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Introduction

Why Vienna?

To hold that a European capital on the banks of the Danube lit the spark for most of Western intellectual and cultural life in the twentieth century may sound like an absurdly extravagant claim – yet this is the flame that runs through my book.

While students, politicians and thinkers feel they must study the rise to power by America in the twentieth century as a proxy for understanding modern global history, I would contend that they should be reserving some of their energy for Vienna. Or at least the vibrant, radical, extraordinary iteration of the city that was eventually crushed by the rise of fascism in the 1930s.

Post-war Western history is often considered in terms of the ‘Americanisation’ of European politics and culture, as the principal victor of the Second World War exerted its freshly minted hard and soft powers. But this book argues for a new perspective on the currents of transatlantic influence; often, the Americans were merely recycling ideas that had originated in Europe back to Europeans, and the Viennese were the most striking contributors to this intellectual back and forth. This aspect of the creation of an ‘Atlantic community’ is only now being explored by writers and scholars. Certainly, the American Century, as declared by the journalist Henry Luce in 1941, was by no means the one-way street that is often depicted.1

In truth, no one who has looked closely can challenge the reality of Viennese influence across an astonishingly wide range of intellectual and cultural production, from nuclear fission to shopping malls, from psychoanalysis to the fitted kitchen. The argument, surely, is only one of degree. Other scholars have explored select elements of this phenomenon, but my book sets out to chronicle the city’s impact on the West across the full range of human endeavour for the first time. Furthermore, it is worth remembering that this story is about a city shaping the modern world, rather than a country, or an empire. And not even a large city at that: you can still traverse its main cultural quarter (the 1st District) in half an hour at a brisk pace.

Chronicling Vienna’s extraordinarily talented men and women also leads us straight to the roots of so many contemporary global issues. For as well as producing some of the era’s most enlightened and humane people and ideas, Vienna was unique in also producing some of the most pernicious and destructive pathologies in modern history: Nazism, organised anti-Semitism, and extreme ethno-nationalism. In the end, the city crumbled under the weight of its own contradictions, and I follow both tempers, the constructive and the destructive, in this book. These are the essential contradictions of our own era. To understand the trajectories of contemporary societies and politics, particularly in the West, we first have to understand how and where so many of them started – in Vienna.

The matrix of innovation

The text that first prompted the claims to Viennese exceptionalism in the realm of ideas was Fin-de-Siècle Vienna: Politics and Culture, by the Princeton historian Carl Schorske (first published in 1980). Schorske’s elegant and persuasive volume is the bedrock for those interested in Vienna and the history of ideas, inspiring writers, artists and scholars to comb over the subject in ever more detail.

My enquiry explores many of those questions that Schorske provoked, but never fully answered, about the sheer breadth of Vienna’s influence. As his title suggests, he dwelt entirely on the now very familiar fin de siècle, the glittering metropolis of Sigmund Freud, Alfred Adler, Gustav Mahler, Alfred Loos, Arthur Schnitzler, Robert Musil and Gustav Klimt, the setting for so many subsequent plays, memoirs and films (most recently Tom Stoppard’s Leopoldstadt). Like others before me, however, I have considerably widened the historical focus.2 I argue that any claims for Vienna’s primacy can only be made if this chapter in the city’s history is considered alongside the lesser known but transformative interwar period. These were the years of ‘Red Vienna’, when the city council embarked on a radically ambitious democratic experiment in human evolution – arguably the first of its kind.

By taking this synoptic view, as the historian Edward Timms argued, ‘the case for seeing the city as a matrix for innovation becomes much stronger . . . conflating the creative convulsions of the declining Habsburg Empire with the ideological dynamics of the interwar period’. At every level, Timms reminds us, ‘there was a dramatic radicalisation’ after the First World War.3 This is the real key to Vienna’s sway over Western culture and ideas, for better and for worse.

Moreover, I have attempted to cleave Vienna from the suffocating embrace of ‘German studies’. Too often, the ‘Austrian’ contribution to the history of ideas in the twentieth century is subsumed into histories and studies of ‘German-speaking’ diasporas and émigré communities. This sort of generic classification, however, does Vienna a gross disservice, as the city’s mental landscape was decisively different from that of Germany in several respects. Indeed, to a large degree Vienna defined itself against Germany’s intellectual and enlightenment history, and this is one reason why its citizens were so efficacious in the West. Particularly during the Cold War, for example, they were critically important in providing a new political lexicon that allowed the West eventually to triumph over the totalitarianism of both right and left.

Who is Viennese?

The scope of the book rests largely on how I have chosen to define ‘Viennese’. Some words of explanation are therefore needed. The city was, of course, in prosaic terms a spatial, geographical entity, enclosed within administrative boundaries that shifted over time. However, as I argue in Chapter 1, Vienna was also a cultural and intellectual creation in and of itself.

The most obvious point of difference with other great capital cities is that Vienna was composed largely of immigrants, often from the farthest ends of the Austro-Hungarian empire. They settled there to contribute to, and benefit from, the world’s most dynamic, and perhaps tolerant, intellectual community. This is how the Viennese of these pages always defined themselves, resisting all the other ethno-nationalist, religious or gender-specific labels forced upon them by others, however well-meaning. Austrian ‘culture’, by contrast, was an entirely different affair, as will become evident.

In today’s debased currency of ideas, these Viennese might be derided as ‘people from nowhere’. But they saw themselves passionately and unreservedly as ‘people from somewhere’ – that somewhere being Vienna. That is one reason why this Vienna, of Stefan Zweig’s The World of Yesterday, continues to exert such a hold on the imagination. Indeed, it should enthuse those who believe in a European culture stretching from Dublin to Kyiv, regardless of whether or not that culture has to be enshrined in the political institutions of the European Union. To be brought up, to be educated and to work in Vienna was to share in a particular, unique, open and cosmopolitan environment, even if it was anathema to some.

So for my purposes I include as Viennese in this book all those who were educated in the city and contributed to its intellectual achievements, even if they were not born there. For instance, I devote considerable attention to Charlotte Bühler and Ernst Mach, even though the former was born in Berlin and the latter spent a substantial amount of his career in Prague. Yet both clearly had a major impact on several generations of Viennese. Equally, my Viennese include many of Hungary’s so-called ‘Great Generation’, often born in Budapest, but as familiar with the capital of the empire as with their natal city. In this pre-passports era, thinkers, scientists and writers such as Karl Polanyi, John von Neumann and Abraham Wald shuttled contentedly between Budapest and Vienna, collaborating with the Viennese and sometimes making the Austrian capital their home.

Furthermore, I don’t feel any need to claim such figures exclusively for Vienna; such was the interconnectedness of central European culture at the time that several cities could often claim them, just as their own intellectual formations would often owe a good deal to multiple destinations. Vienna’s Hollywood film directors, such as Billy Wilder and Fritz Lang, owed as much to Weimar Berlin as to Vienna, for example, but I include them here as having been born and educated in Vienna; Lang fought devotedly for the Austro-Hungarian empire during the First World War.

Lastly, as I am dealing principally with Vienna’s influence on the world, I have restricted myself to those Viennese whose life and work resonated beyond the city. There are others who glowed brightly enough in the Vienna of their day – such as the satirist Karl Kraus – but who had little discernible impact elsewhere. This is not their story. As I hope the reader will agree, there were still quite enough Viennese whose lives did reverberate outside the Austrian capital city to form the subject of the present book.

The book is divided into three parts. The forging of Vienna as a city of ideas in its golden age up to the First World War is described in Part I. Part II considers the remarkable impact of Red Vienna, and its eventual destruction by Austria’s own brand of fascism, followed by the Nazis. Lastly, Part III reviews the influence of Vienna’s émigrés and exiles abroad, principally in the United States and Britain, but also in the wider world, towards the end of the twentieth century.


PART I

A Viennese Education: The Rational and the Anti-Rational


[image: ]

The masonry of liberalism: a view of Vienna’s Ringstrasse in 1884.


Chapter 1

Growing up Viennese: An Education in Liberalism

Alone and old, almost petrified in his remoteness, but still close to us and ubiquitous in the great and colourful Empire, lived and ruled the old Emperor Franz Joseph. It was possible that in the misty depths of our souls there slumbered those certainties called instincts, the certainty above all that with each passing day the old Emperor was dying, and with him the monarchy, not so much a fatherland as an empire, something greater, wider, more spacious and all-encompassing than just a fatherland.1

Thus, the journalist and novelist Joseph Roth recalled the fading of an era in his elegiac The Emperor’s Tomb. By the eve of the First World War, when Roth set his novel, very few could even remember life before Franz Joseph, the Habsburg monarch who ruled over 52 million people in the sprawling, multiethnic, plurilingual Austro-Hungarian empire, known officially as the Imperial and Royal Dual Monarchy. Born in 1830, emperor from 1848 until his death in 1916 at the age of eighty-six, Franz Joseph remains the sixth-longest-serving monarch in history.

By the time of Roth’s novel, for many the emperor was a relic of a bygone age. All mutton-chop whiskers and buttoned-up tunics, he had little time for the era’s extraordinary technical and scientific advances, many of which emanated from the empire itself. New-fangled devices were not for the austere and frugal emperor. The Schönbrunn Palace, his official residence, included 1,441 rooms but, it was alleged, no baths, as they were considered a needless luxury; Franz Joseph rose at 4 a.m. every morning to be doused in ice-cold water. The emperor always preferred letters to the telephone, and until his death the rambling Hofburg Palace in Vienna, housing the emperor’s private study, was lit by kerosene lamps. He slept on an iron camp bed. Shooting and deer stalking were his only apparent means of relaxation.

In short, at first glance the ageing emperor seemed an unlikely figure to preside over one of the most intense bloomings of European thought and culture since the Florentine Renaissance. This was the Vienna of its ‘golden age’, the period from the mid-nineteenth century to the start of the First World War, an era that overlapped almost precisely with the reign of Franz Joseph and with which he became closely identified. Yet this was not just a matter of chronological coincidence. Even young and dandyish types, such as Roth, acknowledged that, ironically, it was the supposedly remote and antiquated emperor who guaranteed their liberty to turn the world upside down. In this sense, even amidst rapid social and political change, the emperor’s relevance and importance seemed only to increase, rather than dwindle. Pieter Judson, a recent historian of the Austro-Hungarian empire, writes: ‘As ideas, both empire and dynasty came to symbolize a reassuring constancy in times of bewildering change; Emperor-King Francis Joseph enjoyed unprecedented popularity . . . [watching] over the progressive transformation of society, moderating social radicalism of the politicians where necessary.’2

This chapter charts the intellectual contours of this golden age, so closely intertwined with the new political doctrine of liberalism and the old Austro-Hungarian empire. In particular, we have to understand how the unique circumstances of Vienna produced so many outstanding men and women who were to have such a profound impact on the world, across just three or so generations. Growing up Viennese was an education in itself.

