Vienna – a strong lesbian tradition

Lesbian and queer life in Vienna is flourishing thanks to its strong roots and the capital’s all-pervading atmosphere of Gemütlichkeit or welcoming coziness. Today Austria’s largest city has a vibrant lesbian scene, with a fantastic café and restaurant culture, and offers endless ways to find out more about its fascinating historic lesbian connections.
Lesbian history and stories
Vienna’s urban landscape sometimes shows, but more often hides, the capital’s lesbian history and stories. Whether it’s a museum or a gallery where lesbian references await discovery, the capital’s opera houses and concert halls which have always been a magnet for lesbian audiences and performers, or Vienna’s cafés and bars that have provided the setting for countless lesbian stories to be retold and written into the annals of history.
The house of Habsburg that ruled Austria for centuries had its own lesbian and gay passions, Sigmund Freud’s couch welcomed lesbian patients, and the large number of gay and lesbian actresses and singers to have graced Vienna’s stages have cast countless culture fans under their spell – and not just the lesbians in the audience.
The second woman’s movement of the 1970s led to the establishment of new spaces for females, some of which are still used by lesbians and other women in the city to this day. Examples include the Frauencafé (now known as the F*c_Frauencafé Wien), FrauenLesbenMädchenZentrum Wien with the FZ-Bar, and Stichwort, the archive of the women’s and lesbian movement and home of the editorial team behind feminist monthly newspaper an.schläge – now in its fourth decade – as well as feminist review paper WeiberDiwan, which carefully dissect the latest publications on the lesbian literature scene. The space previously occupied by feminist newspaper AUF, which ran from 1980 to 2011, has been home to feminist book store ChickLit and its huge lesbian range since 2012. Niche publisher Zaglossus Verlag has released academic publications and novels with a focus on alternative and queer lifestyles since its foundation back in 2009, including a new edition of the first comprehensive work on the history of lesbian woman in the German-speaking world, Frauen* und Freund_innen, by Hanna Hacker.
HOSI (Homosexual Initiative Vienna), founded by a group of gay men in 1979, has had a lesbian group since 1981. Back in 1982 a group of lesbian and gay Viennese occupied an apartment building on the Linke Wienzeile in the sixth district which they refurbished and affectionately named “the Villa”. Today it is a highly visible meeting point for the capital’s LGBTIQ community, hosting many events and support groups, and home to the Café Willendorf “bar-restaurant for queers and friends”, open in the evenings. Also based there, “Lila Tipp” has been set up as a drop-in center for lesbians and transgender people, and there’s an extensive library.
Among the countless stories surrounding the old Habsburg monarchy – in this instance documented in private correspondence – is the tale of the great love between Isabella of Parma, wife of Emperor Joseph II, and her sister-in-law Marie Christine. The nineteenth century saw the emergence of a female-led cult surrounding Empress Elisabeth, who is perhaps more commonly known as Sisi. The popular Sisi Museum in the Hofburg confirms that even after all these years she is still able to set queer pulses racing! Archduke Ludwig Viktor, known in the family as Luziwuzi, is also worthy of particular mention: numerous charming photos of Emperor Franz Joseph’s youngest brother decked out in women’s clothing have survived to this day.
Among the lesbians to have reclined on Professor Sigmund Freud’s famous couch (the original is in the Freud Museum in London) are his daughter Anna, who lived with her parents in Berggasse – where her partner Dorothy Burlingham also kept a flat – until the family was forced to flee the city in 1938. His patient also included a host of other homosexual women such as Margarete Csonka, whose case featured in Freud’s 1920 essay on the psychogenesis of female homosexuality. Shortly before she died, Csonka told her life story to lesbian activists Diana Voigt and Ines Rieder, who published it under Vienna’s Zaglossus imprint as “The Story of Sidonie C.”
