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Vienna reveals itself slowly.

A short reader’s compass for noticing symbols, thresholds,

hidden stories, memory, beauty, and the deeper layers of place.



Vi e n n a  i s  e a s y  t o  a d m i re .

T h at  i s  p a r t  o f  i t s  b r i l l i a n ce ,  a n d  a l s o  p a r t  o f  w h at
m a ke s  i t  e a s y  t o  s t o p  a t  t h e  s u r f a ce .

A  p a l a ce  f a ç a d e ,  a  p o l i s h ed  s q u a re ,  a  c a r r i a ge  p a s s i n g
u n d e r  w i nt e r  l i g ht ,  a  co f fee h o u s e  t a b l e  s et  j u s t  s o ,  a
g a rd e n  p at h  co r rect ed  i nt o  p e r fect  o rd e r :  V i e n n a  k n ow s
h ow  t o  o f fe r  b e au t y  b e fo re  i t  o f fe r s  ex p l a n at i o n .

Bu t  t h e  f i r s t  g l a n ce  i s  ra re ly  t h e  w h o l e  s t o r y.

U n d e r s t a n d i n g  Vi e n n a  b e g i n s  w i t h  a n o t h e r  k i n d  o f
a t t e nt i o n .  I t  a s k s  w h at  s t a n d s  b e h i n d  t h e  v i s i b l e  o rd e r.
I t  l o o k s  fo r  t h e  h u m a n  l i ve s  b e n e at h  i m p e r i a l  s u r f a ce s ,
t h e  s y m b o l s  wo rked  i nt o  s t o n e ,  t h e  t h re s h o l d s  b et wee n
p u b l i c  a n d  p r i vat e  wo r l d s ,  t h e  m e m o r y  c a r r i ed  by
o rd i n a r y  s t reet s ,  a n d  t h e  q u i et  co nt ra d i c t i o n s  t h at
m a ke  t h e  c i t y  fee l  b o t h  m a g n i f i ce nt  a n d  u n f i n i s h ed .

T h i s  F i e l d  G u i d e  i s  n o t  a  c h ec k l i s t .
Yo u  d o  n o t  h ave  t o  k n ow  eve r y t h i n g  b e fo re  yo u  b e g i n .

I t  i s  n o t  a  t rave l  i t i n e ra r y.
I t  i s  a  way  o f  e nt e r i n g .

Us e  i t  b e fo re  a  wa l k ,  d u r i n g  a  v i s i t ,  w h i l e  re a d i n g  a n
e s s ay,  o r  s i m p ly  a s  a  s m a l l  i nv i t a t i o n  t o  l o o k  a t  V i e n n a
d i f fe re nt ly.
T h e  c i t y  o p e n s  w h e n  we  s t o p  co n s u m i n g  i t  a n d  b e g i n
re a d i n g  i t .

Wa r m ly,
Yo l a n d a  Re i s c h e r-B o h a n ec
Fo u n d e r  o f  U n d e r s t a n d i n g  Vi e n n a

A Different Way to BeginA Different Way to Begin
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The first glance

is rarely the

whole story.



Yo u  d o  n o t  n eed  t o  re a d  t h i s  g u i d e  i n  o rd e r.

Yo u  m ay  c a r r y  o n e  i d e a  w i t h  yo u  a t  a  t i m e .

C h o o s e  o n e  way  o f  re a d i n g  Vi e n n a  b e fo re  yo u  v i s i t  a
p a l a ce ,  wa l k  t h ro u g h  a  g a rd e n ,  s i t  i n  a  c a fé ,  p a s s
t h ro u g h  a n  o l d  co u r t y a rd ,  o r  p au s e  b e fo re  a  s t a t u e  yo u
m i g ht  o t h e r w i s e  h ave  i g n o red .

A s k  o n e  q u e s t i o n .

No t i ce  o n e  d et a i l .

L et  o n e  p l a ce  b eco m e  s l owe r.

T h e  d ee p e r  c i t y  ra re ly  a n n o u n ce s  i t s e l f .  I t  u s u a l l y  wa i t s
i n s i d e  s m a l l  t h i n g s :  a  g at e ,  a  s y m b o l ,  a  wo r n  s t e p ,  a
re p e at ed  m o t i f ,  a  s i l e n ce  i n  t h e  o f f i c i a l  s t o r y,  a  p a s s a ge
b et wee n  o n e  wo r l d  a n d  a n o t h e r.

