
former Flakturm (anti-aircraft tower) that is now 
home to the aquarium, the Haus des Meeres. If 
blood and gore excite you more than looking at 
old rooftops, we recommend spending a nice af-
ternoon at the Foltermuseum (Museum of Tor-
ture), which served as a bunker during World 
War II.

Walking up Gumpendorferstraße you will 
cross through the Esterhazypark, the district´s 
“green lung”. While parks proliferate in the Old 
City, green space is rare in this area, making this 
oasis very popular. In summer, you can enjoy a 
cool drink bought from the near Kiosk Kaunitz-
gasse, one of a few grocery stores in Vienna that 
stays open until 11pm every day. 

In icy February, though, you may prefer to 
turn into Otto Bauer Gasse to warm up at Café 
Jelinek, which might just be the finest place in 
whole Vienna to curl up on a cold and dark win-
ter day. A fire burns cheerily on the hearth as 
the espresso machine pours out cup after cup of 
perfect coffee, while the waiter patiently takes 
orders with the typical Viennese charm, hidden 
behind the grumpiness of another Sunday shift.

Despite its age, the café draws in a young 
crowd, which appreciates the large selection of 
newspapers and magazines and the pleasingly 
worn furniture, that has patiently listened to 
years of conversation about philosophy, the pre-
vious day´s football results or the general indis-
position of the Viennese.

Culinary cosmopolitanism
Those who can afford to live in Gumpendorf 

don’t mind spending the extra euro at a nice res-
taurant – and choices are vast in this area. 

Finkh you already know (see “Finkh: A Cu-
linary Workshop”, by Christopher Anderson, 
TVR Nov. 2011), but a reminder never hurts, so 
don´t forget about stopping by one of the hip-
pest places in the area. And don´t be disturbed 
by the crane on the ceiling – the restaurant used 
to be a factory before it switched from auto me-
chanics to selling Schnitzel. 

Right across the street, the Hafenjunge has 
laid anchor, offering beer and culinary special-
ties from Hamburg. The owner turns out to be 

Stones of Vienna

A view of oh-so-hip Gumpendorferstraße from the Esterhazypark Flakturm �Photo: Hans Hochstöger

Taking on Gumpendorf –  
Papa Haydn’s Grätzl 

(Viennese dialect) a neighbourhood in Vienna contained  
by subjective boundaries and a coherent identity 

by Duncan J. D. Smith
Austrian cinema is best known internation-

ally for the directors, rather, than the films, it has 
fostered. Men like Alexander Korda, Michael 
Curtiz, Fritz Lang, and Billy Wilder all hailed 
from the Austro-Hungarian Empire – but poli-
tics meant they found fame elsewhere. Despite 
this, and a decidedly checkered history, Vienna’s 
historic Rosenhügel film studios are still in the 
business of making movies.

Early Stages
Austria’s first major film production compa-

ny, Wiener Kunstfilm, was founded in 1910 by 
photographer Anton Kolm, his wife Luise, and 
cameraman Jacob Fleck. At the time the Austro-
Hungarian cinema market was dominated by 
the French, and so the fledgling company cur-
ried favour with local media and cinema owners 
and quickly became a pioneer in almost every 
field of silent film in Austria.

Run like a family business, Wiener Kunst-
film is credited not only with producing the first 
Austrian film drama but also the country’s first 
weekly newsreel, unaware that it was chronicling 
the last glittering years of the Austro-Hungarian 
monarchy. 

But it wasn’t to last long, and although the 
company’s former French rivals were expelled 
during the Great War, Wiener Kunstfilm was 
forced into liquidation by wealthy rival Count 
Sascha Kolowrat-Krakowsky and his epony-
mous Sascha-Film.

Samson and Delila
Whilst Sascha-Film was based in Sievering, 

the studio of Wiener Kunstfilm was located in 
Mauer, then a village on the Rosenhügel just 
outside Vienna’s southern limits. Between 1919 
and 1923 Kolm reestablished his company there 

as Vita-Film, creating a studio lot of American 
proportions.

Before being forced out of business again, 
this time in 1924 by a flood of cheap but tech-
nically competent American pictures, Vita-Film 
produced a string of silent movies. Mostly they 
followed French models using French direc-
tors, but an exception was Austria’s first silent 
American-style epic, Samson and Delila. With 
extravagant sets and costumes it was directed by 
Alexander Korda, the role of Delila being played 
by his wife, María. Unfortunately for Kolm he 
didn’t live to see the film’s Viennese premiere on 
Christmas Day 1922.

The Final Reel?
Today, Rosenhügel Studios are entered at 

Speisinger Strasse 121 in the district of Liesing. 
Walking around what was once one of Europe’s 
largest and most modern studios is still a stirring 
experience, and stories and ghosts abound. A red 
marble tablet at the entrance memorialises Kolm 
as a pioneer of the Austrian film industry and his 
colossal 990 square metre Stage 1 still appears 

much as it did in his day. 
After standing empty for nine years, the stu-

dio was taken over in 1933 by Kolm’s old rival, 
Sascha-Film, who built the magnificent Sound 
Stage 6. Here over the next two decades, some 
of the most popular Viennese films were scored 
for full orchestra here, starring Willy Forst, Paul 
Hörbiger, Hans Moser, and Paula Wessely. The 
vast stage is still a marvelous space and today is 

used for rehearsals of the Theater an der Wien.
With the Anschluss in 1938, Rosenhügel 

was earmarked to become one of Nazi Germa-
ny’s biggest studios, and as Wien-Film it began 
turning out propaganda films such as Heimkehr 
(Homecoming). Austrian novelist Elfriede Jelinek 
called it the worst Nazi propaganda film ever 
made, and it’s ironic, or perhaps poetic justice, 
that her book Die Klavierspielerin (The Piano 
Teacher) was made into a film in the very same 
studios in 2001.