Bourgeois values

Franz Joseph’s long reign began in the most inauspicious of circumstances, in the wake of the European-wide insurrections of 1848. After giving a little ground to the revolutionaries, the new emperor reverted to a period of ‘neo-absolutist’ rule. But the rise of nationalist sentiment, particularly in Hungary, forced the monarchy to change tack, hastened on its way by military defeat in 1866 at the hands of Bismarck’s Prussia.

Absolutism gave way to a constitutional monarchy, guided firmly by a rising generation of liberal politicians. In 1867 the Dual Monarchy of Austro-Hungary was founded, to assuage Hungarian nationalists. Thereafter, a benign Franz Joseph ruled with relative equanimity for the following five decades or so, the heyday of political liberalism.

As in other European countries, capitalism and political reform were the cornerstones of Austria’s liberal era. The country’s traditional guild structures were swept away following the passage of the Trade Ordinance of 1859, liberalising the labour market and creating a (partly) free-market economy. Then in 1867 the emperor proclaimed the December Constitution, which included a bill of rights guaranteeing equality before the law for all of the empire’s ethnicities, as well as freedoms of expression, religion and assembly. This was one of the most progressive documents of its time; the bill of rights is still in force today.

Vienna, more than anywhere, was transformed by these changes. An important consequence of the uprisings of 1848 was that the monarchy granted every individual the right to move freely within the empire, encouraging a surge of migration from farms and villages as people looked for better-paid work (and new freedoms) in the rapidly expanding towns and cities. Vienna itself grew rapidly, from 431,000 people in 1857 (including the suburbs) to over 2 million by 1910, making it the fourth-largest city on the continent.

A newly confident and assertive bourgeoisie took an early opportunity to stamp their mark on the city by orchestrating Europe’s most ambitious and didactic programme of urban redevelopment. The old medieval city clustered around the Gothic cathedral of St Stephen had been dominated by the churches, aristocratic palais and imperial residences of the old order. In 1857, however, the massive fortifications that had encircled the city since the thirteenth century, which had successfully repelled successive Turkish sieges, were torn down to make way for a grand new boulevard, the Ringstrasse (see image p. 8). Over the course of the next two decades or so Vienna’s bourgeoisie erected not just a new city but a new civilisation, celebrating ‘in architecture’, as Carl Schorske writes, ‘the triumph of constitutional Recht over imperial Macht, a secular culture over religious faith. Not palaces, garrisons, and churches, but centres of constitutional government and higher culture dominated the Ring.’3

Historicism was the style of the day; each pillar of the liberal order was therefore assigned an appropriate architecture. Classical Greek, of course, was chosen for the monumental parliament building, advertising the empire’s new faith in (limited) democracy. The University of Vienna plundered the neo-Renaissance style, proclaiming the triumph of European culture. Neo-Gothic was selected for Vienna’s Rathaus (town hall), neo-baroque for the opera and theatre, and so on.

This was bourgeois triumphalism in stone and mortar, built largely by Czech navvies; they were also responsible for the massive, often heavily rusticated four- and five-storey apartment blocks in the streets running off the Ringstrasse. Equally, the Danube was tamed; a new riverbed was dug and a section of the Danube canal straightened. Following London in 1851 and Paris in 1855, Vienna staged its own International Exhibition, or World’s Fair, in 1873, to showcase the latest wonders of the empire. Hundreds of new buildings and a fairground were built in the old royal hunting grounds of the Prater. In 1897 a giant Ferris wheel, the largest in the world, was added to the Prater, in honour of the emperor’s golden jubilee. Designed as a symbol of the city’s modernity, built by English engineers, it remains one of Vienna’s most celebrated landmarks.

‘Ringstrasse’ was soon being used as shorthand to describe bourgeois liberalism in full flood. These edifices were designed to impress, to intimidate, and they did. One new arrival to Vienna, from the northern Austrian city of Linz, was virtually paralysed in awe. As Adolf Hitler recalled in his autobiography, ‘For hours I could stand in front of the Opera, for hours I could gaze at the Parliament: the whole Ring Boulevard seemed to me like an enchantment out of “The Thousand-and-one Nights”.’4 Despite the Führer’s ambivalence about the country of his birth, it seems clear that his obsession with building a grandiose new Berlin with his own chief architect, Albert Speer, was rooted in his fascination with the Ringstrasse.

Another overawed young boy was Fritz Lang, who lived in one of the new apartments within the Ringstrasse. ‘The director’s unique visual style,’ writes biographer Patrick McGilligan, ‘especially in his epic silent films, was nurtured by his boyhood experience of dwelling in the shadow of gargantuan statues and massive stairwells, steepled churches and huge public buildings.’ The young Lang had more incentive than most to reimagine the Ringstrasse so devotedly. His father, a successful building contractor, was responsible for building many of those same vertiginous stairwells, cavernous vestibules and outsized apartments that so impressed his son.5

Every European city of the age, however, had embarked on similarly grandiose building programmes. Equally, the other great imperial capitals – London, Paris and Berlin – suffered from comparable inequities and inequalities, of which more in the next chapter. Yet Vienna boasted several exceptional features, creating a unique social and political environment from which would emerge a distinctly Viennese intellectual and cultural tradition.

For a start, Vienna was probably the most multiethnic of the imperial capitals, humming with the vast variety of peoples from the imperial lands who gravitated there from the 1860s onwards. It was thus primarily a city of immigrants, often recently arrived. The census of 1910 recorded that only about half of Vienna’s residents had ‘legal domicile’ in the city, usually indicating where a person was born. The rest were domiciled in other parts of the empire, most frequently Lower and Upper Austria, Bohemia, Moravia, Hungary, Galicia, Silesia and the German empire.6 Although most of the men and women covered in this book were born in Vienna, it was often only their parents, or sometimes grandparents, who had emigrated from the ‘provinces’ or the ‘Crown Lands’ (such as Moravia and Bohemia). To a considerable degree, therefore, ‘Viennese’ came to be an identity in itself. People moved to Vienna to shed their past, to build new, cosmopolitan selves at the heart of an imperial system that was unusually accepting of people from all religious and ethnic backgrounds. Berlin and Paris, for instance, despite their imperial aspirations, remained relatively homogenous. The Viennese mélange of ethnicities was often commented upon and gave the city a particular tinge. One historian has called Vienna and Habsburg central Europe a ‘laboratory’ for the pluricultural experience; others continue to pore over the empire for clues as to how contemporary politicians might ‘cope with the challenges of modern cultural heterogeneity’.7

Size certainly played a role. Unlike the other imperial capitals, Vienna was big enough to absorb incomers, yet small enough for everyone to meet and mix, if they chose to, particularly within the confines of the Ringstrasse. It takes less than thirty minutes to cross the inner city at a brisk pace; this was a geographical space that could have been specifically designed to encourage the casual meetings, the meshing of peoples and professions that produced Vienna’s close-knit community of infinite varieties. The city’s twentieth-century architects might have pioneered international Modernism, but, above all, they esteemed the particular spatial qualities of their native city. Victor Gruen (born Grünbaum), inventor of the shopping mall, spent his professional life attempting to reproduce these aspects of Vienna in America, not entirely successfully. Unusually for a Viennese exile, in later life he bought an apartment in the centre so he could once again enjoy the city of his youth. As he rhapsodised:

From my residence there I can reach, within a few minutes’ walk, places of the most diversified character: the opera; the famous concert hall of the Musikverein; the Konzerthaus and two theatres; shops and stores of every type and description; elegant restaurants; both elegant and modest cafés; the central market for fruit, meat and vegetables (the so-called Naschmarkt) . . . and the art galleries at the Künstlerhaus and Sezession . . . The residents of the area represent a potpourri of all economic and cultural groups, from modest workmen to millionaires; but the mixture is so small-grained, because no single economic or national stratum overpowers another by sheer numbers.8

Of cafés, and football

The Viennese café was the quintessential meeting place of the city, a well-upholstered extension of the public sphere. As one historian of this era writes, the Viennese café ‘was an institution of a special kind . . . a sort of democratic club, for discussion, writing and playing cards’.9 There were about 600 of these coffee-houses in the imperial capital in 1900. Some Viennese conducted most of their work in cafés, often alternating between two or three favourites in a day. One businessman was said to have had his hours printed on his cards thus:10

From 2 to 4 o’clock – Café Landtmann

From 4 to 5 o’clock – Café Rebhuhn

From 5 to 6 o’clock – Café Herrenhof.

Each café attracted a particular coterie – of architects, economists or writers, as we shall see. But the fact that anyone could listen to them hold forth merely for the price of a Wiener Melange made the latest ideas and speculations, on any subject, accessible to a uniquely broad audience – the ‘democratic club’. Equally, any notion of intellectual hierarchy tended to deliquesce in the constant ebb and flow of café society.

Take football. Just like the composers and politicians, the city’s clubs adopted their own cafés as well; fans of Rapid Vienna congregated at the Café Holub, Austria Vienna fans at the Parsifal. Here, players, fans and managers mixed, but writers, philosophers, playwrights and mathematicians would weigh in as well, changing football forever. The football journalists mainly gathered with the theatre and opera critics at the Ring Café, the hub of Vienna’s intellectualising football culture, described as ‘a kind of revolutionary parliament of the friends and fanatics of football’.11 From being very much a muscular, working-class game imported in the late nineteenth century from Britain, when put through the wringer of the Viennese coffee-house, football emerged as a sophisticated battle of wits, deploying entirely new tactics that demanded a new breed of player.

Of these, Viennese footballers such as centre-forward Josef Uridil and the slight, creative genius Matthias Sindelar, nicknamed der Papierene (the Paper Man) for his ability to drift through defences, were lauded in the coffee-houses just as much as the architect Adolf Loos or the composer Arnold Schoenberg. As Jonathan Wilson, the best historian of the game, writes: ‘For the importance of tactics to be fully realised, the game had to be taken up by a social class that instinctively theorised and deconstructed, that was as comfortable planning in the abstract as it was with reacting on the field, and, crucially, that suffered none of the distrust of intellectualism that was to be found in Britain.’12 That team managers began to play with distinct ‘philosophies’, with no trace of irony, owes much to Vienna. It was an admiring theatre critic, Alfred Polgar, after all, who described Sindelar as having ‘brains in his legs’.

It was no coincidence, therefore, that the heyday of Austrian football – the interwar years – overlapped with the last, glorious flourish of Viennese coffee-house intellectualism. The irresistible clamour for Sindelar to be included in the national team, affectionately known as das Wunderteam, began over the roasted beans in the Ring Café. Managed by the famous Hugo Meisl, das Wunderteam subsequently beat Scotland (a 5–0 thrashing) in 1931, Germany 6–0 and then finally England in 1936. Meisl’s team reached the semi-finals of the World Cup. Other European teams, notably Italy, were watching closely. From this point on continental football rapidly left the rugged, long-ball game of its English homeland far behind.