T h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t h i s  g u i d e  i s  n o t  t o  m a ke  yo u  s ee  m o re
t h i n g s .

I t  i s  t o  h e l p  yo u  s ee  m o re  d ee p ly.

How to Use This GuideHow to Use This Guide
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Let one place

become slower.

Carry one question. Let the city answer slowly.

F I  E L D  N O T E

Do not try to understand the whole city at once.

Choose one question before you walk.
 Notice what changes when you carry it.



Vi e n n a  i s  f u l l  o f  t h re s h o l d s .

G at e s .  C o u r t y a rd s .  S t a i rc a s e s .  Pa l a ce  e nt ra n ce s .  C h u rc h
d o o r s .  G a rd e n  p at h s .  A rc a d e s .  Pa s s a geway s  b et wee n  t h e
s t reet  a n d  t h e  h i d d e n  i nt e r i o r.  Eve n  a  c a fé  d o o r way  c a n
fee l  l i ke  a  b o rd e r  b et wee n  o n e  k i n d  o f  t i m e  a n d  a n o t h e r.
A  t h re s h o l d  i s  n eve r  o n ly  a n  e nt ra n ce .  I t  i s  a  m o m e nt  o f
c h a n ge .

W h o  wa s  a l l owed  t o  p a s s  h e re?

 W h o  wa i t ed  o u t s i d e?

 W h o  e nt e red  o p e n ly,  a n d  w h o  e nt e red  t h ro u g h  s e r v i ce
co r r i d o r s ,  s i d e  d o o r s ,  d e l i ve r y  ro u t e s ,  k i t c h e n  p a s s a ge s ,
g a rd e n  p at h s ,  a n d  u n m a rked  g at e s ?

Vi e n n a ’s  fo r m a l  b e au t y  o f t e n  b e g i n s  a t  t h e  f ro nt .  I t s
m o re  reve a l i n g  s t o r i e s  o f t e n  b e g i n  a t  t h e  s i d e .
W h e n  yo u  s t a n d  b e fo re  a  t h re s h o l d ,  p au s e  b e fo re
c ro s s i n g  i t .

A s k  w h at  k i n d  o f  wo r l d  i t  i s  a s k i n g  yo u  t o  e nt e r.

Next time you pass through a gate, courtyard, or doorway in Vienna, ask:

TRY THIS

Who was this entrance designed for, and who had to enter
another way?

Begin with The ThresholdBegin with The Threshold
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Doorway, Vienna.
K.u.K. Café-Konditorei L. Heiner.

 Photograph © Yolanda Reischer-Bohanec



Vi e n n a ’s  b e au t y  i s  re a l .

I t  i s  n o t  a  t r i c k .  I t  i s  n o t  m e re ly  d eco rat i ve .  I t  c a r r i e s
e m b o d i ed  m a j e s t y,  a r t i s t r y,  l i ved  t ra d i t i o n ,  t a n g i b l e
h i s t o r y,  a n d  e m o t i o n a l  we i g ht .

Bu t  b e au t y  i s  n eve r  i n n o ce nt  s i m p ly  b ec au s e  i t  i s
b e au t i f u l .

A  p a l a ce  g a rd e n  req u i red  l a b o r.  A  p o l i s h ed  b a l l ro o m
req u i red  s e r va nt s .  A  s t a t u e  p ro g ra m m e  req u i red  s t o n e ,
p l a n n i n g ,  m o n ey,  i d eo l o g y,  h a n d s ,  d u s t ,  a n d
m a i nt e n a n ce .  A  m u s i c a l  c u l t u re  req u i red  p at ro n s ,
p e r fo r m e r s ,  t e a c h e r s ,  r i va l r i e s ,  a m b i t i o n s ,  ex h au s t i o n ,
a n d  ro o m s  w h e re  s o m e  p eo p l e  we re  h e a rd  w h i l e  o t h e r s
re m a i n ed  i nv i s i b l e .

