and Sun.





▲▲▲Kunsthistorisches Museum World-class exhibit of the Habsburgs’ art collection, including works by Raphael, Titian, Caravaggio, Rembrandt, and Bruegel. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Thu until 21:00, closed Mon Sept-May.





▲▲▲Schönbrunn Palace Spectacular summer residence of the Habsburgs, rivaling the grandeur of Versailles. Hours: Daily 8:00-17:30, July-Aug until 18:30, Nov-March until 17:00.





▲▲World Museum Vienna Four museums in one: uncrowded collection of armor, musical instruments, ancient Greek statues, and ethnographic treasures in the elegant halls of a Habsburg palace. Hours: Thu-Tue 10:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00, closed Wed.





▲▲Albertina Museum Habsburg residence with state apartments, world-class collection of graphic arts and modernist classics, and first-rate special exhibits. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Wed and Fri until 21:00.





▲▲Kaisergruft Crypt for the Habsburg royalty. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.





▲▲Haus der Musik Modern museum with interactive exhibits on Vienna’s favorite pastime. Hours: Daily 10:00-22:00.





▲▲Natural History Museum Big, beautiful catalog of the natural world, featuring the ancient Venus of Willendorf. Hours: Thu-Mon 9:00-18:30, Wed until 21:00, closed Tue.





▲▲Belvedere Palace Elegant palace of Prince Eugene of Savoy, with a collection of 19th- and 20th-century Austrian art (including Klimt). Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00.





▲Spanish Riding School Prancing white Lipizzaner stallions. Hours: Performances nearly year-round (except Jan and mid-June-mid-Aug), usually Sat-Sun at 11:00, plus training sessions generally Tue-Fri 10:00-12:00 (except July-mid-Aug).





▲St. Michael’s Church Crypt Final resting place of about 100 wealthy 18th-century Viennese. Hours: By tour Mon-Sat at 11:00 and 13:00, Nov-Easter Thu-Sat only, no tours Sun.





▲St. Peter’s Church Beautiful Baroque church in the old center. Hours: Mon-Fri 7:00-20:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-21:00.





▲Karlskirche Baroque church offering the unique chance to ride an elevator up into the dome. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:00-18:00, Sun 12:00-19:00.





▲Academy of Fine Arts Painting Gallery Small but exciting collection by 15th- to 18th-century masters, temporarily housed at the Theatermuseum. Hours: Wed-Mon 10:00-18:00, closed Tue.





▲The Secession Art Nouveau exterior and Klimt paintings in situ. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon.





▲Naschmarkt Sprawling, lively outdoor market. Hours: Mon-Fri 6:00-19:30, Sat until 18:00, closed Sun, closes earlier in winter.





▲Museum of Military History Huge collection of artifacts tracing the military history of the Habsburg Empire. Hours: Daily 9:00-17:00.





▲Kunst Haus Wien Museum Modern art museum dedicated to zany local artist Hundertwasser. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.





▲Imperial Furniture Collection Eclectic collection of Habsburg furniture. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon.





Visiting the Museums: The collection is in flux and may have changed by the time you visit. Pick up a floor plan when you enter, and use the following as a guide for what you might see.


Arms and Armor Collection: Here you’re welcomed by colorful mannequins of knights on horseback. The adjoining rooms display weapons from all over the vast Habsburg Empire, including exotic Turkish suits of armor. Long after gunpowder had rendered medieval weaponry obsolete, the Habsburgs staunchly maintained the knightly code of chivalry and celebrated family events with tournaments and jousts.
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Ancient Musical Instruments Collection: This exhibit shows instruments through the ages, especially the rapid evolution from harpsichord to piano. In the 19th century, Vienna was the world’s musical capital. In the large entry hall, admire Beethoven’s (supposed) clarinet and a strange keyboard perhaps played by Mozart. Browse around to find Leopold Mozart’s violin (Room XIII) and a piano owned by Robert and Clara Schumann and later by Brahms (Room XVI).
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Ephesus Museum: Here you’ll see artifacts from the bustling ancient Greek, then Roman city (located on modern-day Turkey’s southwest coast). One bronze statue of an athlete is a jigsaw of 234 shattered pieces meticulously put back together. Look at the scale model of the city of Ephesus; you can make out the theater, the stadium, and—in the middle of an open plain—the Temple of Artemis that is now in the museum’s collection (down the stairs). The statue of Artemis from the temple, representing a fertility goddess, is draped with sexy round objects—which may have symbolized breasts, eggs, or bulls’ testicles.
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Ethnography Museum: This collection displays souvenirs from Habsburg expeditions around the world, all described in English, including the feather bust of a Hawaiian war god and lamps from a nearly 700-year-old mosque in Cairo.



▲Spanish Riding School (Spanische Hofreitschule)



This stately 300-year-old Baroque hall at the Hofburg Palace is the home of the renowned Lipizzaner stallions. The magnificent building was an impressive expanse in its day. Built without central pillars, it offers clear views of the prancing horses under lavish chandeliers, with a grand painting of Emperor Charles VI on horseback at the head of the hall.


Lipizzaner stallions were a creation of horse-loving Habsburg Archduke Charles. Wanting to breed an intelligent and easily trainable animal, he imported Andalusian horses from his homeland of Spain, then mated them with a local line. Italian and Arabian bloodlines were later added to tweak various characteristics. The name “Lipizzaner” comes from Lipica, the Slovenian town where one of the earliest stud farms was located.


Lipizzaner stallions are known for their noble gait and Baroque profile. These regal horses have changed shape with the tenor of the times: They were bred strong and stout during wars, and frilly and slender in more cultured eras. But they’re always born black, fade to gray, and turn a distinctive white in adulthood.


Seeing the Horses and Buying Tickets: The school offers three ways to see the horses—performances, morning exercises, and guided tours of the stables (check the events list on the school’s website at www.srs.at; enter your dates under “Event Search”). You can purchase tickets online or at the box office (opens at 9:00, located inside the Hofburg—go through the main Hofburg entryway from Michaelerplatz, then turn left into the first passage, tel. 01/533-9031). Photos are not allowed at any events, nor are children under age 3.