The culture of Bildung

Austria Vienna football club, originally founded in 1910, was closely associated with the city’s Jewish bourgeoisie, and the club’s rapid upward trajectory closely mirrored that of the Jewish community as a whole. For of all those who, from 1867 to 1914, hastened to the city to recast themselves as Viennese citizens, Jews were amongst the most numerous, and certainly the most successful.

Thousands moved from the east of the empire to the inner suburbs of the city. The district of Leopoldstadt, dominated by the textile trade, was their favoured destination, separated from the inner city only by the Danube canal. The entirety of Leopoldstadt was much bigger than its Jewish quarter, and non-Jews outnumbered Jews. Nonetheless, by the 1920s the district still housed a third of the city’s Jewish population, and served as a shorthand for Jewish Vienna.13 From here, new arrivals could begin the complementary processes of economic, social and cultural assimilation that might one day afford them an apartment on the other side of the waterway. Jewish people were the principal beneficiaries of the Habsburg monarchy’s liberal reforms of the nineteenth century; they gained the right to reside in Vienna after the 1848 revolutions, and were granted full civil rights in 1867. In that year, the Vienna census registered 6,000 Jews, but this number grew to about 180,000 by 1936. This was about 10 per cent of the city’s population; among Europe’s capitals only Warsaw and Budapest had higher proportions.

This Jewish component of Vienna’s population has been exhaustively analysed, as has the degree to which Vienna’s culture and thought were specifically ‘Jewish’. As the historian Steven Beller shows, some disciplines and professions, such as psychoanalysis, philosophy and literature, were heavily dominated by Jews (the novelists Roth and Zweig, for example), others, such as economics or visual arts, much less so.14 There were wealthy Jews living in opulent palaces on the Ringstrasse, but many more lived in extreme poverty, crowded into Leopoldstadt.

In short, it is almost impossible to generalise about Vienna’s Jews, assimilated or not. A salient point, however, is that within the middle and upper-middle classes of Vienna, people of Jewish and non-Jewish background were intricately linked by a shared belief in Bildung, the German tradition, dating back to late eighteenth-century Weimar Classicism, of intellectual self-improvement, focusing on the personal growth of mind and spirit over the acquisition of wealth or worldly status (although many Viennese in these pages managed to combine all three). Weimar Classicism was most strongly associated with the poets Friedrich Schiller and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, revered by the Viennese as much as by their own compatriots.

Prussia and the northern German states had led the way in this respect during the first half of the nineteenth century. Austria, and particularly Vienna, were relatively slow starters, but from the 1840s the capital of the Habsburg empire began to outstrip its northern rivals in enthusiasm for the fresh intellectual values of Bildung. Subtle differences, however, emerged between the German and Viennese concepts of this, yielding, over time, significant differences in the formation of rival intellectual traditions.

In Germany, the term Bildungsbürger, an ‘educated citizen’, carried with it distinct overtones of class and innate intelligence. Bildung was often thought of as a process of self-realisation, of finding and expressing an individual genius, the product of breeding. The Viennese concept of Bildung, by contrast, came to be much more democratic. The Viennese believed that intellectuals were primarily formed through education and experience. The Viennese tradition of Bildung was therefore more accessible to those born outside the apparently rigid ethnic, class, religious and gender hierarchies of the mid-nineteenth century. This favoured Jews, for instance, and Protestants, as we shall see below, and later, women. One historian, David Luft, has written of Austrian Bildung as a ‘secular, emancipatory vision’, almost like a religion in itself.15

During the 1848 upheavals in Austria, which lasted from about February to July, the students at the University of Vienna were among the most forceful opponents of the old order, demanding an end to the clerical stranglehold on education and learning that had prevailed since medieval times. A strong commitment to the virtues of free and open enquiry, of Bildung, was therefore entwined with the new liberal era. One of the intellectual leaders of this generation of students, the art historian Rudolf Eitelberger, proclaimed in September 1848, as the dust settled on months of street violence: ‘The position adopted by the university in the March days belongs to one of the most dazzling epochs of Austrian history . . . old Austria fell, and the new era, with its hopes and wishes, its enthusiasms and passion, broke in all the more forcefully.’16

Despite the monarchist reaction against the revolutionary spirit of 1848, the intellectual apparatus of the state was gradually reformed, if only to draw the sting from the revolutionaries. The old medieval privileges of the universities were dismantled and they became state (that is, Crown) institutions. Chairs and departments were founded in new disciplines such as physiology, geography and physics.17 A commitment to the academic freedom necessary for Bildung was enshrined in the liberal constitution of December 1867. Article 17 of the bill of rights stipulated that ‘Knowledge and its Teaching is Free’. This started to unfetter learning and education from the Church, just as Article 14 guaranteed ‘complete freedom of conscience and creed’.

Further legislation in 1868 abolished the supervision of public primary and secondary schools by the Catholic Church. Among the other changes this spurred was a steep decline in the numbers of clergy involved in secondary education. In 1861, 62 per cent of teachers in the Gymnasien were in Catholic religious orders; by 1871 this was only 36 per cent.18 Intimately woven into Vienna’s particular belief-system of Bildung was a fervent commitment to education as a public good, and the liberal governments of the 1860s and 1870s set about one of the most rapid and impressive expansions of educational attainment in nineteenth-century Europe. A free, secular primary education was mandated for all boys and girls from the ages of 6 to 14. Textbooks were centralised at all levels, to give all children access to the same knowledge; these were often written by the leading minds of the empire, such as the physicist Ernst Mach. The number of Gymnasien, the famously academic secondary schools, and Realschulen, their more scientific and vocational equivalents, quadrupled from 101 in Austria in 1851 to 432 by 1910, far outstripping the rate of population growth.19 Indeed, after the 1880s governments were more concerned with trying to restrict secondary-school numbers ‘to deter lower-middle-class youth from aspiring to professional and bureaucratic careers that few could ever realise’.20

An important consequence of this huge increase in the number of well-educated teenagers was a commensurate increase in the numbers enrolling in higher education. Before the 1860s Austria had been a conspicuous laggard in this respect, but by the early twentieth century the situation had been reversed. By 1900, 1.06 per cent of all Austrians aged twenty to twenty-four years old were studying at university or an equivalent institution, compared with 1.02 per cent in Italy, 0.92 per cent in France, 0.89 per cent in Germany and just 0.79 per cent in Britain. Only Switzerland, an outlier, surpassed Austria, with 1.40 per cent.21

As we shall see, enrolment at a Gymnasium was in itself no guarantee of intellectual sophistication, let alone achievement. Nonetheless, it is clear that the seriousness with which the liberal reformers took their duty to improve access to education, and to inculcate the virtues of learning in as many people as possible, had a great deal to do with the extraordinary flowering of intellectual and cultural talent during Vienna’s golden age. Proportionally, of course, the numbers of the population as a whole benefiting from an élite education at the University of Vienna remained tiny – but still large enough to encourage many families to at least contemplate such an education for their sons and, later, daughters.

The idols of Bildung

For Viennese, the idols of the continental European enlightenment were German, and bore down on Viennese youth at every turn, both figuratively and literally. Consider this mis-en-scène from the childhood of the architect Richard Neutra, in his autobiography Life and Shape:

My elder brothers . . . were living in quarters which were highly respected by my unerudite parents. Their study bedroom was equipped with ‘the bookcase’, a globe standing on it, and more books on a board; on the opposite wall were small white plaster busts of Mozart and Beethoven, again, as well as bronze-plated busts of Goethe and Schiller . . . a ‘lexicon’ or world encyclopedia in many volumes was in the glass-doored bookcase. I was told it held everything there was to be known in the world.22

This particular quartet – Mozart, Beethoven, Goethe and Schiller – surpassed all others in esteem, except perhaps for the philosopher and mathematician Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. They were held to enshrine through their poetry, prose and music a universal order, secular, rational and liberal, that transcended petty nationalisms and religious obscurantism. Later, Richard Wagner and Friedrich Nietzsche would be allowed into the pantheon. It was a powerful, beguiling vision, and provided the central intellectual framework for the Viennese bourgeoisie and the Habsburg monarchy, passed down from generation to generation, gathering mass as it went. Even in the dog days of the liberal era, Gustav Klimt’s celebrated Beethoven Frieze provided yet another extravagant expression of this vision: a rich, sensual tribute to Richard Wagner’s interpretation of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony, the ‘Ode to Joy’, from a poem of 1785 by Schiller. Klimt’s pictorial climax, The Kiss, references Schiller’s line ‘This kiss to all the world’. The Beethoven Frieze was originally painted to complement an exhibition in 1902 of a statue of the master as a naked Olympian deity by the German sculptor Max Klinger. At a private view of the Klimt and Klinger Beethoven exhibition, Mahler conducted a specially arranged version of the chorus to ‘Ode to Joy’ for six trombones only. It was the Bildung of universal values incarnate.

Learning was particularly revered by the Jews, so they slipped easily into Vienna’s levelling culture of Bildung. Religious study had always been taken very seriously, and this intent was simply transferred to secular learning. ‘What mattered,’ writes Steven Beller, ‘was not so much a religious education, but any education, otherwise you really were a nobody.’23 It should also be added that an advanced education offered Jewish immigrants to Vienna the most reliable means of economic and social advancement. Medicine, in particular, could provide the newly qualified doctor with a good income in private practice at a relatively young age. Jews therefore gravitated towards the medical faculty of the University of Vienna in greater numbers than anywhere else.
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Klimt’s Beethoven Frieze in situ.

But the most assured means of assimilation through Bildung, for Jews and other minorities, was to enrol in the city’s Gymnasien and Realschulen. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the Jewish minority secured a significant overrepresentation at Vienna’s schools relative to their population (and the same was true throughout the empire). By 1910, Austrian Jews were enrolling in academic secondary schools at more than three times the rate of the Catholic majority, relative to their population. Already by 1875 Jews might have accounted for a small proportion of the city’s population but they made up almost a third of its Gymnasien students. Slavic and Protestant minorities were also over represented; the Protestant minority was drawn particularly to the Realschulen, displaying a strong interest in science and technical subjects.

It was the same story in Austria’s eight universities, only more so. By 1910, ‘Jewish representation relative to population among Austrian university students . . . was more than four and one-half times as great as that for all Catholics in Austria and two and one-third times that for all Protestants.’24 At the height of the olden age, between the 1870s and 1910, Jewish students accounted for up to one-fifth of Austria’s university enrolment, and the proportion was even higher in the faculties of the University of Vienna. This preponderance of ethnic and religious minorities in the empire’s schools and universities did not go unnoticed, and was already a source of considerable resentment among the Austrian Catholic majority by the turn of the century.