U n d e r s t a n d i n g  Vi e n n a  d o e s  n o t  m e a n  d i s t r u s t i n g  b e au t y.
I t  m e a n s  t a k i n g  b e au t y  s e r i o u s ly  e n o u g h  t o  a s k  w h at
m a d e  i t  p o s s i b l e .

T h e  d ee p e r  q u e s t i o n  i s  n o t :
I s  t h i s  b e au t i f u l ?

T h e  d ee p e r  q u e s t i o n  i s :
W h at  h a d  t o  h a p p e n  fo r  t h i s  b e au t y  t o  s t a n d  h e re?

When you admire a beautiful place in Vienna, ask:

TRY THIS

Whose work, silence, discipline, or longing made this visible?

Ask What Beauty Is HidingAsk What Beauty Is Hiding
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 Opern Café, Vienna’s inner city.
 Photograph © Yolanda Reischer-Bohanec



Vi e n n a  s p e a k s  i n  s y m b o l s .

E a g l e s .  C row n s .  Key s .  Fo u nt a i n s .  L a by r i nt h s .  L i o n s .
S a i nt s .  My t h o l o g i c a l  f i g u re s .  M u s i c a l  i n s t r u m e nt s .
L au re l  w re at h s .  G a rd e n  a xe s .  Im p e r i a l  i n i t i a l s .  S t a t u e s
p l a ced  w h e re  t h ey  s ee m  t o  wat c h  m o re  t h a n  d eco rat e .

A  s y m b o l  i s  n o t  a lway s  a  m e s s a ge  w i t h  o n e  a n s we r.

O f t e n  i t  i s  a  p re s s u re  p o i nt .

I t  t e l l s  yo u  w h at  a  c u l t u re  wa nt ed  t o  re m e m b e r,  w h at  i t
wa nt ed  t o  d i s p l ay,  w h at  i t  wa nt ed  t o  co nt ro l ,  a n d
s o m et i m e s  w h at  i t  f e a red  l o s i n g .

D o  n o t  r u s h  p a s t  s y m b o l s  a s  o r n a m e nt .  A s k  w hy  t h ey
we re  p l a ced  t h e re .  A s k  w h o  wo u l d  h ave  reco g n i zed
t h e m .  A s k  w h at  k i n d  o f  au t h o r i t y,  h o p e ,  wa r n i n g ,  f a i t h ,
o r  a m b i t i o n  t h ey  c a r r i ed .

In  V i e n n a ,  d eco rat i o n  i s  ra re ly  j u s t  d eco rat i o n .

I t  i s  o f t e n  a  l a n g u a ge  o f  p owe r,  b e l o n g i n g ,  d evo t i o n ,
a s p i rat i o n ,  a n d  m e m o r y.

Choose one symbol you notice repeatedly in Vienna.

TRY THIS

Where does it appear, who placed it there, and what
kind of world does it want me to believe in

Follow The SymbolsFollow The Symbols
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Architectural detail of
 Gloriette, Schönbrunn, Vienna.

 Photograph © Yolanda Reischer-Bohanec



O f f i c i a l  h i s t o r y  o f t e n  re m e m b e r s  r u l e r s ,  a rc h i t ect s ,
co m p o s e r s ,  p at ro n s ,  ge n e ra l s ,  a n d  re fo r m e r s .

Bu t  c i t i e s  a re  a l s o  m a d e  by  t h o s e  w h o  c a r r i ed ,  s we p t ,
co o ked ,  co p i ed ,  p l a nt ed ,  t u n ed ,  s t i t c h ed ,  p o l i s h ed ,
re p a i red ,  wa i t ed ,  d e l i ve red ,  ove rh e a rd ,  a n d  e n d u red .

T h e  h u m a n  l aye r  i s  o f t e n  t h e  m o s t  m ov i n g  o n e  b ec au s e
i t  b r i n g s  g ra n d e u r  b a c k  i nt o  t h e  s c a l e  o f  a  b o dy.