To see the horses for free, you can just walk by the stables at any time of day when the horses are in town. From the covered passageway along Reitschulgasse, there’s a big window from where you can usually see the horses poking their heads out of their stalls.


Performances: The Lipizzaner stallions put on great 80-minute performances nearly year-round. The formal emcee introduces each number in German and English as horses do their choreographed moves to jaunty recorded Viennese classical music (in 4:4 meter rather than 3:4—I guess the horses don’t waltz). The pricey seats book up months in advance, but standing room is usually available the same day. With just a few rows of seats and close-up standing-room spots, there’s not a bad view in the house (seats about €50-160, standing room about €25, prices vary depending on the show; Feb-mid-June and mid-Aug-Dec usually Sat-Sun at 11:00, no shows Jan and mid-June-mid-Aug).


Morning Exercises: For a less expensive, more casual experience, morning exercises with music take place on weekday mornings in the same hall and are open to the public. Don’t have high expectations, as the horses often do little more than trot and warm up. Tourists line up early at Josefsplatz (the large courtyard between Michaelerplatz and Albertinaplatz), at the door marked Spanische Hofreitschule. But there’s no need to show up when the doors open at 10:00, since tickets never really “sell out.” Only the horses stay for the full two hours. As people leave, you can just prance in with no wait at all (€15, available at the door in high season—otherwise buy at visitors center on Michaelerplatz, family discounts, generally Tue-Fri 10:00-12:00, occasionally also on Mon, no exercises July-mid-Aug).




Sunday-Morning Culture in Vienna


Sunday morning in Vienna can provide a cultural thrill for visitors. Three wonderful events take place within 200 yards of each other on most Sunday mornings. The Vienna Boys’ Choir sings at the 9:15 Mass in the Hofburg’s Imperial Music Chapel (mid-Sept-June, see the Entertainment in Vienna chapter). Without reservations, you’ll stand in the lobby craning your neck to see the church service, though you can easily watch the boys on the video monitor while you listen to them live. At 11:00, choose between two other Viennese high-culture experiences: At the Hofburg’s Spanish Riding School, nab a standing-room spot for the performance of the Lipizzaner stallions (see listing earlier); or, for the best church music in town, sit down in the Augustinian Church for the 11:00 Mass, with a glorious orchestra and choir leading the music (see next page).





Guided Tours: One-hour guided tours in English are given almost every afternoon year-round. You’ll see the Winter Riding School with its grand Baroque architecture, the Summer Riding School in a shady courtyard, and the stables (€18; tours usually daily at 13:00, 14:00, 15:00, and 16:00; reserve ahead by emailing office@srs.at or calling the box office).



▲Augustinian Church (Augustinerkirche)



Built into the Hofburg, this is the Gothic and Neo-Gothic church where the Habsburgs got married. Today, the royal hearts are in the church vault.


Cost and Hours: Free, open long hours daily; at Augustinerstrasse 3, facing Josefsplatz, with its statue of the great reform emperor, Josef II, and the royal library next door.


Visiting the Church: Process as if a bride or groom up the main aisle. In the front (above the altar on the right), notice the windows, from which royals witnessed the Mass in private. Don’t miss the exquisite, pyramid-shaped memorial (by the Italian sculptor Antonio Canova) to Maria Theresa’s favorite daughter, Maria Christina, with its incredibly sad, white marble procession. It’s made of Carrara marble from Italy. Notice her widow, Prince Albert, with sad angel wings, leaning on a lion. Left of that is a chapel dedicated to Charles I, the last Habsburg emperor (r. 1916-1918). Pushed by present-day Habsburg royalists who worship here, Charles is beatified and on a dubious road to sainthood. (The Catholic Church requires that you perform three miracles before they’ll make you a saint. Charles I’s first miracle: He healed the varicose veins of a nun.) Look back at what’s considered the finest pipe organ in Vienna (you’ll often hear someone practicing).


Sunday Mass: The church’s 11:00 Sunday Mass is a hit with music lovers. It’s both a Mass and a concert, often with an orchestra accompanying the choir (acoustics are best in front). Pay by contributing to the offering plate and buying a CD afterward. Check posters by the entry or www.hochamt.at to see what’s on—typically you’ll hear one of Mozart’s, or Haydn’s many short Masses.


Viewing the Royal Hearts: The hearts of 54 Habsburg nobles are in urns in a vault off the church’s Loreto Chapel (on the right beyond the Maria Christina memorial; see photo of the loaded shelves by the door). On Sunday mornings after Mass, the chapel is opened, and visitors, after listening to a 15-minute lecture in German, can peer through a tiny grate at the rows of urns. The earliest dates from 1618; the last is the heart of Franz Josef’s father, who died in 1878 (€2.50, open to the public only after Sunday Mass at about 12:45).
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State Hall (Prunksaal) of the Austrian National Library


The National Library’s State Hall (Prunksaal) is a postcard-perfect Baroque library (entered from Josefplatz, next to the Augustinian Church, see “Vienna’s Hofburg Palace” map, earlier). In this former imperial library, with a statue of Charles VI in the center, you’ll find yourself whispering. The setting takes you back to 1730 and gives you the sense that, in imperial times, knowledge of the world was for the elite—and with that knowledge, the elite had power. The glorious paintings (with impressive 3-D) celebrate high culture and the library’s patron, Charles VI. More than 200,000 old books line the walls, but patrons go elsewhere to read them—the hall is just for show these days. Special exhibits fill glass cases down the nave-like main aisle with literary treasures, all well described in English.
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Cost and Hours: €8, daily 10:00-18:00, Thu until 21:00, closed Mon Oct-May, tel. 01/53410, www.onb.ac.at.


Other National Library Museums: The library hosts three other minor museums (€4 combo-ticket covers all three, same hours as State Hall). Walk through the National Library’s main reading room on Heldenplatz to visit the Papyrus Museum in the basement. This little collection tells the story of writing in Egypt from 3000 BC to AD 1000, with scant English descriptions.