Like other major European cities, 1920s Vienna was home to lesbian stars, who, under the threat of prosecution, were obliged to operate under the cloak of anonymity. The Vienna State Opera witnessed performances by singers such as Lotte Lehmann. Famous ballet dancers Tilly Tosch and Hedy Pfundmayr danced together here and could also be found at Vienna’s legendary Tabarin revue theater on Annagasse in the first district. The venue also played host to Berlin-based naked cabaret dancer Anita Berber, who went on to cause a furor with her performances at the Konzerthaus. Berber liked to go out to the Tabarin with her lovers, including the widely recognized Leonie von Puttkamer – the great love of Margarete Csonka – as well as to the bar of the Parkhotel Schönbrunn, which today hosts the city’s Rainbow Ball.
When the composer Alban Berg began work on his opera Lulu in the late 1920s, he presumably drew inspiration for the lesbian Countess Geschwitz from his sister Smaragda, herself a passionate musician, who freely professed to having relationships with women for years, which was rather unusual for the time.
In the late 1930s, Volksoper actress Dorothea Neff moved into an apartment opposite the Tabarin, in which she hid her Jewish girlfriend Lilly Wolff between 1942 and the end of the war. Unlike in the “Third Reich”, the ban on homosexuality in section 129 of the Civil Code of the national socialist “Ostmark” remained in force until the 1970s. It was not until its repeal that Dorothea Neff revealed her experiences during that time, and of the need to hide as the “greatest acting role” she ever played. The politician Rosa Jochmann, survivor of the infamous Ravensbrück women’s concentration camp and for many years chairwoman of the Socialist Women’s Movement, made as little publicly of her relationships with women as the first Austrian Minister for Women, Johanna Dohnal, who came to office in the 1990s. It was not until her withdrawal from politics and a change in the prevailing political climate that Dohnal finally felt able to publicly confirm her relationship with her partner.
Cultural and sporting highlights
Held at the end of January, the height of the Viennese ball season, the Rainbow Ball is a major annual highlight on the capital’s ball calendar. Each year an opening committee comprising same sex couples gets the ball officially underway. Following hot on their heels is a large-than-life performance by queer dance formation, Les Schuhschuh. Formal dancing is an important part of life for many lesbians – all year round Café Gugg hosts women’s dancing evenings on Fridays, immediately following a dancing course provided by women’s dancing club Resis.dance. In addition to providing the ideal stage for perfecting moves ahead of the ball season and generally having a good time, Gugg also hosts the dancers who organize the international same-sex Vienna Dance Contest, which takes place almost every year in September. 
Vienna has hosted its annual Rainbow Parade – along the Ringstrasse boulevard the opposite way to the usual direction of traffic – since 1996. From the beginning, this colorful spectacle has been a political statement that brings people closer together. For the past six years (with one exception), in the days before the parade a Pride Village has sprung up featuring a large number of associations, businesses and political parties who share their plans, ideas and products. Vienna’s trams help to get the whole city in the mood by sporting rainbow flags throughout June.
In 2001 Vienna hosted EuroPride for the first time, which included a fringe program designed to showcase the sheer diversity of the capital’s scene. EuroPride will return to the Austrian capital in 2019, with the theme “Visions of Pride” (June 1-16, 2019, www.europride2019.at, europride2019.vienna.info). 
The Rainbow Parade and Rainbow Ball have both been organized by HOSI Vienna for a number of years, whose social club Gugg has been a popular event venue for different groups from the outset. Anyone looking to conduct some research into lesbian history can do so at the QWIEN archive, or the Stichwort archive of the women’s and lesbian movement. Stichwort has an extensive library and organizes regular readings, film evenings and exhibitions. The capital’s universities also have long-standing research and study programs focusing on lesbian, woman-centric and queer biographies, texts and institutions. L’Homme, The European Journal of Feminist History, is based in the Austrian capital, as is the Frauennachlässe collection. And to support the fight against prejudice and marginalization, the Akademie der Vielfalt presents training and education courses “under the rainbow”.