A  p a l a ce  g a rd e n  i s  n o t  o n ly  a  roy a l  s p a ce .  I t  i s  a l s o  a
wo rk p l a ce .  A  co n ce r t  h a l l  i s  n o t  o n ly  a  s t a ge .  I t  i s  a l s o
re h e a r s a l ,  d i s c i p l i n e ,  a n x i et y,  h a n d s ,  b re at h ,  a n d
f at i g u e .  A  g ra n d  s t a i rc a s e  i s  n o t  o n ly  a rc h i t ect u re .  I t  i s
a l s o  t h e  m ove m e nt  o f  s e r va nt s ,  v i s i t o r s ,  c h i l d re n ,
w i d ow s ,  m e s s e n ge r s ,  a n d  t h o s e  w h o  c l i m b ed  i t  w i t h
h o p e s  t h ey  d i d  n o t  s ay  a l o u d .

To  re a d  Vi e n n a  we l l ,  l o o k  fo r  t h e  l i ve s  t h at  m a d e  t h e
v i s i b l e  c i t y  p o s s i b l e .

No t  eve r y  i m p o r t a nt  p e r s o n  h a s  a  n a m e  o n  a  p l aq u e .

When you stand in a famous place, ask:

TRY THIS

Who worked here without being remembered here?

Listen for The Human LayerListen for The Human Layer
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Interior passage of 
the National Library, Vienna. 

Photograph © Yolanda Reischer-Bohanec



Read the City Through Time,
Not Only Place
Read the City Through Time,
Not Only Place

Vi e n n a  d o e s  n o t  s i t  i n  o n e  ce nt u r y  a t  a  t i m e .

A  s i n g l e  s t reet  m ay  c a r r y  m ed i eva l  t ra ce s ,  B a ro q u e
a m b i t i o n ,  i m p e r i a l  m e m o r y,  wa r t i m e  a b s e n ce ,  p o s t wa r
re p a i r,  a n d  co nt e m p o ra r y  l i f e  i n  t h e  s a m e  wa l k .

A  g a rd e n  m ay  h o l d  o l d e r  l a n d  b e n e at h  fo r m a l  d e s i g n .
A  p a l a ce  m ay  h o l d  f a m i ly  i nt i m a cy  b e n e at h  s t a t e
p e r fo r m a n ce .
A  c a fé  m ay  h o l d  p r i vat e  s o l i t u d e  i n s i d e  p u b l i c  r i t u a l .
A  s q u a re  m ay  h o l d  t r i u m p h ,  l o s s ,  co m m e rce ,  p ro t e s t ,
t o u r i s m ,  a n d  o rd i n a r y  e r ra n d s  a l l  a t  o n ce .

T h i s  i s  o n e  o f  V i e n n a ’s  g re at  g i f t s .

I t  i s  n o t  o n ly  a  c i t y  o f  l a n d m a rk s .  I t  i s  a  c i t y  o f  l aye r s .
To  re a d  Vi e n n a  t h ro u g h  t i m e ,  s t o p  a s k i n g  o n ly  w h at  a
p l a ce  i s .

A s k  w h at  i t  h a s  b ee n .
A s k  w h at  re m a i n s .
A s k  w h at  h a s  b ee n  cove red ,  co r rect ed ,  re s t o red ,
re n a m ed ,  p o l i s h ed ,  o r  q u i et ly  l e f t  i n  p l a ce .

Choose one place in Vienna and ask:

TRY THIS

Which centuries are present here at the same time?

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  V I E N N A  F I E L D  G U I D E
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 Interior of Café Sperl, Vienna. 
Photograph © Yolanda Reischer-Bohanec



Notice What Official History
Leaves Quiet
Notice What Official History
Leaves Quiet

S o m e  s t o r i e s  a re  e a s y  t o  f i n d .

T h ey  a re  c a r ved  i nt o  i n s c r i p t i o n s ,  p r i nt ed  o n  m u s e u m
p a n e l s ,  re p e at ed  i n  g u i d e b o o k s ,  a r ra n ged  i nt o  o f f i c i a l
ro u t e s ,  a n d  p h o t o g ra p h ed  f ro m  t h e  b e s t  a n g l e .

O t h e r  s t o r i e s  s u r v i ve  d i f fe re nt ly.