A couple of blocks north of the Hofburg, in the building at Herrengasse 9 (across from the Herrengasse U-Bahn station), the library also runs the Globe Museum (the world’s largest, with 250 terrestrial and celestial spheres) and a modest two-room museum on Esperanto and other planned languages.


Butterfly House (Schmetterlinghaus) in the Palace Garden (Burggarten)


The Burggarten greenbelt, once the backyard of the Hofburg and now a people’s park, welcomes visitors to loiter on the grass. On nice days, it’s lively with office workers enjoying a break, and the popular statue of Mozart, facing the Ringstrasse, almost seems to flirt with passersby.
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The iron-and-glass pavilion (c. 1910 with playful Art Nouveau touches) now houses the recommended Café Restaurant Palmenhaus (see the Eating in Vienna chapter) and a small, fluttery butterfly exhibit. Watching the 400 free-flying butterflies is trippy any time of year, and on a chilly day, it feels great to step inside their delightfully muggy greenhouse. If you tour it, notice the butterflies hanging out on the trays with rotting slices of banana. They lick the fermented banana juice as it beads, and then just seem to hang out there in a drunken stupor...or fly giddy loop-de-loops.


Cost and Hours: €7, daily 10:00-16:45, Sat-Sun until 18:15, Nov-March daily until 15:45, tel. 01/533-8570, www.schmetterlinghaus.at.



▲▲Albertina Museum



This impressive museum has three highlights: the imposing state rooms of the former palace, noteworthy collections of classic modernist paintings and European graphic arts (sketches, etching, watercolors—especially Dürer), and excellent temporary exhibits. The building, at the southern tip of the Hofburg complex (near the opera), was the residence of Maria Theresa’s favorite daughter, Maria Christina, who was allowed to marry for love rather than political strategy. Her many sisters were jealous. (Marie-Antoinette had to marry the French king...and lost her head over it.) Maria Christina’s husband, Albert of Saxony, was a great collector of original drawings and prints, which he amassed to cover all the important art movements from the late Middle Ages until the early 19th century (including prized works by Dürer, Rembrandt, and Rubens). As it’s Albert and Christina’s gallery, it’s charmingly called the “Alber-tina.”


Cost and Hours: €13, daily 10:00-18:00, Wed and Fri until 21:00, helpful audioguide-€4, overlooking Albertinaplatz across from the TI and opera, tel. 01/534-830, www.albertina.at.


Visiting the Museum: After the turnstile, on the entry level you’ll likely see photography exhibits. Climbing the stairs you reach the main attractions (clearly labeled)—the state rooms (Prunkräume) on your left on level 1, and the Batliner Collection on your right on level 2. Excellent special exhibitions (generally featuring modern art and included in your ticket) are shown on level 2 and in the basement galleries.


State Rooms (Prunkräume, level 1): Wander freely under chandeliers and across parquet floors through a handful of rooms of 18th-century imperial splendor, unconstrained by velvet ropes. The exhibit spaces (never crowded, well described in English, and air-conditioned) are nearly as impressive as those at Schönbrunn Palace. Many rooms are often closed for special functions, but even a few rooms give a good look at imperial Classicism—this is the only post-Rococo palace in the Habsburg realm. It’s a kaleidoscope of colors, as each room’s damask walls and curtains are a different rich shade of red, yellow, or green. You may see the billiard room, the tea salon, the bedrooms, and the tiny Goldkabinett, with walls plated in 23-carat gold. Most impressive is the large Hall of Muses (in pastel lavender and yellow), lined with statues of the graceful demi-goddesses (plus Apollo) who inspire the arts.


Batliner Collection (level 2): This manageable collection sweeps you quickly through modern art history, featuring minor works by major artists. Though the collection is permanent, what’s on display rotates through about 100 works selected from the 300 in the archives.


Start with a room of classic Impressionism: Monet’s water lilies, Degas’ dancers, and Renoir’s cute little girls. By 1900, the modern world was approaching, as seen in Munch’s moody landscapes and (Vienna’s own) Gustav Klimt’s eerie femme fatales.


The next few rooms illustrate how art transitioned from Impressionism to abstraction. The Fauves (Matisse, Vlaminck, Derain) amped up the colors of Impressionism to surreal levels. Expressionists (Nolde, Kirchner) used their trademark thick paint, clashing colors, black outlines, and grotesque figures to capture the unsettled atmosphere of the WWI era. The subject matter becomes increasingly flat and two-dimensional, eventually dissolving into patterns of paint that would become purely abstract.


Another section features German, Russian, and Austrian art from between the wars. The Picasso room has canvases from various periods of his life: early Cubist experiments, portraits of the women in his life, and exuberant, colorful works from his last years on the sunny Riviera. Surrealism, paintings by Francis Bacon, and big Abstract Expressionist canvases bring art up to the cusp of the 21st century.


CHURCH CRYPTS NEAR THE HOFBURG


Two churches near the Hofburg offer starkly different looks at dearly departed Viennese: the Habsburg coffins in the Kaisergruft and the commoners’ graves in St. Michael’s Church.



▲▲Kaisergruft (Imperial Crypt)



Visiting the imperial remains of the Habsburg family is not as easy as you might imagine. As bodies needed to lie in state to prove to nobility that they were actually dead (in an age of “seeing is believing”) the newly dead were gutted like a fish, with all the quick-to-go-bad parts removed (hearts and innards). These original organ donors left their bodies—about 150 in all—in the unassuming Kaisergruft, their hearts in the Augustinian Church (viewable Sun after Mass—see listing earlier), and their entrails in the crypt below St. Stephen’s Cathedral (described later).


Cost and Hours: €7.50, daily 10:00-18:00, free map includes Habsburg family tree and a chart locating each coffin, crypt is in the Capuchin Church at Tegetthoffstrasse 2 at Neuer Markt; tel. 01/512-685-388.