Lesbian authors can be found at the regular readings hosted at ChickLit and in gay and lesbian bookstore Löwenherz, which stocks a wide selection of lesbian literature. Readings also take place at Fett + Zucker, a café near the popular Karmelitermarkt and the perfect place to sit down for a delicious slice of cake in a queer setting, while Marea Alta is another lesbian and queer meeting place and venue. Night-time is for partying – g.spot and Las Chicas organize regular club nights at different venues throughout the city. The PiNKED website and newsletter provides info on these events, and Wet Vienna also posts updates on events and parties “for girls looking for girls.” Queerfemz is a group that is oriented toward “LGBTIQPA+ women* aged between 21 and 30 who are interested in LGBTIQPA+ women*” – or who aren’t sure of their orientation, or who don’t want to define it at all.
Diversity within the scene itself is reflected in the establishment of MiGay, the platform for queer immigrants, and the Oriental Queer Organisation (ORQOA). Queer Base at the Türkis Rosa Lila Villa provides advice, accommodation and mutual support for LGBTIQ refugees, and received the Dr. Alexander Friedmann prize in 2017, which is awarded to persons and organizations that demonstrate special engagement with traumatized people – victims of persecution, refugees, members of minorities or migrants. Deaf lesbians, gays and transgender people have also set up a group, called queer as deaf. People with an interest in religion get together to discuss homosexuality and faith in the Ökumenische Arbeitsgruppe, while the Re’uth focuses on the Jewish faith. People whose identity is not reflected in the binary definitions of male and female have come together to form Gender Galaxie, while monthly screenings at the trans screenings x space feature alternative cinematic representations of trans persons and viewpoints that are marginalized in the mainstream. The Transition international queer minorities film festival takes place every November, to increase the visibility of the diversity of minorities within the LGBTIQ community. And queer film festival Identities adds more to the city’s rich cultural blend every two years, while keeping viewers informed of queer screenings in Vienna throughout the year. The festival was started over 20 years ago by Barbara Reumüller and has become an established presence on Vienna’s film festival scene. 
There is no shortage of active lesbian and queer fitness fans. Vienna’s first Pride Run took place on June 9, 2018 along the Prater Hauptallee, offering a chance to send a clear, active signal for the acceptance and visibility of LGBTIQ people over a distance of five kilometers.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The BALLerinas are a collective of women, lesbians and inter and trans people who have come together to play soccer, outside of any association structure – purely for fun and open to anyone interested. The Kraulquappen (a portmanteau of the words for front crawl and tadpoles), Austria’s only LGBTI swimming group, are co-organizers of Viva Vienna Valentine, a three-day sports (swimming and volleyball) and party event for members of the queer community and their friends that has been going since 2005. Lesbians and their friends have been playing volleyball together since 1990 – the original club now goes by the name of Vienna’s Queer Melange. Dykes on Bikes certainly know how to up the tempo, getting together for excursions during the summer and meeting regularly in winter – that is when they aren’t leading the Rainbow Parade when their revving engines are accompanied by STiXX, a diverse group of feminist and rhythm-devoted women with a huge number of drums who also can be seen at many other events. 
There are also various professional associations such as the LGBTI teachers group and, still going strong in its second decade, the Queer Business Women network which works tirelessly to raise the profile of lesbians in the world of work. Female lifestyles are the exclusive interest at Liebenswert, Austria’s first erotic store for women and all who love them; the store also hosts events.
Traditions from the distant past have now been joined by a whole host of modern traditions, and it is this blend that makes life in Vienna so livable for its lesbian and queer residents and exciting for visitors.
Legal matters
After the repeal of the law outlawing homosexuality in Austria in 1971, it would be another two decades before society began to truly accept the lesbian and gay way of life and the capital’s scene could start to flourish. Based around the districts bordering the Naschmarkt, the scene offers an excellent and constantly changing blend of the “culture of enjoyment” and “the enjoyment of culture” that Vienna is so famous for.
In 1787, during the rule of Emperor Joseph II, Austria became the first European nation to abolish the death penalty for sodomy. In 1852 Section 129 (I) (b) was added to the General Civil Code, which mandated a punishment of up to five years behind bars for “unnatural sexual acts” for both men and women – meaning that Austria was one of just a handful of European nations to criminalize lesbian sex. Left on the statute books until 1971, this paragraph would outlive the First Republic, Austrofascism and the Nazi Era. But it was not until even later, in 2003, that all of the sections criminalizing homosexual life were finally repealed. Despite this prejudiced legal situation, Austria and Vienna in particular have witnessed a raft of positive changes over the past twenty years.