Some Jewish families converted to Protestantism, the religion of the German enlightenment, or aspired to shed any vestiges of religion altogether. The Gymnasien and the University of Vienna were, by the standards of the day, relatively cheap and thus socially mixed, which added to the appearance of social inclusivity. Austrian universities granted half or full exemptions on fees to up to one-third of all students.25 Even so, some ‘assimilated’ Jewish children noticed that they always tended to bunch with their own at school or university; there was an inescapable feeling that they were always different. Generally, however, within the educated middle class, Jews and Gentiles mixed fairly easily, even when they hailed from the farthest corners of the empire. The newspaper of choice for this middle class was the famous, rather solemn Neue Freie Presse, another shared reference point. It staggered on until just before the Second World War, only succumbing to fascism in January 1939.

So powerful was the hold that this German enlightenment culture exerted over Vienna’s assimilated Jews and other minorities that many remained blind to the fact that this same pantheon of poets, composers and writers could be claimed by others to represent something altogether quite different, namely a specifically German ethno-nationalism, as was increasingly the case from the late nineteenth century onwards.26 Vienna’s Jews acquired their knowledge of German culture through books, and, as has often been pointed out, it was thus almost impossible for them to believe, as proved to be the case, ‘that the Germany of real life was not that of Schiller’.27 To a degree, therefore, the Viennese came to see themselves as the real guardians of German high culture, even more so than ethnic Germans themselves.

Moreover, it would be wrong to think that it was only the assimilated Jews who struggled, and often failed, to comprehend how their German enlightenment had been usurped by ethno-nationalists. Take the economist Friedrich von Hayek, nominally a Roman Catholic but raised in the same secular, enlightenment tradition. In Britain at the beginning of the Second World War, eager to show fealty to his adopted country, he wrote to the newly established Ministry of Information with some suggestions for ‘Propaganda in Germany’. Plaintively, he proposed that the best way of combating the ‘political principles of the Hitler regime’ would be ‘to show that it is Great Britain and France which now stand for all the principles which were dear to the great German poets and thinkers whose names are still sacred in Germany . . . it is of the greatest importance that so far as possible, German sources should be quoted to explain the ideals for which Great Britain and France are fighting’.

One such source that Hayek singled out was Schiller’s renowned historical essay ‘The Legislation of Lycurgus and Solon’, in which the poet, dramatist and philosopher contrasted the free Athenian republic of Solon with Sparta’s authoritarian regime of Lycurgus. The idea of broadcasting Schiller into Nazi Germany must have mystified the authorities; the professor received a polite rejection letter. By 1939 it was rather too late for such nuances.28

The educations of a polymath

These enlightenment values, of Bildung, were drummed into the offspring of the Viennese bourgeoisie through a deceptively complex educational process – not so much a formal ‘system’ as an overlapping network of official, informal and domestic pedagogy. Overall, this was virtually unique to Vienna, and contributed in no small part to the city’s prodigious output of talent.

On the face of it, a Viennese bourgeois education seemed to be fairly straightforward, in common with the rest of the German-speaking world. Boys attended a Realschule, which focused on technical and scientific subjects, or a Gymnasium, followed by, for the more academic, three or four more years at the University of Vienna, founded in 1365, then the fourth-largest such institution in the world and one of the most prestigious in Europe. The artistically inclined could go to the Kunstgewerbeschule des k.k. Österreichischen Museums für Kunst und Industrie, or School of Applied Arts, founded in 1867. This progressive institution, far more open to women students, for instance, than the university, offered vocational courses in subjects such as architecture; graduates included the painters Gustav Klimt and Oskar Kokoschka, and the ceramicist Lucie Rie.

A Gymnasium education offered a largely classical curriculum: Greek, Latin, German language and literature, as well as history and geography, maths, physics and religion. Some could take French and English as well. The schooling was certainly rigorous, and demanding, with up to eight hours of Latin grammar, vocabulary and literature a week. It was also, by every account, designed to induce rigor mortis among the students.

‘Nothing but a constant surfeit of tedium’, bemoaned the writer Stefan Zweig, born in 1881, in his memoir The World of Yesterday. ‘School to us meant compulsion, dreary boredom, a place where you had to absorb knowledge of subjects that did not seem worth knowing, sliced into neat portions . . . We sat there in pairs, like convicts in their galley, on low wooden benches that made us bend our backs, and we sat there until our bones ached.’29

There was too much rote learning, and little fraternisation between the children and the Dickensian Gradgrinds in the senior common room. The management theorist Peter Drucker recalled that few teachers at his ‘famous classical Gymnasium’ were of ‘even low-level competence. Most bored their students most of the time, and themselves all of the time.’30 They demanded, pompously, to be addressed only as ‘professor’, a practice sanctioned by imperial decree.31 Unsurprisingly, there was a high drop-out rate; at one point only one-third of those who had started at a Gymnasium were finishing the whole eight years. Those who survived the ordeal then had to sit a notoriously arduous exam, the Matura (or, officially, Reifeprüfung). Science was almost entirely neglected, sport even more so. The Realschulen were slightly more pedagogically adventurous, but not by much.

Such a passive, infantilising experience could never have produced such a wealth of ferociously bright and inquisitive minds, and indeed it did not – most of that was done at home. For the real work of forging the city’s intellectual and cultural élite was taking place behind the elegant facades of the Ringstrasse’s apartments, particularly when it came to science. Bildung started, and sometimes finished, at home.

The city’s musical and literary salons were renowned, hosted by wealthy families such as the Wittgensteins. Less well known is the fact that Vienna’s spacious middle- and upper-class homes often accommodated as many amateur zoos, herbariums and laboratories as bedrooms and bathrooms. Karl Przibram, a physicist, recalled this environment from his own childhood:

The dominant spirit of my paternal home was that of the educated Jewish bourgeoisie of the liberal era, with its unconditional faith in progress and its open-mindedness for all achievements in art and science . . . My father himself, incidentally a gifted poet and full of deep social feeling, was very much interested in technical applications of the sciences. He took part in the invention of a galvanic battery, by means of which in the beginnings of the 1880s he illuminated our flat.32

Not to be outdone, the young Karl installed his own laboratory at home where he replicated some of the experiments on electricity carried out by the inventor Nikola Tesla, himself a one-time youthful tinkerer from another part of the Austrian empire. But it was the aspiring naturalists who really taxed their parents’ patience. Around 1900, a craze swept the German-speaking world for families to house increasingly large aquariums and terrariums, tended by children as young as five. The world’s first club for aquariums and terrariums had been founded in 1882 in Gotha, Germany, and by 1911 there were no fewer than 284 such associations. The first Austrian club, called Lotus, was set up in 1895 – others soon followed.

All the most famous Viennese biologists and zoologists started out by nurturing animals in their own homes. Karl von Fritsch and Konrad Lorenz (together with a third honouree) shared the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 1973; the former had a small zoological garden in his bedroom as a pre-schooler, whilst the pubescent Lorenz kept an extraordinary menagerie of animals in the garden (and rooms) of his parents’ summer house in the village of Altenburg, just outside Vienna. The mature Lorenz eagerly complied with a request to keep certain animals in the house in order to restock Vienna’s zoo after the Second World War, and consequently a large tiger prowled up and down in a cage in his study. Other inmates of the Lorenz family home included a baby hippopotamus, a parent of the hippo resident in Vienna’s zoo today.33

Or consider Paul Kammerer, an experimental biologist. Born in 1880, by his teenage years the boy who would become one of Vienna’s most celebrated scientists was already keeping more than 200 species in his parents’ apartment at Karlplatz, just off the Ringstrasse (there were no private gardens in inner-city Vienna). Young Paul started off innocently enough with the usual guinea pigs and squirrels. These were soon joined, however, by two large American alligators, tropical marsh turtles, Australian snake-necked turtles, salamanders, a variety of frogs (including two species imported from Singapore, the first of their kind brought to Europe), as well as a huge collection of stuffed animals, including a Nile crocodile and 3,400 types of insect. History does not relate exactly how big his apartment was, but we do have a very accurate inventory of Kammerer’s collection by virtue of his own accounting and various articles by awestruck journalists. They must have been dispatched to the Kammerer household by sceptical editors to verify this unlikely tale.34

Paul’s ability to look after all these animals probably owed much to his father. From an assimilated Jewish family, Karl Kammerer was a wealthy entrepreneur who had founded and half-owned the only Austrian business producing and selling optical instruments. He sold his products to observatories and other scientific institutions around the world, so may well have provided some expert help in building the glass tanks and cages that were needed to prevent the alligators from terrorising the neighbours. For the future course of biology, the major significance of Kammerer’s home zoo is that the precocious teenager started experimenting with his animals’ environments. He connected each animal house to a gas appliance to deliver heat, and also developed his own ventilation device to change their air regularly. By his own account, these were his ‘first shy attempts’ to change and regulate the environment of his wards, ‘in order to indirectly influence [their] living conditions, possibly the forms themselves’.

Even those young Viennese who did not mature into Nobel Prize-winning zoologists and physiologists were profoundly influenced by the all-consuming interest in science and experimentation. Hayek, for instance, was reared in an apartment overflowing with his father’s extensive botanical collection of live and dried plants, photos and prints, and a herbarium of up to 100,000 sheets. The elder Hayek was a district physician in the city’s health office by profession, but his real passion was botany; eventually he was to gain an unsalaried professorship to teach the subject at the university. He took an ice-bath every morning to tone up mind and body for the day ahead and regularly took his son to meetings of the Vienna Zoological and Botanical Society. Every other Thursday, Hayek senior would host an informal gathering of botanists and other scientists in the family apartment to discuss the latest developments in the field.35 Unsurprisingly, the young Friedrich, who developed an extensive insect and plant collection of his own, was tempted to become a botanist himself. He did not, of course, but being instilled with the methodology of scientific enquiry from such a young age certainly informed most of his subsequent thinking about economics.36 His two brothers would both become professors in the natural sciences (anatomy and botany).

To return to more formal educational paths, the pedagogy at Vienna’s famous university could be just as conservative as that of a Gymnasium. The university, however, redeemed itself on several counts. First, it offered an intoxicating breadth of intellectual enquiry. A prospective student took a general exam to enter, and was then allowed to roam pretty much at will before settling on a final subject in which to be examined for a degree. Students therefore had plenty of time to seek out the professors who interested and inspired them, a common experience for many in this book.

Like other German-speaking universities, that of Vienna had only four faculties: Medicine and Anatomy, Theology, Law and Philosophy (which after 1900 was the largest). Most other subjects were taught in one or other of these last two faculties, meaning that interdisciplinary boundaries were porous, if indeed they existed at all. Economics, for instance, was taught in the Law faculty, natural sciences in the Philosophy faculty. There were no arbitrary divisions between ‘science’ and ‘humanities’ – all was ‘philosophy’, in its purest sense, the study of fundamental questions. A student was encouraged to shape his or her own epistemology, and thus fortified, the university’s alumni would continue to do so for the rest of their lives.