Rosenhügel Reloaded
Narrowly escaping destruction at the end of 

the war, Rosenhügel lay in Soviet-occupied Vi-
enna until 1955, and afterwards was returned 
to Austria. Despite several box office successes, 
including Romy Schneider’s turn as “Sissi”, the 
studio was bankrupted once more in 1965. A 
stint as a television studio for the Austrian Broad-
casting Corporation (ORF) followed, but it was 
soon under threat again, this time with plans 
for a shopping mall. Fortunately, a government-
backed private initiative saved the day, and in 
1996 after extensive refurbishment Rosenhügel 
was reinvented as Filmstadt Wien.

The studios today cover a 32,000 square me-
tre lot, offering half a dozen affordable serviced 
stages to film and television companies world-
wide. But Rosenhügel has always courted con-
troversy, and when its lease with ORF runs out 
in 2014 the studio may relocate to the recently 
opened Media Quarter Marx in Landstrasse. If 
the rumours are true then the curtain may fall 
once and for all on this chapter of silver screen 
Vienna. � ¸

Duncan J. D. Smith is the author of Only in 
Vienna (Christian Brandstätter Verlag)  
www.duncanjdsmith.com

Berlin, Paris and Hollywood dominated film in the early 20th 
century, but Vienna's Rosenhügel studios also played a role

How Silver Screen Vienna 
Forgot Where it all Began

by Andreas Rainer
The bells are ringing at the Ägidiuskirche, 

where Joseph Haydn´s body was laid to rest two 
hundred years ago.  The father of Viennese classi-
cism spent his final years in an apartment on to-
day’s Haydngasse, rooming with his parrot, who, 
as legend has it, called him “Papa Haydn”.  If he 
were still alive today, the famous composer would 
have to trade in his knee britches for skinny jeans 
to keep up with the hipness of today’s Grätzl: 
Guys wearing tight pants and girls with large 
horn-rimmed glasses populate these streets.

From aristocrat hangout to bobo hotspot
Mariahilfer Gürtel and Amerlingstraße are 

the approximate borders of the former munici-
pality of Gumpendorf, independent up until 
1798. The old village was destroyed twice dur-
ing the first and second Turkish Sieges of Vienna 
and repeatedly suffered from the flooding of the 
Wienfluss. In the 18th century, Gumpendorf 
became a popular summer retreat for aristo-

cratic families. Then, after years of changing 
ownership, it was finally purchased outright 
by the City of Vienna. With the  area´s popu-
lation growing rapidly due to industrialisation, 
Gumpendorf became one of the centres of Vien-
nese industry. 

Today, Gumpendorf is part of the Bobo 
mecca of Mariahilf: Those who are able to afford 
the rent enjoy the luxury of living within walk-
ing distance to Europe´s longest shopping street 
Mariahilferstraße and the equally popular Nas-
chmarkt, both of which we are going to ignore 
for this month´s Grätzl tour.  Gumpendorf has 
enough to offer all by itself.  

Strutting your stuff
Gumpendorf can easily be explored on foot, 

however, if you’re feeling lazy, take the 57A bus 
that cuts through the whole Grätzl. 

Start your tour at the eastern corner in Es-
terhazy Park, where you can enjoy a gorgeous 
view of Vienna´s skyline from the terrace of the 

Haus des Meeres: Fritz-Grünbaum-Platz 1 
www.haus-des-meeres.at

Foltermuseum: Esterhazypark (located at 
the park´s north entrance)

Kiosk Kaunitzgasse: Kaunitzgasse 1

Cafe Jelinek: Otto-Bauer-Gasse 5

Finkh: Esterhazygasse 12 
www.finkh.at

Hafenjunge: Esterhazygasse 11 
www.hafenjunge.com

Thai Isaan: Gumpendorferstraße 91

from the Waldviertel in Lower Austria – still, the 
food’s authentic and very good.

Enjoy a glass of Astra beer while browsing 
through various artsy items such as postcards, 
mugs, key chains or flasks - many of them creat-
ed by the owner, who also runs a design business 
on the side, while serving excellent coffee.

One cannot walk past Thai Isaan without 
being drawn in by the intense smell of curry, 
hot spices and fried rice emanating from the 
restaurant. The owners hit a gold mine by open-
ing the stylish self-service spot, which is so busy 
during lunch hour that one has to wonder if the 
whole of Gumpendorf stops by for takeout. If 
you come a little later in the day and get a table, 
you can enjoy watching the good-natured Thai 
owner explaining to his bewildered clients that 
they have to carry the ordered food and cutlery 
to their tables by themselves.

Still, with all it has to offer, Gumpendorf 
feels like a village. Artists, designers and students 
have all conquered this Grätzl in recent years 
and have turned it into one the most exciting 
neighbourhoods in Vienna. So put on your Ray 
Bans, order an Aperol Spritzer and enjoy hipster 
life!� ¸

A mural depicting the Rosenhügel Studios 
and some of its stars� Photo:  Duncan Smith

In from the cold on Otto Bauer Gasse, Café 
Jelinek soothes the soul � Photo: Hans Hochstöger
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