When it comes to homosexual rights in Austria, Vienna is something of a special case – making it logical that the ILGA’s first European Lesbian Conference was held here in 2017. Over the last decade, Austria’s capital has driven progress in various areas, including civil partnerships and foster care. Since its foundation in 1998, the municipal anti-discrimination agency for same-sex and transgender lifestyles (WASt) has had a committed lesbian representative on its team from the outset, in the shape of Angela Schwarz. In just under 20 years, WASt has made a major contribution towards a general softening of attitudes in the city, as people have become more tolerant of one another regardless of sexual orientation and gender identity. It remains the only institution of its kind in Austria. In cooperation with the City of Vienna Women’s Department, it has published the book Mein lesbisches Wien (also available online), which collates many different perspectives of the city from lesbians’ points of view. Courage, an advice service for homosexual and trans people and their relatives that has been in operation for 16 years, has been officially recognized by the City of Vienna as the first partnership, sexual and family advice center for this community.
Homosexual foster parents have been part of the Viennese landscape since 1995, when the capital became the first of the Austrian provinces to allow fostering for same sex couples. The countless rainbow parents and families have established FamOs – Familien Andersrum Österreich, which in addition to providing legal and practical support also organizes various activities such as carnival parties and hikes, to give children the chance to mix with other rainbow families. The association also acquired a building in Vienna’s fifth district and adapted it for accessibility, opening the rainbow families center in 2017, which offers advice and space for families to share experiences and get to know each other.
On January 1, 2010 Austria introduced civil partnerships for same-sex couples, a legal union which in some respects is equivalent to civil marriage. From day one gay and lesbian couples were able to formalize their civil partnerships at any of the capital’s register offices – from 2017, this is now possible nationwide. Joint adoption of biological children has been permitted since August 1, 2013. Lesbian couples have been able to conceive via sperm donors since the start of 2015 – the same date that the bar preventing same-sex couples from adopting was lifted by the constitutional court with effect from 2016. Lobbying organization Rechtskomitee Lambda (RKL) has actively steered cases through the courts to improve the legal situation for many years – leading to their greatest success to date: a much-celebrated verdict by the constitutional court in 2017 that marriage should be open to all couples, whether of the same or different sexes. This will come into effect in 2019 at the latest; civil partnerships will remain possible and also open to all.
Addresses:
F*c_Frauencafé, Lange Gasse 11, 1080 Vienna, www.facebook.com/fc.feminista
FrauenLesbenMädchenZentrum (with FZ-Bar), Währinger Strasse 59/6, 1090 Vienna, www.frauenlesbenzentrum-wien.at
Stichwort –Archie of the women’s and lesbian movement, Gusshausstrasse 20/1A+B, 1040 Vienna, www.stichwort.or.at
an.schläge – The Feminist Magazine (German), www.anschlaege.at
WeiberDiwan – The Feminist Review Magazine (German), www.weiberdiwan.at
Buchhandlung ChickLit, Kleeblattgasse 7, 1010 Vienna, www.chicklit.at
Zaglossus Verlag, www.zaglossus.eu
HOSI – Homosexuelle Initiative Wien, Heumühlgasse 14/1, 1040 Vienna, www.hosiwien.at
Türkis Rosa Lila Villa, Linke Wienzeile 102, 1060 Vienna, dievilla.at, www.facebook.com/Rosa.Lila.Villa, www.facebook.com/eswirdbesserAT