Take Hayek again. As we have seen, he trained at home as a botanist to a quasi-professional level; he then graduated in law, received a doctorate in political science from the university, but by his own account spent most of his time there studying psychology, all before becoming a revered economist. As he remembered later, ‘The decisive point was simply that you were not expected to confine yourself to your own subject . . . Nominally I was studying law, but still it left me time . . . [to] shift from subject to subject, readily hearing lectures about art history or ancient Greek plays.’37

Such an education tended to produce extraordinary polymaths. Hayek was to write professionally on economics, psychology, political science, political theory and more. His range of expertise, however, was quite narrow compared with some of his Viennese contemporaries. Take Ludwig von Bertalanffy, born in 1901, later the founder of General Systems Theory (GST). Also equipped with a small laboratory and dissection table at home, he at first specialised in zoology and biology, his interests stirred by a neighbour at his mother’s estate in the Viennese suburbs – one Paul Kammerer. Very soon, however, he was ranging over almost all the natural and physical sciences, making useful contributions to physical chemistry, psychiatry and the diagnosis of cancer. Over the course of publishing more than 250 articles and papers during his life, he also wrote on mathematics, the philosophy of science (and history), as well as the origins of the mail service in Renaissance Italy.

Bertalanffy attempted to discern the common principles underlying such diverse fields of enquiry. Hence his development of GST, which rests on a belief that all complex systems share such principles, and that they can be modelled mathematically. Some historians have speculated that such integrative thinking was a hallmark of Viennese intellectuals because of the particular circumstance of the Austro-Hungarian empire. ‘Nowhere else in Europe,’ writes the historian William M. Johnston, ‘did such discordant values and standpoints collide daily as in the streets of Vienna, Prague and Budapest. The sheer irreconcilability of the forces in evidence prodded thinkers to synthesize in imagination what external events left divided . . . It was the Austrian Empire’s very inability to furnish a raison d’être that incited her intellectuals to ponder unity amid diversity.’38

An intellectual hinterland

As well as being required to embrace a vast diversity of subject matter, students also benefited from an unusually wide range of people from whom they could learn. Besides the relatively small number of salaried professors (Ordinarien) at the University of Vienna, with whom students had little contact, there were also Privatdozenten. These were individuals with a higher degree who were, for the most part, paid directly by the students to deliver classes at the university. They were not, however, on the permanent staff. Many of Vienna’s most celebrated names, such as Sigmund Freud (for a while) and the economist Ludwig von Mises (throughout his time in Vienna), were Privatdozenten, as was Bertalanffy.

Students were thus exposed to the most brilliant minds in the city while the occasional lecturers had an opportunity to burnish their reputations and gather followers – or not. Vienna’s most illustrious mathematician of the interwar years, Kurt Gödel, could not get a salaried position at the university, so was forced to give classes as a Privatdozent instead. It was not a happy experience. Gödel, a nervous personality who was to suffer from spells of mental instability later in life, spoke very fast, chalk in hand, facing the blackboard, leaving even his most enthusiastic students utterly lost. By the end of one semester, what had begun as a full lecture room was reduced to one student, a doggedly dedicated Polish logician. For his entire term’s work Gödel was paid enough money to buy just two beers.39

Gödel aside, this system of private tuition with the Privatdozenten had considerable benefits. It blurred the boundaries between formal bastions of knowledge – such as the university – and the wider, richer hinterland of knowledge production that lay beyond. Indeed, the Privatdozenten often led their own seminar, or Kreis (circle), that was usually more stimulating than any of the formal university lectures. Freud’s Wednesday Psychological Society, which started in 1902 (and which was to evolve into the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society), was a case in point, as was Mises’s Privatseminar, which started in 1920 and became the fulcrum of the ‘Austrian School’ of economics during the interwar years. For many of the participants, these private seminars were the formative intellectual experiences of their lives.

Many of these Privatdozenten would also hold forth at a particular café, usually at an appointed time and even at a certain table, as did anyone else of a certain intellectual standing: architects (including Loos), writers, journalists and would-be revolutionaries (among them the young Leon Trotsky). An evening at the cafés Central, Landtmann or Prückel could thus be quite as instructive as a day at the university or an afternoon at the Privatseminar. Zweig remembered sitting in his favourite coffee-house ‘for hours every day’, imbibing all the latest trends in art, philosophy and literature.40

Furthermore, later in the evenings there was the cabaret, another education all of itself, frequented by bohemians, paupers and prostitutes, a gathering place for the more outré elements of liberal Vienna. Poets, writers and artists, such as Kokoschka, presented their works in between skits and sketches satirising self-righteous politicians and clerics. Many Viennese, such as Lang and Gruen, devoted a lot of their youth to the cabaret; the latter was a member of Politisches Kabarett, a theatre group that toured venues performing socialist slapstick skewering the hated old aristocratic-clerical establishment. If that wasn’t enough, there was always the satirist and polemicist Karl Kraus, who from 1899 to 1936 turned out, almost single-handedly, 922 issues of his little magazine, Die Fackel (The Torch), in which he gleefully roasted all the leading businessmen, politicians, journalists and churchmen of the empire, sprinkling his scintillating prose with the aphorisms for which he was best known. His particular targets were the serious press, and the latest fads, for which Vienna provided easy pickings. Reading Kraus, almost forgotten today, was a tutoring in its own right.41

A truly Viennese education, therefore, was as much informal as formal, a rich tapestry of pedagogies and ‘teachers’ in the widest sense of the term.42 It was a culture where the coffee-house could afford as rigorous an education as the classroom, and the Privatseminar or family home could offer as stimulating an environment as any university course. Equally, this process of acquiring knowledge respected, and encouraged, an easy flow between the professional world and academia, and an equally fluid exchange between disciplines. A Viennese education was hardly systematic, but it was certainly comprehensive; the dead hand of specialisation had yet to intrude. Such an extraordinary intellectual upbringing was also, essentially, organic – flowing as it did from a multitude of initiatives: imperial, domestic and private.43
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Ernst Mach, an inspiration to scientists, philosophers and writers alike.

Mach one: Vienna, science and literary Modernism

Of all the disciplines, a great emphasis on science marked out the intellectual life of Vienna. This was a vital component of Viennese (particularly assimilated Jewish) middle-class society, and has often been overlooked. The Imperial Academy of Sciences had been founded in 1847, and the subsequent decade or so saw the creation of similar institutions, as well as overseas expeditions, across almost every field of scientific endeavour.44 Science, and particularly medicine and the natural sciences, were absolutely central to the city’s overall intellectual production.45 The presiding geniuses of this scientific culture, deferred to by one and all, were Ernst Mach and Ludwig Boltzmann, of whom the first was by far the more important.

Born in the city of Brno, now in the Czech Republic, in 1838, Mach’s contributions to physics were impressive enough. His work on shock waves, which he first photographed successfully in 1886, was groundbreaking. His name was consequently given to a measure of the speed of a body relative to the speed of sound, and much else besides; less well known are the Mach crater and asteroid. But it was for his advocacy of a modern, scientific worldview that he became a hero to scientists, philosophers and writers alike. For them, he was an archetype of the adventurous Viennese intellectual spirit.

After a professorial career at Prague’s Charles-Ferdinand University, Mach became the first physicist to be appointed to a chair of philosophy in Europe at the University of Vienna in 1895. From this provocative blend of disciplines, Mach founded the entirely new field of the philosophy of science. Albert Einstein, for one, who clashed frequently with Mach, still wrote of him: ‘I believe that even those who consider themselves opponents of Mach are hardly aware of how much of Mach’s way of thinking they imbibed, so to speak, with their mother’s milk.’

Mach was probably most responsible for carving out Vienna’s distinctive intellectual tradition in the German-speaking world.46 With a long flowing beard and sharp, deep-set eyes, from his perch at the university the ebullient, effervescent Mach waged war against the metaphysics of German idealism, then the dominant school of philosophy in northern Europe. Herein lay his importance for Vienna. Mach defined a great dividing line between a rigorously scientific approach that the Viennese developed across all disciplines, and what he dismissed as the often obscurantist and epigrammatic disposition of German idealism, which he regarded as ‘pseudo-science’, the most damning epithet in the Viennese lexicon.

Mach took aim at the entire canon of German philosophy – Arthur Schopenhauer and Nietzsche particularly – but reserved most of his scorn for Immanuel Kant, the high priest of German idealism. Kant had argued that objects could exist independently of observation – the famous concept of the ‘thing-in-itself’. Mach, on the other hand, regarded this as a useless abstraction. For him, as the contemporary Viennese mathematician Karl Sigmund has admirably summarised it, ‘All knowledge had to be grounded in experience, and all experience grounded in perception, hence in “sense-data”, which is to say, sensations.’ These would include temperatures, sounds, pressures, time and so forth. Mach’s philosophy of phenomenalism, as it was called, was ‘all-encompassing’.47 The economist Ludwig von Mises wrote in his memoirs of growing up in a Vienna that Mach and his acolytes had liberated from German idealism: ‘The air in Austria was free of the spectra of Hegelian dialectics. In Austria, one did not feel it was his national duty to “overcome” the ideas of Western Europe. In Austria . . . hedonism and utilitarianism were not precluded, but studied.’48 This was a defining feature of the Viennese tradition. Time and again, the Viennese ranged themselves against what the art historian Ernst Gombrich would later call the ‘metaphysical fog’ of idealism.

Mach exerted an extraordinary influence, and not just on professional scientists. He had a direct bearing, for instance, on many of Vienna’s younger novelists, poets and playwrights, and through them the creation of literary Modernism. Under his spell the guiding praxis of Vienna’s writers was to deploy the latest developments in science – more specifically, medicine, psychology and Freudian psychoanalysis – to provide a deeper, more multidimensional account of human motivation, in which the erotic (Mises’s ‘hedonism’) would now play a large role.

For some of these writers, the links to Mach were very immediate. Robert Musil, for instance, author of The Man Without Qualities, a long meditation on the fall of the Habsburgs, wrote his dissertation on Mach’s philosophy of science.49 His father was a professor of mechanical engineering, and the younger Musil studied the same subject before moving on to experimental psychology and philosophy at university, a distinctly Viennese mélange of the empirical and ‘humanities’.

Mach exercised an equally strong pull on the ‘Young Vienna’ group of writers, the main pioneers of Modernism in the city. Hermann Bahr, an essayist and the main spokesperson for the group, did most to popularise Mach’s scientific philosophy with the publication of The Unsalvageable Ego in 1903. Here, Bahr extended the arguments in Mach’s seminal The Analysis of Sensations (1886), where Mach had proposed that the ego was ‘not a definite, unalterable, sharply-bounded unity’, but rather a bundle of sense impressions of the world. That is, we cannot know the world, only our sense impressions of the world.50 Bahr connected the art of the French Impressionists, for instance, to the style that Modernist writers would attempt to create on the page.