Visiting the Kaisergruft: Descend into a crypt full of gray metal tombs. Start up the path, through tombs ranging from simple caskets to increasingly big monuments with elaborate metalwork ornamentation. Josef I (the tomb midway along on the right, with the trumpeting angel) was the Holy Roman Emperor who battled France’s Louis XIV to a standstill. (Joseph’s wife, Amalia, who wanted her heart to rest at her husband’s feet for eternity, is in the bosom of a double-headed eagle to the right.)




Empress Maria Theresa (1717-1780) and Her Son, Emperor Josef II (1741-1790)


Maria Theresa was the only woman to officially rule the Habsburg Empire in that family’s 640-year reign. She was a strong and effective empress (r. 1740-1780), but Austrians are also quick to remember Maria Theresa as the mother of 16 children (10 survived into adulthood). Ponder the fact that the most powerful woman in Europe either was pregnant or had a newborn for most of her reign. Maria Theresa ruled after the Austrian defeat of the Ottomans, when Europe recognized Austria as a great power. (Her rival, the Prussian king, said, “When at last the Habsburgs get a great man, it’s a woman.”) For an abridged Habsburg family tree, see the Austria: Past & Present chapter.
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Maria Theresa’s reign marked the end of the feudal system and the beginning of the era of the grand state. The first of the modern rulers of the Age of Enlightenment, she was a great social reformer. During her reign, she avoided wars and expanded her empire by skillfully marrying her children into the right families. For instance, after daughter Marie-Antoinette’s marriage into the French Bourbon family (to Louis XVI), a country that had been an enemy became an ally. (Unfortunately for Marie-Antoinette, Maria Theresa’s timing was off.)


To stay in power during an era of revolution, Maria Theresa had to be in tune with her age. She taxed the Church and the nobility, provided six years of obligatory education to all children, and granted free health care to all in her realm. Maria Theresa also welcomed the boy genius Mozart into her court.


The empress’ legacy lived on in her son, Josef II, who ruled as emperor for a decade (1780-1790). He was an even more avid reformer, building on his mother’s accomplishments. An enlightened monarch, Josef mothballed the too-extravagant Schönbrunn Palace, secularized the monasteries, established religious tolerance within his realm, freed the serfs, made possible the founding of Austria’s first general hospital, and promoted relatively enlightened treatment of the mentally ill. Josef was a model of practicality (for example, he banned slow-to-decompose coffins and allowed no more than six candles at funerals)—and very unpopular with other royals. But his policies succeeded in preempting the revolutionary anger of the age, largely enabling Austria to avoid the antimonarchist turmoil that shook so much of the rest of Europe.





Karl VI (a few steps farther on the left) was Josef’s little brother, best known for failing to father a male heir, but who arranged for his daughter Maria Theresa to take the throne.


You soon reach the massive pewter tomb of Maria Theresa under the dome, enjoying natural light. The only female Habsburg monarch, she had to be granted special dispensation to rule. Her 40-year reign was enlightened and progressive. She and her husband, Franz I, recline Etruscan-style atop their fancy coffin, gazing into each other’s eyes as a cherub crowns them with glory. They were famously in love (though Franz was less than faithful), and their numerous children were married off to Europe’s royal houses. Maria Theresa outlived her husband by 15 years, which she spent in mourning. Old and fat, she installed a special lift to transport herself down into the Kaisergruft to visit her dear, departed Franz. At the four corners of the tomb are the Habsburgs’ four crowns: the Holy Roman Empire, Hungary, Bohemia, and Lombardy. At his parents’ feet lies Josef II, the patron of Mozart and Beethoven. Compare the Rococo splendor of Maria Theresa’s tomb with the simple coffin of Josef, who was known for his down-to-earth ruling style during the Age of Enlightenment.


Continuing to the right of Maria Theresa’s tomb, you’ll pass the tombs of Franz II (a.k.a. Francis I) and his son Ferdinand I. These two 19th-century rulers were forced to relinquish some of the Habsburg power in the face of Napoleon’s armies and democratic revolutions.


Head on through the next room—created in 1960—featuring Napoleon’s wife, Marie Louise, and a plaque to Franz Ferdinand (assassinated in 1914 in Sarajevo), then head down three steps to a room illustrating the Habsburgs’ fading 19th-century glory. There’s the appropriately austere military tomb of the long-reigning Franz Josef (ruled 1848 to 1916, see sidebar on here). Alongside is his wife, Elisabeth—a.k.a. Sisi (see here)—who always wins the “Most Flowers” award. Their son was Crown Prince Rudolf. Rudolf and his teenage mistress supposedly committed suicide together in 1889 at Mayerling hunting lodge...or was it murder? It took considerable ecclesiastical hair-splitting to win Rudolf this hallowed burial spot: After examining his brain, it was determined that he was mentally disabled and therefore incapable of knowingly killing himself and his girl. In the final room (with humbler copper tombs), you reach the final Habsburgs. Karl I (see his bust, not a tomb), the last of the Habsburg rulers, was deposed in 1918. His sons Crown Prince Otto and Archduke Karl Ludwig are entombed near their mother, Zita. (They’re holding a prime spot here for Karl Ludwig’s wife.)


[image: Image]


When Otto was laid to rest here in 2011, it was probably the last great Old Regime event in European history. The monarchy died hard in Austria. Today there are about 700 living Habsburg royals, mostly living in exile. When they die, they will be buried in their countries of exile, not here. Body parts and ornate tombs aside, the real legacy of the Habsburgs is the magnificence of this city. Step outside. Pan up. Watch the clouds glide by the ornate gables of Vienna.



▲St. Michael’s Church Crypt (Michaelerkirche)



St. Michael’s Church, which faces the Hofburg on Michaelerplatz, offers a striking contrast to the imperial crypt. Regular tours take visitors underground to see a typical church crypt, filled with the rotting wooden coffins of well-to-do commoners.


Cost and Hours: €7 for 45-minute tour, Mon-Sat at 11:00 and 13:00, no tours Sun, Nov-Easter Thu-Sat only, tours in German and English, wait at church entrance at the sign advertising the tour and pay the guide directly, mobile 0650-533-8003, www.michaelerkirche.at.