Café Willendorf, Linke Wienzeile 102, 1060 Vienna, www.facebook.com/cafewillendorf
Lila Tipp – Lesben- und Trans*Bestärkung, Linke Wienzeile 102, 1060 Vienna, www.facebook.com/lilatipp
Sisi Museum, Hofburg, 1010 Vienna, www.hofburg-wien.at
Parkhotel Schönbrunn, Hietzinger Hauptstrasse 10-14, 1130 Vienna, www.austria-trend.at/Parkhotel-Schoenbrunn
Rainbow Ball, www.hosiwien.at/regenbogenball
Queere Tanzformation, http://lesschuhschuh.at
Café Das Gugg, Heumühlgasse 14, 1040 Vienna, www.hosiwien.at/gugg
Resis.danse. Women’s dancing club, www.resisdanse.at
Vienna Dance Contest – International same sex dancing in Wien, www.viennadancecontest.at
Rainbow Parade, Vienna Pride, www.viennapride.at
QWIEN Center for Gay/Lesbian Culture and History, Grosse Neugasse 29, 1040 Vienna, www.qwien.at
L’Homme – European Journal of Feminist History, www.univie.ac.at/Geschichte/LHOMME
Frauennachlässe collection, www.univie.ac.at/Geschichte/sfn
Akademie der Vielfalt – education under the rainbow, www.facebook.com/BildungunterdemRegenbogen
Buchhandlung Löwenherz, Berggasse 8, 1090 Vienna, www.loewenherz.at
Café Fett + Zucker, Hollandstrasse 16, 1020 Vienna, www.fettundzucker.at, www.facebook.com/fettundzucker
Marea Alta, Gumpendorferstrasse 28, 1060 Vienna, mareaalta.bplaced.net
g.spot, – for queers and friends, www.gspot.at
Las Chicas Vienna – art and entertainment, www.facebook.com/laschicas.vienna
PiNKED – Promotion and Events, www.pinked.at 
Party for girls looking for girls, www.facebook.com/wetVienna
Queerfemz, www.facebook.com/Queerfemz
MiGay – patform for queer immigrants, www.migay.at
ORQOA – Oriental Queer Organisation, orqoa.at
Queer Base – Welcome and Support for LGSBTIQ Refugees, dievilla.at/asyl
queer as deaf – meeting for deaf lesbians, gays and transgender people, www.facebook.com/QADaustria
HUG Wien – Ökumenische Arbeitsgruppe Homosexuelle und Glaube, www.hug-wien.at
Re’uth – Association of Jewish gays and lesbians, http://members.tripod.com/re_uth
Gender Galaxie, www.facebook.com/GenderGalaxie
Screening series trans* screenings x space, www.facebook.com/transscreenings
Transition. International Queer Minorities Film Festival, www.transitionfilmfestival.at
Identities – Queer Film Festival, www.identities.at
Pride Run Vienna, www.priderunvienna.com
BALLerinas, Viennese women’s lesbian, inter, trans football team, http://fussballerinas.blogsport.de
Viva Vienna Valentine (LGBTQI swimming and volleyball), viva.kraulquappen.at
Volleyball club for lesbians and their friends, www.viennasqueermelange.at
Dykes on Bikes Austria, www.facebook.com/dykesonbikes.austria
STiXX Frauentrommeln, www.stixx-frauentrommeln.at
AUSGESPROCHEN: gay, lesbian, bi, trans and inter-sex teachers in Austria, www.verein-ausgesprochen.at
Queer Business Women – network for lesbian business women, Alserstrasse 45/4c, 1080 Vienna, www.qbw.at
Liebenswert – erotic store for women, Esterhazygasse 26, 1060 Vienna, www.liebens-wert.at
European Lesbian* Conference, https://europeanlesbianconference.org/about-elc
WASt – municipal anti-discrimination agency for same-sex and transgender lifestyles, Auerspergstrasse 15/21, 1080 Vienna, www.wien.gv.at/menschen/queer/
Mein lesbisches Wien, www.wien.gv.at/menschen/frauen/pdf/mein-lesbisches-wien.pdf
Courage advice centre, Windmühlgasse 15/1/7, 1060 Vienna, www.courage-beratung.at
FamOs – Familien Andersrum Österreich, www.regenbogenfamilien.at
Regenbogenfamilienzentrum Wien, Franzensgasse 25/11, 1050 Vienna, www.regenbogenfamilien.at/2017/famose-beratung-im-rbfz-wien
Rechtskomitee Lambda, www.rklambda.at

Additional information on Vienna for LGBT-travellers:
LGBT.vienna.info
www.facebook.com/LGBTVienna
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