T h ey  re m a i n  i n  co nt ra d i c t i o n s ,  h a b i t s ,  s e r v i ce  ro u t e s ,
l o c a l  p h ra s e s ,  f a m i ly  m e m o r i e s ,  we at h e red  s u r f a ce s ,
u n co m fo r t a b l e  s i l e n ce s ,  a n d  t h e  s t ra n ge  fee l i n g  t h at  a
p l a ce  i s  c a r r y i n g  m o re  t h a n  i t  s ay s .

U n d e r s t a n d i n g  Vi e n n a  i s  i nt e re s t ed  i n  b o t h .

O f f i c i a l  h i s t o r y  m at t e r s .  Dat e s ,  n a m e s ,  r u l e r s ,  re fo r m s ,
b u i l d i n g s ,  a n d  eve nt s  g i ve  u s  s t r u ct u re .  Wi t h o u t  t h e m ,
eve r y t h i n g  d i s s o lve s  i nt o  m o o d .

Bu t  s t r u ct u re  i s  n o t  t h e  w h o l e  s t o r y.

A  c i t y  a l s o  s p e a k s  t h ro u g h  w h at  i t  d o e s  n o t  ex p l a i n .

When you read a plaque or guidebook description, ask:

TRY THIS

What is this version of the story not telling me yet?

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  V I E N N A  F I E L D  G U I D E
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Historic service signage, Schönbrunn, Vienna.
Photograph © Yolanda Reischer-Bohanec



A  c i t y  c h a n ge s  w h e n  yo u  c a r r y  a  q u e s t i o n .

Wi t h o u t  a  q u e s t i o n ,  we  o f t e n  co l l ect  i m p re s s i o n s :
b e au t i f u l  f a ç a d e ,  f a m o u s  s q u a re ,  go o d  cof fee ,  i m p re s s i ve
p a l a ce ,  p ret t y  s t reet .

Wi t h  a  q u e s t i o n ,  t h e  c i t y  b e g i n s  t o  a n s we r.
Yo u r  q u e s t i o n  d o e s  n o t  n eed  t o  b e  co m p l i c at ed .

I t  m i g ht  b e :
W h e re  d o e s  b e au t y  h i d e  l a b o r ?
W h e re  d o e s  p u b l i c  h i s t o r y  m eet  p r i vat e  m e m o r y ?
W h at  d o e s  t h i s  p l a ce  a s k  m e  t o  n o t i ce?
W h o  wa s  a l l owed  t o  b e l o n g  h e re?
W h at  h a s  b ee n  p re s e r ved ,  a n d  w h at  h a s  b ee n  fo rgo t t e n?
W h e re  d o e s  V i e n n a  fee l  m o s t  a l i ve  b e n e at h  t h e  s u r f a ce?

O n e  q u e s t i o n  i s  e n o u g h .

A  q u e s t i o n  s l ow s  t h e  wa l k .  I t  s h a r p e n s  a t t e nt i o n .  I t  l e t s
o n e  s t reet ,  o n e  g a rd e n ,  o n e  co u r t y a rd ,  o r  o n e  ro o m
b eco m e  m o re  t h a n  a  s t o p  o n  a  ro u t e .

V i e n n a  reve a l s  i t s e l f  t o  a t t e nt i o n .
No t  a l l  a t  o n ce .
No t  c h e a p ly.
No t  a lway s  co m fo r t a b ly.
Bu t  ge n e ro u s ly,  w h e n  a p p ro a c h ed  w i t h  c a re .

When you admire a famous place in Vienna, ask:

TRY THIS

What question can I carry here without rushing the answer?

Carry One Question With YouCarry One Question With You
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View of the Graben, Vienna’s inner city.
Photograph © Yolanda Reischer-Bohanec



Where the Door Opens NextWhere the Door Opens Next

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  V I E N N A  F I E L D  G U I D E

T h e  U n d e r s t a n d i n g  V i e n n a  e s s a y s  e x p l o r e  t h e  c i t y

t h r o u g h  p l a c e ,  m e m o r y ,  h i s t o r y ,  b e a u t y ,

c o n t r a d i c t i o n ,  a n d  s y m b o l i c  t r a v e l .  