Visiting the Crypt: Climbing below the church, you’ll see about a hundred 18th-century coffins and stand on three feet of debris, surrounded by niches filled with stacked lumber from decayed coffins and countless bones. You’ll meet a 1769 mummy in lederhosen and a wig, along with a woman who is clutching a cross and has flowers painted on her high heels. You’ll learn about death in those times, including how the wealthy—not wanting to end up in standard shallow graves—instead paid to be laid to rest below the church, and how, in 1780, Emperor Josef II ended the practice of cemetery burials in cities but allowed the rich to become the stinking rich in crypts under churches. You’ll also discover why many were buried with their chins strapped shut (because when your muscles rot, your jaw falls open and you get that ghostly, skeletal look that nobody wants).


St. Michael’s Church itself has an interesting history. In 1791, a few days after Mozart’s death, his Requiem was performed here for the first time. (See the small monument just inside the door on the right.) In the rear of the nave, in a small chapel on the right, is a small memorial to Austrian victims of the Nazis at the Dachau concentration camp (a wooden cross made in 1945 at Dachau by newly freed prisoners). Just to the left of the cross is a niche with a relief of Austria’s Fascist chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss, who was murdered in 1934 by Austrian Nazis for opposing union with Germany. While he was a fascist, he was not a Nazi and not anti-Semitic.


MORE SIGHTS WITHIN THE RING



▲▲▲St. Stephen’s Cathedral (Stephansdom)



This massive Gothic church with the skyscraping spire sits at the center of Vienna. Its highlights are the impressive exterior, the view from the top of the south tower, a carved pulpit, and a handful of quirky sights associated with Mozart and the Habsburg rulers.


Cost and Hours: Church foyer and north aisle—free, daily 6:00-22:00; main nave—€6 includes audioguide and guided tour (daily at 10:30); open Mon-Sat 9:00-11:30 & 13:00-16:30, Sun 13:00-16:30, July-Aug until 17:30; south and north towers, catacombs, and treasury have varying costs and hours; tel. 01/515-523-526, www.stephanskirche.at.


[image: Image] See the St. Stephen’s Cathedral Tour chapter or [image: Image] download my free audio tour.



▲▲▲Vienna State Opera (Wiener Staatsoper)



The opera house, facing the Ring and near the TI, is a central point for any visitor. Vienna remains one of the world’s great cities for classical music, and this building still belts out some of the finest opera, both classic and cutting-edge. While the critical reception of the building 130 years ago led the architect to commit suicide, and though it’s been rebuilt since its destruction by WWII bombs, it’s still a sumptuous place. The interior has a chandeliered lobby and carpeted staircases perfect for making the scene. The theater itself features five wraparound balconies, gold-and-red decor, and a bracelet-like chandelier.


Depending on your interest in opera, choose among several different ways to experience the building. You can simply admire its Neo-Renaissance charms from the outside (and maybe slip inside the lobby for a peek), or take a guided tour of the lavish interior (see next). Best of all, attend an opera performance, which can be surprisingly easy and cheap to do—and doesn’t have to take up a whole evening (get details in the Entertainment in Vienna chapter).


Opera House Tours: The only way to see the opera house interior (besides attending a performance) is with a guided 45-minute tour. You’ll see the opulent halls where operagoers gather at intermission, enjoying elaborate spaces with coffered ceilings, gold trim, and iron-work lamps. You’ll learn about the opera’s history, and have a chance to compare the old parts of the building (such as Emperor Franz Josef’s ornate reception room) with the postwar reconstruction. The highlight is the 2,000-seat theater itself—where the main floor is ringed by box seating, under a huge sugar-doughnut chandelier. If it seems busy, that’s because the Vienna State Opera puts on 60 different productions a year. And, with a policy of never performing the same opera on two successive nights, the stage is a hive of activity throughout the season. Your tour gives a backstage peek at the action.


Cost and Hours: €9, tours generally at the top of each hour 10:00-15:00 but schedule varies due to rehearsals and performances; more tours July-Aug (when there are no performances), fewer tours Sept-June and Sun year-round; no reservations taken, and they don’t sell out—just show up at the tour entrance (southwest corner of building) 20 minutes ahead; current month’s tour schedule posted online, at the door, or in the opera’s Prolog magazine; tel. 01/514-442-606, www.wiener-staatsoper.at.



▲▲Haus der Musik



Vienna’s “House of Music” is a fun and interactive experience that celebrates this hometown forte. The museum, spread over several floors and well-described in English, is unique for its effective use of touchscreen computers and headphones to explore the physics of sound. One floor is dedicated to the heavyweight Viennese composers (Mozart, Beethoven, and company) who virtually created classical music as we know it. Really experiencing the place takes time. It’s open late and is so interactive, relaxing, and fun that it can be considered an activity more than a sight—an evening of joy for music lovers.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €13, half-price after 20:00, €18 combo-ticket with Mozarthaus, daily 10:00-22:00, two blocks from the opera house at Seilerstätte 30, tel. 01/513-4850, www.hausdermusik.com. Your ticket includes a free app for added info as you visit.


Visiting the Museum: It’s a one-way system; just follow the arrows on the floor. The first floor highlights the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra, known the world over for their New Year’s Eve concerts. (In a mini concert hall, a one-hour video—on a loop—lets you enjoy the event.) See Toscanini’s baton, Mahler’s cap, and well-used scores. Throw the dice to randomly “compose” a piece of music.


The second floor explores the physics of sound—you’ll hear the world in new ways. There are “sounds of the womb,” “ambience around the world,” and the “Beethoven and Mozart reload” exhibit, which presents the pop music of the 18th century in contemporary terms. Wander through the “sonosphere” and marvel at the amazing acoustics. Interactive exhibits explore the nature of sound and music; I could actually hear what I thought only a piano tuner could discern. You can twist, dissect, and bend sounds to make your own musical language, merging your voice with a duck’s quack or a city’s traffic roar. A tube filled with pebbles demonstrates the power of sound waves...watch them bounce. The “instrumentarium” presents various tools of the trade, new and old.


