The last

dance

Vienna is a truly timeless city, where
the romance of the past is preserved
not only in bricks and mortar, but in the
spirit of its people and the immemorial
whirl of the waltz
WORDS: Nicci Perides
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Vienna State Opera
Home to many of Austria’s
cultural and musical traditions
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Timeless beauty
The Vienna State Opera dates
back to the mid-19th century

A

few decades ago when I was a
child, playground chatter was centred around pop stars like Bros,
New Kids on the Block or Kylie
Minogue. I would always feel a little left out when all I could offer were my insights
stemming from my mother’s old VHS collection.
I could sit for hours, mesmerised by the black and
white movies of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers.
My favourite was Swingtime; Ginger wore a dazzling white dress and the pair glided effortlessly
around the floor, synchronised in the Waltz of the
Flowers – just beautiful.
This scene has forever stayed with me, but to
a large part of the rest of the world, waltzing has
long been forgotten. In its place, kids now dance
to hip-hop, trance or something equally cool,
albeit unromantic. If truth be told, partner dancing seems to have become almost extinct in most
of the western world.
One place where the traditions of the dance
still reign is in Vienna. The city has a strong
popular music culture, but history hasn’t been
forgotten by the new generation.
Few other cities skip so effortlessly between
past and present, but it’s not only the waltz that
has been integrated into modern living, it’s the
architecture, too. Marvel one minute at ornate
buildings from the eighteenth century, and the
next look across to find new modern edifices like
the ultra-trendy Sofitel Stephansdom Vienna,
which is more like a delicately sculptured artwork
than a hotel. French architect Jean Nouvel
describes his hotel as a “careful play with light
and reflection and an experimentation between
interior and exterior.”
The hotel is a massive contradiction to the
architecturally beautiful city; it sits as a soldier
on the south side of the Danube Canal, guard-
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Vienna Opera Ball
The most important night of the
year for many of Vienna’s elite

ing – or welcoming – visitors into the suburbs.
The government, I hear, is deliberately trying to
discourse its long-held traditions to make way for
a new generation of Vienna.
“Fill this historical stage with young life,” was
the phrase I heard over and over again. Along the
same bank of the canal, a host of new modern

vasses. There are three types: all-black, all-white
and all-grey.
It’s an ‘art’ hotel and once you embrace the
concept, it creates a stark contrast from which to
compare and enjoy the rest of Vienna.
The Viennese appear to be very good at diversification. They seem to have an unfailing knack

“Here we are in 2011 and the traditions of the
sixteenth century are still burning among a new
generation of Viennese”
buildings have sprung up in recent times, mostly
built with transparent façades to reflect the older
inner city.
The blacks, greys and whites that greet you as
you walk into the lobby of Sofitel Stephansdom
are a sneak preview of the monochrome rooms.
Jean Nouvel has excelled himself at being brilliantly modern and left the rooms as blank can-

for embracing new ideas and concepts. They
certainly don’t have a fear of the unknown – or of
change. It’s so refreshing.
As I pondered my industrial all-grey room and
looked out at the panorama of Vienna before
me, I think I understood the perspective Nouvel
was coming from. From inside, the hotel doesn’t
want to pull focus; it wants the spotlight to be
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Sacher Torte
Vienna’s tastiest indulgence

“The Viennese appear
to be very good at
diversification. They
seem to have a knack
for embracing new
ideas and concepts.
They certainly don’t
have a fear of the
unknown – or change.
It’s so refreshing”

All that glitters
Swarovski’s new flagship store
houses its largest collection

on the beautiful city that is Vienna. The view is
incredible; the rooftops, cathedral spires, and the
glistening Danube Canal brought me back to my
first romantic notions of Vienna.
The city hops from era to era so quickly, you
could almost miss it if you blink. Walking around
the centre, there are subtle clues that hint at
which era each building belongs to. The oldest
buildings in the city, some of which date back to
the thirteenth century, are recognisable by the
beautiful open spaces of the exteriors, whereas
the newer buildings of the nineteenth century
often have ornate inscriptions decorating the
walls. Architects call this ‘horror vacui’, Latin for
‘fear of empty space’.
At the end of World War II, after a large portion
of the city’s outskirts had been bombed, the Austrian government rebuilt as much as possible with
the limited budget available. Now the streets are
dotted with these post-war new builds, serving as
a reminder of darker days.
The majority of Vienna’s architecture is in top
condition now, and it’s fascinating to be amidst
a mix of so many periods. I concentrate on the
older buildings of the city, all currently used for
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the good of tourism and the people of Vienna.
Firstly the Opera House, home to the Vienna
State Opera, which also hosts the most famous
ball in the world, the Vienna Opera Ball.
The Opera Ball is the official ball of the
republic, and ministers decide each year if it will
go ahead. Over 6,000 guests attend and although
it is an official ball, tickets are sold to the public,
and for EUR 230 (US$331) guests can dance
alongside film stars, government members and
the President for one magical evening.
The Viennese Waltz, the traditional dance of
the ball, is the oldest form of ballroom dance and
began in the last part of the eighteenth century
in court. To my delight, it is a tradition that is still
very much alive and loved today in Vienna.
To be a member of the opening ‘debutante
dance’, which is a mesmerising display of girls in
swirling white gowns and boys in top hats and
tails, you must be able to dance to perfection the
left-hand waltz, which, to anyone in the know,
is extremely difficult. But it is a great honour;
a right of passage into society living. Girls and
boys are groomed and primed for selection years
before they actually get their turn in the spotlight.