S t a r t  w i t h :

W h a t  C i t i e s  T e a c h  U s  W h e n  W e  S t o p  C o n s u m i n g
T h e m
T h e  D i f f e r e n c e  B e t w e e n  V i s i t i n g  V i e n n a  a n d
R e a d i n g  V i e n n a
W h y  P l a c e  S t i l l  M a t t e r s  i n  a  D i s c o n n e c t e d  A g e

READ THE ESSAYS

Read the Essays

I f  y o u  a r e  d r a w n  t o  h i s t o r i c a l  f i c t i o n ,  h i d d e n
i n h e r i t a n c e ,  S c h ö n b r u n n ,  a n d  t h e  q u i e t  u n c a n n y
b e n e a t h  r e a l  p l a c e s ,  b e g i n  w i t h :

T h e  F i r s t  W h i s p e r
A  b o y  i n  t h e  g a r d e n s  o f  S c h ö n b r u n n .
A  b r o k e n  s e a l .
A  m a z e  t h a t  r e m e m b e r s  m o r e  t h a n  i t  r e v e a l s .

ENTER THE STORY WORLD

Explore The First Whisper

T h e  p h o t o g r a p h s  i n  t h i s  g u i d e  a r e  p a r t  o f  t h e  w i d e r  v i s u a l
w o r l d  o f  U n d e r s t a n d i n g  V i e n n a :  c i t y  d e t a i l s ,  t h r e s h o l d s ,
h i d d e n  p a s s a g e s ,  g a r d e n  f r a g m e n t s ,  s y m b o l i c  s u r f a c e s ,
a n d  q u i e t  v i e w s  t h a t  i n v i t e  s l o w e r  a t t e n t i o n .  

S e l e c t e d  p h o t o g r a p h i c  p r i n t s  a n d  v i s u a l  p i e c e s  a r e
a v a i l a b l e  t h r o u g h  U n d e r s t a n d i n g  V i e n n a .

EXPLORE THE VISUAL
COLLECTIONS

View the Visual Collections

Y o u  w i l l  r e c e i v e  o c c a s i o n a l  U n d e r s t a n d i n g  V i e n n a
l e t t e r s  w i t h  e s s a y s ,  c u l t u r a l  n o t e s ,  s t o r y - w o r l d
u p d a t e s ,  a n d  i n v i t a t i o n s  t o  n e w  g u i d e s ,  b o o k s ,  a n d
v i s u a l  c o l l e c t i o n s .

F o r  n o w ,  y o u  c a n  c o n t i n u e  e x p l o r i n g  t h e  w o r l d  o f
U n d e r s t a n d i n g  V i e n n a  h e r e :

CONTINUE THE JOURNEY
WITH US

Continue with 
Understanding Vienna

If this guide opened a door for you, there are several ways to continue inside
the Understanding Vienna world.

https://understandingvienna.com/#journal
https://understandingvienna.com/the-first-whisper-reader-preview/
https://understandingvienna.com/#gallery
tel:62977423
tel:62977423
tel:62977423


U n d e r s t a n d i n g  Vi e n n a  i s  a  c u l t u ra l  s t o r y t e l l i n g  p l a t fo r m
fo u n d ed  by  Yo l a n d a  Re i s c h e r-B o h a n ec .

We  ex p l o re  V i e n n a  a s  a  c i t y  o f  m e m o r y,  b e au t y,  co nt ra d i c t i o n ,
a n d  h i d d e n  p a s s a ge ,  a  p l a ce  w h e re  h i s t o r y  i s  n o t  o n ly  s t u d i ed ,
b u t  e nt e red .

T h ro u g h  e s s ay s ,  h i s t o r i c a l  f i c t i o n ,  v i s u a l  f ra g m e nt s ,  t rave l
g u i d e s ,  a n d  re f l ect i ve  re s o u rce s ,  U n d e r s t a n d i n g  Vi e n n a
i nv i t e s  re a d e r s  t o  m ove  b eyo n d  s u r f a ce  i m p re s s i o n s  a n d
e n co u nt e r  t h e  c i t y  t h ro u g h  s t o r y,  p l a ce ,  s y m b o l i s m ,  a n d
h u m a n  p re s e n ce .

T h i s  g u i d e  i s  o n e  d o o r way  i nt o  t h at  wo r l d .
 C a r r y  o n e  q u e s t i o n  w i t h  yo u .
 L et  V i e n n a  a n s we r  s l ow ly.
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