Another member of ‘Young Vienna’ was the playwright and short-story writer Arthur Schnitzler, born in 1862, who at one point was trying to compose an opera with Mach.51 More than any other of Vienna’s writers, Schnitzler’s literature was applied science. His father was a renowned laryngologist, and the young Schnitzler consequently trained as a doctor; his brother was a surgeon, and his sister married a professor of laryngology. Schnitzler had already begun work at Vienna’s General Hospital before giving up medicine as soon as his father died, an act of oedipal rebellion. Nonetheless, his medical background permeates his oeuvre. One of his best plays, Professor Bernhardi, is set in a hospital and focuses on a confrontation between a doctor and a priest.52

The particular sciences that fascinated Schnitzler as a medical student were psychology and, later, psychoanalysis. He worked in the clinic of Theodor Meynert, Freud’s teacher, becoming an expert on hypnosis, even publishing a paper on the subject.53 From here he became interested in dreams, telepathy and, like Freud, the erotic as unconscious drivers of human behaviour. These pepper his writing, so much so that he was often branded a pornographer by his contemporaries, particularly for his notorious 1897 play La Ronde, since made into countless films and TV dramas.54 Freud, for his part, recognised a fellow-traveller in Schnitzler, hailing him as a ‘colleague’ in the investigation of the ‘underestimated and much-maligned erotic’.55 This aspect of Schnitzler’s work ensured a select but deliciously scandalised readership across Europe, even decades after his death in 1931.

Hugo von Hofmannsthal, a ‘Young Vienna’ poet, attended Mach’s lectures and referenced him in his own doctoral dissertation. More naturally, philosophers were drawn to Mach. William James, the American founder of the philosophy of Pragmatism, read Mach carefully and sought him out, eventually meeting the great man in Prague.56 As we will explore later, Mach was also the main inspiration for the ‘Vienna Circle’ of logicians.

So when the Ministry of Culture commissioned Klimt, then at the height of his fame, to design and execute three ceiling frescoes for the ceremonial hall of the University of Vienna in 1894, the authorities chose for ‘Philosophy’ the very Machian theme of ‘the triumph of light over darkness’. Perhaps they were expecting something akin to Raphael’s School of Athens in the Vatican, with a robed Mach holding forth centre-stage. Consequently, when Klimt instead produced a painting of coiled nude bodies apparently floating in a void, there was outrage among the professoriate. The image was considered shocking not so much for the nudity, but because it seemed to owe more to German metaphysicians than to Mach and Viennese rationalism. Klimt’s concept, it seemed, came out of that same metaphysical fog that so appalled the Machians, provoking a monumental row. The professor who led the charge against Klimt, one Friedrich Jodl, a progressive liberal of the best Viennese kind, objected to a ‘dark, obscure symbolism which could be comprehended by few’.57 Klimt’s painting for ‘Medicine’ was even more offensive in their view; ‘Jurisprudence’ still worse. In the end, after a long confrontation, the panels were never installed; they are believed to have been tragically destroyed by the retreating Germans in a fire in 1945. It was, above all, a victory for Vienna’s self-conception of itself as a home of science and rationalism. A disillusioned Klimt never accepted an official commission again.

Vienna also differed noticeably from the continent’s intellectual mainstream in one other important respect, namely the city’s attitude towards the hottest scientific topic of the day: Darwinism and evolution. After the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection in 1859, evolution was a pervasive intellectual concern of the late nineteenth century, akin to climate change today. Broadly speaking, increasingly dogmatic interpretations of Darwin swept through Europe, particularly Germany.58 Vienna, by contrast, emerged as a centre of Darwin-scepticism. This was significant because the Viennese school of evolutionary biology, as opposed to the ‘central dogma’ of Darwin’s inheritance theorem, was intimately linked to the aspiring middle-class concept of progress, Bildung and, ultimately, free will.

In particular, Viennese scientists challenged those who maintained that the Darwinian mechanisms of ‘natural selection’ and ‘survival of the fittest’ could fully explain all of the bewildering variety of the world’s flora and fauna. In 1901, the influential paediatrician Max Kassowitz convened a series of discussions at the University of Vienna entitled the ‘Crisis of Darwinism’. He and another influential Viennese professor of botany, Richard von Wettstein, acknowledged the broad principles of Darwinian evolution, but argued that other evolutionary mechanisms must exist, namely an adaptation over generations to the environment.

This idea had originally been proposed by the French biologist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck. By the late nineteenth century the ‘inheritance of acquired characteristics’ was known as neo-Lamarckism.59 Dogmatic Darwinists (but not necessarily Darwin himself) believed that life was essentially predetermined, whereas many Viennese biologists and thinkers were convinced that neo-Lamarckism gave them a scientific rationale for the exercise of free will and a progressive politics, that the poor, malnourished and ignorant could be physically transformed over generations with cleaner air, an improved diet, better sexual hygiene, and so on. This was the ‘bio-politics’ of Viennese progressivism, a faith shared by most of the middle class and championed by Red Vienna after the First World War. This transformative belief in scientifically grounded human progress characterised almost everything that the Viennese attempted in Austria and later in the West.

The sounds of music

As Richard Neutra’s account of his childhood quoted above suggests, an essential marker of the new aspiring middle class in Vienna was a deep knowledge of, and expertise in, music. Neutra’s own household was fairly typical; his two elder brothers played the violin to a high standard, whilst he learned the piano for five years. Neutra’s father, according to his son, had never been taught an instrument, having tuned his childhood ears on cowbells. Nonetheless, Neutra père sensed that Bildung demanded rather more effort. Richard recalled, ‘Both my parents seemed to take musical education as a natural requirement . . . Listening to Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert was second nature to me, and I knew where to find all their busts in the city.’ One of his brothers ‘mingled with Arnold Schoenberg and his pupils’.60

Few of the young Viennese went on to become professional musicians, however. The Neutra brothers, for instance, eventually became engineers, psychiatrists and architects. Yet the classical canon remained central to their lives, with evenings dominated by incessant visits to the opera and concert halls. The Vienna Court Opera was presided over by Gustav Mahler, another immigrant from the imperial provinces, in his case Iglau, a town on the border of Bohemia and Moravia. Sensationally appointed director of the Opera in 1897 at the age of just thirty-six (for which he had to convert from the Judaism of his birth to Catholicism), Mahler’s prestige confirmed Vienna as the centre of the musical universe. As well as elevating Vienna’s operatic repertoire, these were also the years when Mahler was developing a new musical language in his symphonies; the startlingly modern Fifth was composed in 1901–2. He only resigned his post a decade later, in part to take up a similar, but much better paid, position at the Metropolitan Opera in New York.

By then, however, he was also exhausted by the constant infighting and often puerile controversies that afflicted opera in Vienna, to say nothing of the rising tide of anti-Semitism (he died in 1911). For the Viennese preoccupation with ‘der Mahler’, and music more generally, was obsessive, even pathological. Neutra recalled a suitor of his sister, one Schvodransky, a ‘Russian nihilist’, who had heard Tristan und Isolde, standing up, score in hand, no fewer than seventy-four times at the Imperial Opera. Some highly cultured Viennese, maybe most, kept diaries, or ‘opera books’, where they would record their trips to the city’s many venues. These make for astonishing reading. One Anglicised Viennese, George Newman, a music publisher, examined his cousin Anne’s diary while writing his own memoir of Vienna, Finding Harmony. For the season of September 1910 to August 1911, the eighteen-year-old went to seventy-three performances, including twenty operas and nineteen concerts. The following season she picked up the pace, going out on ninety-three occasions – a rate of several times a week.61 Karl Menger, the economist and Wagnerian, remembered the ‘remarkable atmosphere’ at concerts and the ‘almost religious devotion’ to the yearly series of Beethoven quartets.62

The philosopher Karl Popper was another young Viennese reared on music, ‘a dominant theme in my life’, as he acknowledged in his own memoir, Unended Quest. His mother played the piano ‘beautifully’, as did her sisters, one of them professionally. Popper was unusually modest about his own musical accomplishments, but recounts that for about two years in the early 1920s he was thinking ‘quite seriously’ of playing professionally himself. All of his cousins were excellent musicians, and one boy played first violin in ‘an excellent quartet’.63 One young woman who performed music with the Poppers was an English resident of Vienna, Tess Simpson. Working in the city from 1928 to 1933, she happened to be an exceptional violinist. Playing chamber music in Vienna, she later recalled, was so taken for granted that it was ‘like cleaning your teeth’.64

Popper’s Unended Quest is, for the most part, a fairly dry resumé of the author’s philosophical accomplishments and confrontations, laced with a few catty put-downs. However, on the question of musical preferences, Popper is roused to a rare degree of passion. He loathed Wagner, but Bach, Schubert and Brahms were all acceptable, as well as the ‘twelve-tone’ composers Schoenberg and Alban Berg.

His great rival, Ludwig Wittgenstein, was a scion of another intensely musical family. The sumptuous Palais Wittgenstein in the Alleegasse was famed for its musical salons, held in a specifically designed room complete with a small organ. Two generations of Wittgensteins cultivated Vienna’s most renowned composers and performers, including Richard Strauss and Clara Schumann. The family’s relationship with Johannes Brahms was particularly close. Ludwig himself believed that music had stopped with Brahms, exhibiting none of Popper’s taste for the contemporary. He was an accomplished clarinettist and, more whimsically, a virtuoso whistler. His elder brother, Paul, was a renowned concert pianist. Music remained the most important topic of family conversation throughout their lives.

From his notebooks, it is clear that Wittgenstein (like Popper) mused on the connections between music and philosophy; for a man concerned primarily with the boundaries of human language and expression, in the broadest sense, it would be strange if he had not. Yet on this subject, as on so much else, he remains elusive and fragmentary. In the midst of writing the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus in February 1914, he recorded: ‘Musical themes are in a certain sense propositions. Knowledge of the nature of logic will for this reason lead to knowledge of the nature of music.’65 Yet nowhere in his published works does Wittgenstein refer to music, unlike Popper. Perhaps, though, this was not for want of trying, but of facility. In 1949, as he was working on the Philosophical Investigations, published posthumously, he confided mournfully to his friend Con Drury, ‘It is impossible for me to say in my book one word about all that music has meant in my life. How then can I hope to be understood?’66

If, as it seems, the Viennese’s profound knowledge and understanding of music at least helped them in their work, if only as an analogous reference point to philosophical enquiry, it also served as a firm bond between them in exile. Certainly, the fact that so many scientists, philosophers, mathematicians, painters and more were steeped in music gave them a shared hinterland and perspective. The Viennese were equally passionate about theatre. Zweig famously wrote of the last performance at the old Burgtheater in 1888, before it was demolished, that when the curtain came down for the final time the whole audience swarmed onto the stage to pry away ‘a relic of the boards upon which the beloved artists had trod’. These splinters would be preserved, like holy relics, in the living rooms on the Ringstrasse.