The third floor celebrates the famous hometown boys. (With the app, you can enjoy appropriate music in each room as you stroll.) Haydn established the four-movement symphony, and pioneered the sonata-form technique of repeating a brief melody throughout a longer work (and you’ll meet his parrot). Mozart was music’s first charismatic rock star. See the picture of the famous performing Mozart family, with little Wolfgang and his sister at the keyboard, their father on violin, and (a portrait of) their mom behind. Beethoven (see his “square piano,” a letter to his brother, and depictions of his many Vienna apartments) turned mere entertainment into serious art. His nine symphonies amped up the size of the orchestra and the emotional wattage, anticipating the powerful Romantic style. An exhibit allows you to hear what Beethoven did as he gradually lost his hearing. Schubert, who died in obscurity at 31, wrote 600 songs that are sung today and the brilliant Unfinished Symphony. The Strausses (father and son) created the dance craze that defines Vienna—the waltz. Mahler expanded the orchestra to its fullest range, and paved the way for atonal modernists like Schönberg, Webern, and Berg.


Before leaving, pick up a virtual baton to conduct the Vienna Philharmonic. It really works—you can go fast or slow, and bring out the section to which you direct your baton; make it through the piece, and you’ll get a rousing round of applause.



▲Dorotheum Auction House (Palais Dorotheum)



For an aristocrat’s flea market, drop by Austria’s answer to Sotheby’s. The ground floor has shops, an info desk with a schedule of upcoming auctions (Sept-June only), and a few auction items. Some pieces are available for immediate sale (marked VKP, for Verkaufpreis—“sales price”), while others are up for auction (marked DIFF. RUF). Labels on each item predict the auction value. Serious bidders can review what’s on and even make bids via their website.


[image: Image]


The first floor (above the mezzanine) has antique furniture and fancy knickknacks, many brought in by people who’ve inherited old things and don’t have room for them. The second floor has a showy antique gallery with fixed prices. Wandering through here, you feel like you’re touring a museum with exhibits you can buy. Afterward, you can continue your hunt for the perfect curio on the streets around the Dorotheum, which are lined with many fine antique shops.


Cost and Hours: Free, Mon-Fri 10:00-18:00, Sat 9:00-17:00, closed Sun, classy little café on second floor, between the Graben pedestrian street and Hofburg at Dorotheergasse 17, tel. 01/51560, www.dorotheum.com.



▲St. Peter’s Church (Peterskirche)



Baroque Vienna is at its best in this architectural gem, tucked away a few steps from the Graben.


Cost and Hours: Free, Mon-Fri 7:00-20:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-21:00; free organ concerts Mon-Fri at 15:00, Sat-Sun at 20:00; just off the Graben between the Plague Monument and Kohlmarkt, tel. 01/533-6433, www.peterskirche.at.


Visiting the Church: Admire the rose-and-gold, oval-shaped Baroque interior, topped with a ceiling fresco of Mary kneeling to be crowned by Jesus and the Father, while the dove of the Holy Spirit floats way up in the lantern. The church’s sumptuous elements—especially the organ, altar painting, pulpit, and coat of arms (in the base of the dome) of church founder Leopold I—make St. Peter’s one of the city’s most beautiful and ornate churches.


[image: Image]


To the right of the altar, a dramatic golden statue shows the martyrdom of St. John Nepomuk (c. 1340-1393). The Czech saint defied the heretical King Wenceslas, so he was tossed to his death off the Charles Bridge in Prague. In true Baroque style, we see the dramatic peak of his fall, when John has just passed the point of no return. The Virgin Mary floats overhead in a silver cloud.


But also holy was the Emperor. Looking down from above at the base of the dome is the Holy Roman Empire’s double-headed eagle, with halos around each head—a reminder to all that the Emperor was indeed holy.


The present church (from 1733) stands atop earlier churches dating back to the early Middle Ages; it was built quickly and therefore consists of one pure artistic style. On either side of the nave are glass cases containing skeletons of Christian martyrs from Roman times.


Mozarthaus Vienna Museum


In September 1784, 27-year-old Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart moved into this spacious apartment with his wife, Constanze, and their week-old son Karl. For the next three years, this was the epicenter of Viennese high life. It was here that Mozart wrote Marriage of Figaro and Don Giovanni and established himself as the toast of Vienna. Today, the actual apartments are pretty boring (mostly bare rooms), but the museum does flesh out Mozart’s Vienna years with paintings, videos, and a few period pieces.


Cost and Hours: €11, includes audioguide, €18 combo-ticket with Haus der Musik, daily 10:00-19:00, a block behind the cathedral, go through arcade at #5a and walk 50 yards to Domgasse 5, tel. 01/512-1791, www.mozarthausvienna.at.


Visiting the Museum: Start on the third floor, working your way down through museum displays to the actual apartment on the first floor. Exhibits set the scene: Vienna in the 1780s, population 50,000, was a blossoming music capital. It supported more than just the traditional church and court music. Mozart capitalized on this and profited greatly by organizing public concerts in concert halls and aristocratic homes, and he wrote crowd-pleasing pieces for the theater. Antonio Salieri, the emperor’s musical director, was supposedly jealous of Mozart’s God-given talent, but in reality he probably fostered the young man’s career (and Mozart eventually succeeded him). Mozart joined the Freemasons, whose symbolism would appear in his opera The Magic Flute. Mozart loved the good life—nice clothes, gambling at cards, even peepshows—and the three years he spent in this house were his champagne years.


The second floor delves into Mozart’s Musical World. The audioguide gives some background on his friendship with fellow-genius Haydn and his successful operas. But after 1787, the money dried up: He and Constanze moved to a cheaper place outside the city center and Wolfgang hit the road to raise money. He died just four years later at age 35 while writing his Requiem. His cause of death still remains a mystery.