Young men and ladies all genuinely want to
be a part of this and I can think of no other city
where teenagers would rather practice the waltz
than hang out in the local nightspot. Vienna
really does prime its youth for sophistication and
high-society from an early age.
My imagination took me to the night of the
Ball, which happens every March, to see dancers
gliding effortlessly around the floor in the Opera
house’s main ballroom, beneath a wave of spectators watching in awe of the smooth synchronicity
the waltz sequence dictates.
Unfortunately I missed the ball by a few weeks,
so my dream of waltzing in Vienna was sadly
never fulfilled, but Elizabeth Gurtler, owner of
the nearby Hotel Sacher, who once sat on the
board of the Vienna Opera Ball, fuelled my fairytale vision further.
“It’s a very romantic evening, many young
people go to meet suitable marriage partners, or
boyfriends or girlfriends,” she explains. Another
chance missed, I think.
Across the street from the Opera House sits
another of Vienna’s age-old charms, Hotel Sacher
Wien. Owner and high-society lady Elizabeth
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Elizabeth Gurtler
Owner of the Sacher Hotel
and the Spanish Riding School

Gurtler really is a face-about-town and owns two
of the most important cultural institutions in
Vienna; the hotel and the Spanish Riding School,
which lives in the Imperial Palace.
The riding school’s building is an aesthetic
masterpiece and claims to be the finest riding
hall in the world. This is another example of how
young Viennese want to be involved in something that is traditional and almost militant, a job
that embodies life from decades gone by.
Riders are selected for their temperament and
on how they can be groomed to be world-class
Spanish School representatives. Each horseman
needs to be not only an excellent rider but, since
the traditions of the school are taught aurally
from one generation of riders to the next, they
have to possess the ability to teach others.
Training is ongoing but no young rider will get
his, or until recently her, turn on the stage until
at least 10 years of training have been completed
and both horse and rider are totally in sync with
each other.
Elizabeth Gurtler invites me to sit in the gallery. I accept immediately and stare wide-eyed
as each group of riders comes out to present
themselves. The young men sit with straight
backs on magnificent white Lipizzaner Stallions.
Both horse and rider have a gentlemanly manner
about them; a proud arrogance that only some
can carry off without seeming haughty. Here we
are in 2011 and the traditions of the sixteenth
century are still burning strong among a new
generation of Viennese.
A walk through the bustling central city takes
less than an hour, and the displays of high society
interwoven with mundane everyday life is a
sight to behold. These days, the former central
market is largely tourist-orientated, selling spices,
wienerschnitzel and knick-knacks, but there are
a few authentic cafés and stalls left where the old
Viennese come to reminisce.
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Retail therapy
Shoppers flock to the new
Swarovski flagship store in Vienna

Urbanek is a tiny wine stall in the heart of the
market and outside, men in loafers and neck
scarfs chat quietly. Umar is the place to go for
fish. Gegenbauer is a traditional vinegar vendor
and the shop has a magnificent display of old bottles with cork tops and vinegars of all colours and
flavours inside.
The market is full of stylish people watching
the world go by or busily getting on with their
lives. I did notice how everyone was dressed; not
necessarily in pearls and fur but rather a confident style that is perhaps expensive, perhaps not.
In the city centre sits the flagship store of
Swarovski. My guide suggests we pop in and
witness the unveiling of a collection of new light
installations, created by international designers John Miller and Gwenael Nicolas. The store
perfectly fuses everything that I see to be Vienna;
elegance, history and modern architecture.
“The installations play with the concepts of
light and movement, everyday objects interwoven
with glamour,” Gwenael Nicolas explains to the
crowd at the unveiling.

One particular installation struck me. To me
it was a pile of junk spray-painted gold. I couldn’t
see the correlation between that and Swarovski.
John Miller, the American artist who designed
the piece, offered his interpretation.
“In this you are reminded of an emotion that
galvanises, preserves and gives value to the most
mundane objects; just as an immediate personal
connection is established with a crystal by the
first cut,” he explains.
Swarovski Tourism CEO Andreas Braun adds,
“Crystal can be a fetish and allows for multiple
interpretations.” My interpretation took me back
to my perception of Vienna as a whole – everyday
life is celebrated and the simple pleasures that
make it special are rarely overlooked.
I guess this is modern Vienna, not a show-off
but quietly confident, waiting for you to explore
all that it has to offer at your leisure. It’s neither
harsh socialist nor New York liberal. It commands respect; it’s the strict teacher of whom you
are first afraid, but soon come to admire for the
knowledge they possess. This is Vienna, now.
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