The Secession of art

As suggested by the Wittgenstein salon, patronage of the arts was an essential marker of the Viennese upper-middle class, and a vital expression of Bildung. Indeed, a musical salon was commonplace among Vienna’s middle classes more generally, hosted even by families who evinced no other discernible interest in music. More daringly, however, the Viennese haute-bourgeoisie was also keen to support and sponsor all that was new and avant-garde in the arts, and in the sciences as well. This allowed them to forge their own identity, as distinct from the conservative, tradition-obsessed court and the older Viennese aristocracy. Consequently, it was often the patronage of the newly rich, assimilated Jews that sustained and encouraged Viennese experimentation and innovation through to 1934. Through such patronage these Jewish families sought to build a more modern, integrated and multiethnic Viennese identity.

This new wealth was often the result of fortunes made in industries such as iron and steel. Karl Wittgenstein, Ludwig’s father, is an obvious example. He worked his way up from being a draughtsman in a rolling mill to preside over one of the most successful industrial conglomerates in Europe. By the time Karl gave up his day job in 1898, his family was one of the wealthiest on the continent, ‘the Austrian equivalent of Krupps, the Carnegies, or the Rothschilds’.67 Thus it was that in 1897 the ageing Karl Wittgenstein came to pay for most of the construction of the Secession Building, with its iconoclastic golden cupola perched on top of a plain white cuboid, designed by the young rebel Joseph Maria Olbrich. This was perhaps the formal starting-point of Viennese Modernism.

Wittgenstein and other such patrons were guided in their taste by a prominent Jewish art critic called Berta Zuckerkandl. Married to a professor of anatomy at the university, Zuckerkandl helped to cultivate that taste through her own celebrated salon, which featured most of Modernist Vienna, including Klimt and Mahler as well as Schnitzler, Hugo von Hofmannsthal and Zweig. Zuckerkandl very much believed that the Secession movement could be ‘a shared cultural platform for rapprochement between the city’s Jews and Gentiles’.68 Advised also by his eldest daughter Hermine, Karl Wittgenstein became probably the most influential backer of Secessionist artists, those who rebelled against the stultifying conservatism of the official ‘Society of Fine Artists’ to found their own movement. The fifty or so Secessionists included the architects Olbrich and Otto Wagner, the designers Josef Hoffmann and Koloman Moser, and their first president, Klimt. The latter also mentored the younger Egon Schiele, who would show his work at later Secessionist group shows. Klimt, in particular, was very close to the Wittgensteins; the painter liked to refer to the steel magnate as ‘the Minister of Fine Art’. When Karl Wittgenstein’s daughter Margarethe (‘Gretl’) married in 1905, the family naturally turned to Klimt to paint her portrait.69

The Habsburg monarchy’s ministers embraced Modernism as well, even if for their own political reasons.70 They hoped that art, and especially Modernism, would act as a unifying force, transcending ethnic and national differences in the empire as a whole. As the Minister of Culture, Ernest von Koerber, argued: ‘Although every development is rooted in national soil, yet works of art speak a common language, and, entering into noble competition, lead to mutual understanding and reciprocal respect.’71 Even the emperor, a confirmed philistine, gave his personal imprimatur to the Secession, attending its first exhibition.

Just as important as the Wittgensteins in the development of Viennese Modernism were the Waerndorfer family, textile magnates and also assimilated Jews. The young Fritz Waerndorfer was another backer of the Secessionists and played the crucial financial role in setting up the Wiener Werkstätte in 1903, an art and design workshop that would produce many of the most memorable examples of the Austrian Jugendstil – Viennese art deco, in glass, metal, ceramics and paper.72

Inspired by Victorian Britain’s Arts and Crafts movement, the Werkstätte was co-founded by the two Secessionist designers Hoffmann and Moser. Their goal was to apply the highest aesthetic standards to the implements of everyday life, thus restoring beauty to ordinary homes. Their aims were expressed in the ideal of Gesamtkunstwerk, or ‘total work of art’. The concept had been popularised by Richard Wagner to propose the unity of drama and music, exemplified by his Ring cycle.

The crowning moment of their work was a public exhibition in 1908, called simply Kunstschau (Art Exhibition). The pavilion was designed by Hoffmann, and Klimt gave the group’s statement of aims in his opening address: ‘The progress of culture consists only in the ever-increasing permeation of all of life by artistic purposes.’73 Like William Morris before them, Moser and Hoffmann wanted to reach as many people as possible with the new art. But the beautiful, intricate glassware, cutlery, postcards, books and textiles produced by the hundreds of dedicated Wiener Werkstätte (WW) craftsmen and women proved to be far too expensive for the vast majority of households; it only survived with the patronage of a few wealthy families.

Most of those were, again, assimilated Jews, including the Ephrussi, bankers originally from Odessa. But other patrons also stepped in. A Catholic banker, Otto Primavesi, and his wife Eugenia commissioned several important Klimt paintings as well as houses and interiors from Hoffmann. Their family hailed from Olmütz, now Olomouc in the Czech Republic. The mansions that many of these rich Viennese families built for themselves near the Ringstrasse were also important sources of work for the Modernist designers, although the finest achievement of the WW, the Stoclet Palace, was built for the railway magnate Adolphe Stoclet in Brussels. With its distinctive, richly decorated tower, the Stoclet Palace was indeed a total work of art. No expense was spared. Every detail was designed in the WW’s trademark style by Hoffmann and a mosaic frieze by Klimt adorned the dining room.

For the empire, to the end

This, then, was the culture of Bildung that united the Viennese middle class of this era. Vienna’s dynamic cultural and intellectual life was a space in which the assimilated Jewish families could meet on more or less equal terms with their peers, be they Catholic, Protestant or, more rarely, secular. Many of the Jewish community, in particular, fiercely resisted the ethnic, nationalist and political labels that others (among them, but not only, the Nazis) would always persist in attaching to them. The art historian Ernst Gombrich was vehement on this point, arguing that identifying his peers as Jews or Gentiles, Aryan or otherwise, was best left ‘to the Gestapo’.74 His close friend Popper famously rejected Jewish nationalism as much as German (or any other) nationalism, in favour of ‘uncompromising cosmopolitanism’. A colleague of Victor Gruen’s would always say of the architect, born in the city in 1903, ‘Victor was much more of a Viennese than a Jew or a Socialist.’75 Neutra recalled Vienna very emotionally, as ‘that cultural metropolis to which we belonged with our hearts’.76 Most of the Viennese middle classes considered themselves to be simply Viennese, understanding exactly what this self-identification meant.

Cultural Bildung acted as a strong centripetal force in the empire against the countervailing centrifugal currents of nationalism and ethnicity. But there were other such centripetal forces at work as well. A law passed in 1868 made young men in the empire liable for military service, although by no means everyone was called up in any given year. Those who were not, served in the reserves. This system gave the Austro-Hungarian reserves ‘a far greater social and religious diversity (and a much higher percentage of Jewish officers) than in neighbouring Germany or Russia, where the officer corps remained bastions of aristocratic social exclusivity’. The language of command was German (in its Austrian form), but elaborate care was taken to use and incorporate those languages that were most familiar to the men serving in any given unit or regiment. Every recruit thus had to familiarise himself with a common language, and some standard empire-wide customs and beliefs.77

Above all, it was the emperor who was the staunchest defender of the liberal constitution, especially when it came under strain from the new political forces of anti-Semitism and nationalism in the 1890s. Admirably, Franz Joseph, a devout Roman Catholic, made a point of visiting – and worshipping – at the temples and churches of all denominations within the empire, including synagogues. For several years he refused to allow the first explicitly anti-Semitic mayor, Karl Lueger, to take up his office in Vienna after winning election in 1895. He also personally helped to force the University of Vienna to admit women.

Thus, on the outbreak of the First World War the mood in Vienna was slightly different from other European capitals. As elsewhere, the hostilities provoked a surge of jingoism, but in Vienna this was tinged by a particular loyalty to the Habsburgs, especially amongst the Jewish middle classes. This was a chance to prove their loyalty, and to repay the emperor for his protection. As the monthly magazine of the Austrian-Israelite Union commented in August 1914: ‘In this hour of danger we regard ourselves as fully entitled citizens of this state . . . We want to thank the Kaiser for making us free, with our children’s blood and with our worldly goods, we want to prove to the state that we are its loyal citizens, as good as anyone . . . There must be no anti-semitic enticement after this war and all its horrors.’78 Indeed, it was partly because of their high regard for the emperor himself, and all that he represented, that however clever, cultivated, avant-garde, Jewish or Gentile anyone was in 1914 Vienna, the young men and women of the empire for the most part willingly rallied to the imperial cause on the outbreak of the First World War.79 Overall, the empire raised an astonishing 8 million soldiers to fight the Great War.

Contrary to Vienna’s fin-de-siècle reputation for decadence and ennui, therefore, these young recruits, almost without exception, made unusually dedicated, well-motivated and fearless soldiers. Many were honoured by the state for bravery. By contrast, many British liberals, and certainly socialists, opposed their country’s entry into the war. The young men and women of the progressive Bloomsbury Group, for instance, perhaps the nearest equivalent to Vienna’s liberal middle class, passionately objected to the conflict. They were certainly not inspired to fight for an idea.

All three Wittgenstein brothers distinguished themselves, including Ludwig. A grievous wound rarely dissuaded anyone from returning to the fray. Paul Wittgenstein, for example, lost his right arm fighting in the first months of the war. A concert pianist, he could have been forgiven for retiring from the fray, but Paul badgered the army until they allowed him back to the front lines. Fritz Lang, for his part, was repeatedly praised in official accounts for his courage under fire. As a reconnaissance officer, obliged to crawl close to enemy lines in order to bring back first-hand accounts of their deployments, Lang was often in mortal danger. He distinguished himself at the battle of Cholopieczy against the Russians in June 1916, his military file stating that: ‘It was mainly due to his exemplary reports that a strong enemy did not gain ground.’ During twelve hours of heavy fighting Lang was wounded slightly in the shoulder, but he suffered more substantial injuries a week later. This time he was hospitalised, but still volunteered to return to the front, where he was wounded and decorated yet again. By this stage of the war the Austrian army was running out of horses and so, family legend has it, the young lieutenant persuaded his father to buy him his own horse. Damage to an eye forced Lang to wear a monocle, or sometimes a patch, for the rest of his life. As things turned out, he turned this misfortune to his professional advantage: a monocled Lang – with polka-dot scarf accessory – was instantly recognisable in Hollywood.80

Such was liberal Vienna’s investment in the imperial cause – it was as if everyone sensed how quickly it could all crumble away. This process duly began in November 1916 with the death of Franz Joseph. His demise, amidst a third year of an unimaginably brutal war, was not by itself fatal to the cause, but was nonetheless deeply unnerving and demoralising, even though he was swiftly succeeded by his great nephew Karl. Lang later recalled clearly the moment of Franz Joseph’s passing in 1916: ‘With the death of the old Kaiser, a strange emptiness began in me and the other officers of the Austrian army. Of course, we swore an oath to his successor, but that strange love we didn’t really have for Kaiser Karl as we did for the old Herr. This love was unendurable.’81

Given their depth of feeling for Franz Joseph, many – perhaps most – Viennese remained nostalgic for the monarchy long after it had been swept away. That nostalgia only increased, of course, as Austria began its post-war descent into fascism. Thus, Franz Joseph became an unwitting symbol of better times, of The World of Yesterday, as Zweig entitled his own elegy, composed in the years before the novelist committed suicide, in exile in Brazil, in 1942.82 The economist Joseph Schumpeter was another royalist in mourning, never entirely comfortable in the post-war world and forever lauding Britain’s constitutional monarchy. Years later, he would tell a lecture audience: ‘I liked those times [before the war], but since there is no use in wishful thinking, I realize that that world is dead and buried and there is no way back to it.’83

The author of The Radetzky March, Joseph Roth, descended into a parlous state of alcoholic despondency; he, more than most, anticipated what dark forces the end of the Habsburgs might unleash. He wrote to a friend, Otto Forst de Battaglia, in October 1932, a year before leaving Nazi Germany for permanent exile in Paris: ‘The most powerful experience of my life was the war and the end of my fatherland, the only one I ever had: the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary. To this date I am a patriotic Austrian and love what is left of my homeland as a sort of relic.’84 Roth died of drink and despair in Paris in 1939. He was only forty-four.
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Reinventing politics: Karl Lueger, a role model for Hitler.