The first-floor apartment consists of a half-dozen nondescript rooms, sparsely decorated with period pieces (but none of them Mozart’s). See the portraits of him and Constanze, and picture them here: raising their kids, playing billiards, perhaps jamming with Haydn (though there’s no evidence of that), or just gazing out the window as Mozart composed another masterpiece. Gaze out the window yourself, and appreciate that the view is relatively unchanged since Mozart’s time. Unfortunately, the bare rooms themselves don’t quite succeed in capturing the joie de vivre of the exuberant young genius in his prime.


Jewish Museum Vienna (Jüdisches Museum Wien)


The museum operates two buildings a 10-minute walk apart. The main museum is on Dorotheergasse (near the Hofburg), and a smaller, more archaeological exhibit is at Judenplatz, which is also the site of a Holocaust memorial (near Am Hof).


Cost and Hours: €12 ticket includes both museums; Dorotheergasse location, at #11—Sun-Fri 10:00-18:00, closed Sat, videoguide-€4; Judenplatz location, at #8—Sun-Thu 10:00-18:00, Fri until 17:00, closed Sat; tel. 01/535-0431, www.jmw.at.


Background: Jews settled in Vienna in the early Middle Ages, only to be brutally expelled in 1420 (similar events took place in other German-speaking towns). Another community formed in the 17th century, but was broken up in 1670. Even during the years when Jews were forbidden to live in Vienna, many settled in the small towns and cities of the Habsburg empire, and in the parts of Poland that the Habsburgs took over in the 1770s. In 1782, Josef II partially eased restrictions on his Jewish subjects, allowing them to own property, attend university, and even (if they paid a special tax) to live in Vienna. Still, it was not until the 1850s that the Jewish community in Vienna was allowed to build a synagogue, and it was only in 1867 that reforms allowed freedom of movement and residence for everyone in the empire.


After that, Jews moved from the small towns to Vienna in large numbers, attracted by educational and economic opportunities in the rapidly expanding and industrializing capital. Psychologist Sigmund Freud, writers Arthur Schnitzler and Stefan Zweig, and journalist Theodor Herzl were among the prominent Austrian Jews of the pre-WWI period. In 1910, almost 10 percent of Vienna’s two million inhabitants were Jewish. But the officially Catholic city was a hostile, anti-Semitic environment for them, with pressure to assimilate or emigrate, especially under the Christian Socialist Karl Lueger, who was mayor from 1897 to 1910. After the Nazi annexation of Austria in 1938, Jews were once again persecuted, expelled, or forced to emigrate. Those who did not were mostly sent to their deaths in the concentration camps in Poland. After the war, only a handful returned to their homes, and today the local Jewish community numbers just a few thousand.


Visiting the Museums: The Jewish Museum Dorotheergasse fills a four-story downtown building with exhibits, a bookstore, and a small, reasonably priced café serving Middle Eastern fare. It documents Vienna’s Jewish community from earliest times to the present.


The main part of the exhibit is on the second floor, covering the history of Vienna’s Jews up to World War II; a ground-floor exhibit carries the story forward to the present day. The first floor hosts temporary exhibits, and the evocative third floor is a “visible storage” archive with stacks of Judaica and works of art that once ornamented synagogues.


The smaller, less interesting Museum Judenplatz was built around the scant remains of the medieval synagogue that served Vienna’s 1,500 Jewish residents up until their massacre in 1420. Its main exhibit is an underground hall where you see the synagogue’s foundations. The museum also has brief displays on medieval Jewish life and a well-done video re-creating the neighborhood as it looked five centuries ago.


The classy square above the ruins, called Judenplatz, is now dominated by a blocky memorial to the 65,000 Viennese Jews killed by the Nazis. The memorial—a library turned inside out—invokes Jewish identity as a “people of the book” and asks viewers to ponder the huge loss of culture, knowledge, and humanity that took place between 1938 and 1945.
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Austrian Postal Savings Bank (Österreichische Postsparkasse)


Built between 1904 and 1912, the Postal Savings Bank was one of the key buildings in the development of modern architecture. Today it’s a pilgrimage site for architects from all over the world (for whom it’s a ▲▲▲ sight), though its future is in doubt (it may have been turned into lofts by the time you visit). If it’s open, hard-core Jugendstil fans may want to visit the pleasant, small museum inside, which tells the building’s story through plans, photos, and news reports, and preserves the original bank-teller counters.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Free, foyer and atrium open Mon-Fri 7:00-17:30, closed Sat-Sun; museum open Mon-Fri from 10:00, closed Sat-Sun; just inside the Ringstrasse at Georg-Coch-Platz 2, tel. 059-9053-3825, www.ottowagner.com.


Background: The postal savings system was intended for working-class people, who didn’t have access to the palatial banks of the 19th century—but could walk to a post office. Secessionist architect Otto Wagner believed “necessity is the master of art,” and he declared that “what is impractical can never be beautiful.” Everything about his design—so gray, white, and efficient—is practical. It’s so clean that the service provided here feels almost sacred. This is a textbook example of form following function, and the form is beautiful.


The product of an age giddy with advancement, the building dignifies the technological and celebrates it as cultural. Study the sleek, yet elegantly modern exterior: Angles high above—made of an exciting new material, aluminum—seem to proclaim the modern age. The facade and its unadorned marble siding panels, secured by aluminum bolts, give the impression that the entire building is a safe-deposit box. The interior is similarly functionalist. The glass roof lets in light; the glass floor helps illuminate the basement. Fixtures, vents, and even the furniture fit right in—all bold, geometrical, and modern.


MUSEUM DISTRICT


In the 19th century, the Habsburgs planned to link their palace and museum buildings with a series of arches across the Ringstrasse. Although that dream was never fully realized, the awe-inspiring museums still face off across Maria-Theresien-Platz, with a monument to Maria Theresa at its center (for more on this monument, see the Vienna City Walk chapter).