Chapter 2

Black Vienna and the Birth of Populist Politics

There was another education available during Vienna’s golden age, however, which was to prove just as significant – and much more devastating – as anything offered by Mach and the city’s pluralistic liberalism. For at the same time, in direct opposition to that tradition, there developed a political disposition that we would now identify as ‘populism’. This divisive, discriminatory and anti-democratic ideology found its modern voice in Vienna, expressed by demagogues, rabble-rousers and elected politicians. Long before it was fashionable to do so, Schorske wrote of these Austrians that they pioneered ‘a post-rational politics’, with ‘a mode of political behaviour at once more abrasive, more creative, and more satisfying to the life of feeling than the deliberative style of the liberals’.1

This was the milieu in which Hitler matured before the First World War; he lived in Vienna from 1907 to 1913, when he left for Munich, enlisting in the German army in 1914. By that time, most of the ideas and prejudices that shaped him were already fully formed in his mind, either developed in his hometown of Linz or the product of intense reading, bitter disappointment and emotional turmoil during his years as a dismal drop-out in pre-war Vienna. Germany’s defeat in 1918 and subsequent humiliation at the negotiating table only nourished what he had picked up in Vienna. Hitler’s Austrian precursors were political disruptors, dedicated to tearing down the apparently solid edifice of Viennese liberalism – but they also proved to be all too creative in building a well-crafted, multidimensional worldview, drawing on many of the same new intellectual disciplines as the liberals did. This gave them a ready-made action plan – legislative as much as coercive – for when they seized power in Germany, and Austria after 1938.

Hogarthian Vienna: life beyond the Ringstrasse

That the wealthy scions of liberal Vienna of the last chapter and the illiberals of this one barely ever encountered each other was due, in part, to the geography of Vienna. People might have mingled freely in the centre, yet beyond the splendours of the Ringstrasse and its sumptuous apartments were the slums, lodging houses and tenements that housed most of the city’s growing population. This was the physical environment in which a new politics could flourish, where late nineteenth-century liberalism seemed to offer few benefits.

Living conditions here were wretched, famously chronicled by the economist Eugen von Philippovich. He described families squeezed into one-bedroom apartments that had neither running water nor light (natural or artificial); their miserable occupants had to use outdoor toilets that served as many as 120 people. Often, interior squalor was hidden from the street by deceptively grand facades replete with the same ornaments and motifs that might grace a middle-class apartment. One contemporary Viennese diarist noted:

the complete contrast here between the shabby interiors of the needy inhabitants and the exterior of their dwellings. The stranger is surprised by how . . . individuals and groups looking like a Hogarth caricature peer from the windows, and that surprise grows to astonishment when he observes how balconies supported by artfully executed caryatids are adorned with shabby laundry put out to dry.2

The living conditions of Vienna’s poor therefore afforded little relief from working the seven-day, seventy-hour weeks that were still common into the 1880s.3 It was not unusual for factories to employ children, and only after 1883 were employers mandated to give everyone twenty-four hours of rest on a Sunday. Women, meanwhile, received considerably less pay than men for the same work: many were forced into prostitution to make ends meet.

The outer city walls were only demolished in 1894, finally allowing some integration of the outer working-class suburbs into the city as a whole. Nonetheless, the festering resentments of Vienna’s poor and marginalised remained, and could occasionally turn violent. There was widespread rioting provoked by hunger and inflation in the working-class district of Ottakring in September 1911. School buildings and streetcars were set on fire, barricades went up, ‘the troops fired on the people, and behind the frenzied crowd the lumpenproletariat plundered shops’.4 The anarchy briefly spilled over into the central quarter before being contained by soldiers with fixed bayonets.

These were the immediate circumstances of anger, bitterness and discontent that a new breed of politician could identify and exploit – a side of the city that has been called Black Vienna (as black was generally the colour of fascism). The emotional spasms that coalesced into a coherent ideology of fascism in the late nineteenth century might have come out of more ancient prejudices deeply rooted in European history, but they were certainly intensified by opposition to the bourgeois hegemony of liberal Vienna.

One strand of this opposition was ‘pan-Germanism’. The creation of the German empire in 1871 after Bismarck’s victory in the Franco-Prussian war, incorporating all the southern German states adjoining Austria, gave an enormous fillip to the cause of pan-Germanism. Bismarck had specifically excluded Austria from the original confederation of German states in 1866 after the Austro-Prussian war. But from 1871 onwards the creation of a unified and geographically-bounded German identity to the north of Austria persuaded many ethnically German Austrians that they had an equal claim on the glories of what was now continental Europe’s strongest power. Thus, just as the Austro-Hungarian empire enjoyed a last bloom of multilingual, multiethnic politics, so those countervailing forces gathered strength, redefining ‘German’ not as a universal enlightenment culture but as a specifically nationalist and Aryan identity, reified magnificently – so they claimed – in the operas of Richard Wagner.

In Austria, this insidious new spirit was embodied by Georg von Schönerer, the founder of a novel brand of aggressively divisive politics. Born into an impeccably bourgeois family in Vienna in 1842, from his early twenties he was convinced that the Austrian exclusion from the German empire was but a temporary aberration, and that an Anschluss (meaning in English a connection, or joining) of Austria’s German part was inevitable. Bullish in body as well as spirit, as a parliamentarian Schönerer became the leader of Austria’s pan-Germans, usually quoting Bismarck at his rallies: ‘That which is German, will sooner or later return to Germany.’ He always reassured his devoted audiences that ‘the Germanic way of viewing the world and life shall once again blaze the trail’.5

From the 1880s onwards Schönerer’s admirers founded a plethora of pan-German associations and organisations, and ensured that German-language schools were available in mixed-language areas. Hence German nationalist rhetoric acquired an institutional structure. Schönerer also turned his campaign for the ‘German people’ into a battle against Jews and Slavs – the Other. ‘We German nationals view anti-Semitism as a keystone of the national idea,’ he announced, ‘as a main support of a true folkish mentality.’ One of his slogans was ‘Through Purity to Unity’. In short, to be German, you could no longer be Jewish.

Equally, social democracy was identified as a specifically Jewish politics, and capitalism as a Jewish conspiracy. Schönerer mounted a campaign in parliament against the financial power of Baron Rothschild. He roused those artisans and small shopkeepers who had lost out to the economies of scale achieved by capitalism, directing their anger at Jews. In 1882, he poisonously told the Austrian Reform Union that he was declaring war on the ‘sucking vampire . . . that knocks . . . at the narrow-windowed house of the German farmer and craftsman’.6

Even his opponents had to acknowledge that the perpetually furious and emotionally unbalanced Schönerer was nevertheless a powerful, charismatic speaker. ‘Physically [he] is short and stocky, and his fat, red beer face with its fat eyes does not leave a pleasant impression,’ recorded one. ‘Yet when the man speaks, he looks different. Then those otherwise weary eyes begin to glow, his hands start moving, and his features become very lively, while his words reverberate from his lips throughout the room.’7

Many young Austrians were heavily influenced by Schönerer, including Hitler. The jobbing artist probably never met his first idol, but that did not stop him referring incessantly to Schönerer and his abhorrent ideas for the rest of his life. Having moved to Vienna, Hitler failed (twice) to enrol in the Academy of Fine Arts, thereafter scrimping a living as a postcard painter. Living in hostels, an embittered, destitute itinerant in Vienna’s 6th District, Hitler absorbed the shrill, xenophobic and racist literature that was circulating in the city at the time, much of it inspired by Schönerer. One particularly chilling text, published in 1900 by an anti-Semitic priest called Joseph Scheicher, looked forward to an Austria in 1920 that had been ‘cleaned’ of its Jews by the country’s new ruler, one Karl Lueger, of whom more below (see image p. 52). Thousands of Jews, Scheicher fantasised, had been hanged and the rest driven out. Scheicher’s ‘dream’, as he called it, was later parodied by the writer Hugo Bettauer as The City Without Jews; Bettauer imagined a dystopian city unable to function, instead of Scheicher’s grim utopia.8

Ugly Karl

Schönerer is mentioned several times in Mein Kampf, and in many ways ‘the demagogue of Rosenau’, who referred to himself as ‘Führer’, was Hitler’s first and most influential role model. But Hitler reserved his most effusive praise for Karl Lueger, Austria’s (and one of Europe’s) most notorious turn-of-the-century politicians. He was mayor of Vienna from 1897 until his death in 1910, and a founder and leader of the Christian Social Party. Lueger was the first recognisably ‘populist’ political leader of the modern era, mobilising new constituencies of voters to forge a fresh political project. In particular, the ‘Lord God of Vienna’, as his supporters liked to call him, was probably the first open anti-Semite to be elected to an official position in Europe, just as the Christian Social Party was the first to elevate anti-Semitism into a doctrine of government.

Hitler first heard Lueger speak in 1908. After admiring Schönerer so much, Hitler was ready to be disappointed. Instead, he was transfixed: ‘I felt compelled to admire him; he had absolutely outstanding talents as an orator.’9 One witness described Lueger as he worked an audience:

The roar of applause releases off his talents . . . in the quickfire attack that befits his temperament, he overruns reason and proof, stamps great meanings into the ground, and then holds up trivialities with a single word so rapidly that they appear the pinnacle of truth. He is happy to adopt the insults of the street, voice the stupid phrases of old superstitions, and use clerical gestures that have long been abandoned in the pulpit – but all this only makes him more effective . . . his power over the Viennese people is that they all speak through his mouth.10
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