▲▲▲Kunsthistorisches Museum



This exciting museum, across the Ring from the Hofburg Palace, showcases the grandeur and opulence of the Habsburgs’ collected artwork in a grand building (purpose-built in 1888 to display these works). While there’s little Viennese art here, you will find world-class European masterpieces galore (including canvases by Raphael, Caravaggio, Velázquez, Rubens, Vermeer, Rembrandt, and a particularly exquisite roomful of Bruegels), all well displayed on one glorious floor, plus a fine display of Egyptian, classical, and applied arts. Another highlight, filling a wing of the ground floor, is the Habsburg “Chamber of Wonders” (Kunstkammer), showing off the imperial collection of exquisite fine-art objects and exotic curios (the highlight being Cellini’s golden salt cellar).


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €15, €20 combo-ticket with Hofburg Treasury; daily 10:00-18:00, Thu until 21:00, closed Mon Sept-May; audioguide-€5, on the Ringstrasse at Maria-Theresien-Platz, U: Volkstheater/Museumsplatz, tel. 01/525-240, www.khm.at.


[image: Image] See the Kunsthistorisches Museum Tour chapter.



▲▲Natural History Museum (Naturhistorisches Museum)



The twin building facing the Kunsthistorisches Museum still serves the exact purpose for which it was built: to show off the Habsburgs’ vast collection of plant, animal, and mineral specimens and artifacts. It’s grown to become an exceptionally well-organized and enjoyable catalogue of the natural world, with 20 million objects, including moon rocks, dinosaur stuff, and the fist-sized Venus of Willendorf (at 25,000 years old, the world’s oldest sex symbol). Even though the museum has kept its old-school charm, nearly everything on display is presented and described well enough to engage any visitor, from kids to scientifically inclined grown-ups.


Cost and Hours: €10, Thu-Mon 9:00-18:30, Wed until 21:00, closed Tue; €5 audioguide (“Top 100”) isn’t necessary, but can help you hit the highlights; on the Ringstrasse at Maria-Theresien-Platz, U: Volkstheater/Museumsplatz, tel. 01/521-770, www.nhm-wien.ac.at.


Visiting the Museum: For a quick visit, head first to the Venus of Willendorf—she’s on the mezzanine level, just off Room 11 (from the entrance lobby, climb the first 12 steps, swing left, and then right towards the dinosaur skeletons). The four-inch-tall, chubby stone statuette, found in the Danube Valley in 1908, is a generic female (no face or feet) resting her hands on her ample breasts. The statue’s purpose is unknown, but she may have been a symbol of fertility for our mammoth-hunting ancestors.


[image: Image]


In Room 10 you can’t miss the very lifelike Allosaurus, the most dangerous predator of the Late Jurassic period. The gigantic Diplodocus (Diplodocus carnegii) skeleton cast, with its long neck and tail, is named after Andrew Carnegie, who purchased the original for a museum in Pittsburgh. The turtle skeleton on the far end is the largest ever discovered.


For a more chronological visit, start with the impressive exhibit on rocks (Rooms 1-5, to the right of entrance lobby), which includes precious gemstones (emeralds, opals, and an octahedral diamond from South Africa) and one of the world’s largest and oldest collections of meteorites. In Room 6, step into the dark mini theater to watch the “GaiaSphere”—an animated globe that gives a new perspective on weather, ocean currents, and human population. Rooms 7-9 cover the origins of organic life, with fossils from early microorganisms all the way to the complete skeleton of a prehistoric elephant. The timeline continues upstairs with Room 21, where you can follow hundreds of millions of years of evolution—from single cells to sea creatures, reptiles, birds, mammals, and primates. Finish with the hairless primate—man—also downstairs, in Rooms 11-14.


MuseumsQuartier


The vast grounds of the former imperial stables now corral a cutting-edge cultural center for contemporary arts and design. Among several impressive museums, the best are the Leopold Museum and the Museum of Modern Art. For many, the MuseumsQuartier is most enjoyable as a spot to gather in the evening for a light, fun meal, cocktails, and people-watching.
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Cost and Hours: Leopold Museum—€13, open daily 10:00-18:00, Thu until 21:00, closed Tue Sept-May, audioguide-€4 or €7/2 people, tel. 01/525-700, www.leopoldmuseum.org; Museum of Modern Art—€12, €8 Thu after 18:00, open Mon 14:00-19:00, Tue-Sun 10:00-19:00, Thu until 21:00, good audioguide-€3.50, tel. 01/52500, www.mumok.at. The main entrance/visitors center is at Museumsplatz 1 (ask about combo-tickets here if visiting more than just the Leopold and Modern Art museums). U: Volkstheater/Museumsplatz, tel. 01/525-5881, www.mqw.at.


Visiting the MuseumsQuartier: From the Hofburg side, the main entrance (with visitors center, shop, and ticket office) leads to a big courtyard with cafés, fountains, and ever-changing “installation lounge furniture,” all surrounded by the quarter’s various museums.


The Leopold Museum specializes in 20th-century Austrian modernists: Egon Schiele, Gustav Klimt, and Oskar Kokoschka, among others. Its Schiele collection is one of the largest in the world, though these works make some people uncomfortable—Schiele’s nudes are really nude. While this is a great collection, you can see even better works from these artists in the Belvedere Palace (described later in this chapter). The museum also hosts special exhibits of modern Austrian art.


The Museum of Modern Art (Museum Moderner Kunst, a.k.a. MUMOK) is Austria’s leading gallery for international modern and contemporary art. The striking lava-paneled building is three stories tall and four stories deep, offering seven floors of far-out art that’s hard for most visitors to appreciate. This state-of-the-art museum usually shows off its huge and rotating collection of works by classical 20th-century modernists (Paul Klee, Pablo Picasso, Pop artists), but check the website in advance as exhibits can change.




Vienna with Kids


For a city known for opera, classical music, and art museums, Vienna is a surprisingly great place to take the kids. Several of the most truly Viennese experiences are either inherently kid-friendly (the Prater amusement park, horse-and-buggy rides) or come in kid-friendly form if you seek it out (opera, art museums). On Sundays, holidays, and during local summer vacations, all kids under 15 ride free on public transit; otherwise they’re half-price (and kids under 6 always ride free). Even better, anyone 18 and under gets in for free at most of the city’s top museums. The TI (www.wien.info) has tons of advice on Vienna’s many family-friendly activities.
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