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Status as at August 2011
Advent in Vienna

No sooner has November drawn a thick curtain of drizzle and fog across the heavens and the days become steadily shorter, then some places sink into a deep melancholy. But not Vienna. Here the weeks leading up to Christmas are romantic. The city shimmers in a glow of candles while the sweet aromas of gingerbread, mulled wine and Christmas baking pervade the air. The streets and shops are festively decorated and Christmas markets enchant young and old alike. Year in, year out.
Advent brings out the romantic side of Vienna in an air of anticipation of Christmas. Downtown, garlands of glistening lights span the sky above the pedestrianized zone linking Kärntner Strasse, Graben, Kohlmarkt and numerous side streets. Imaginative Christmas illuminations transform the main shopping thoroughfares Mariahilfer Strasse, Rotenturmstrasse, Währinger Strasse and Landstrasser Hauptstrasse into a festive sea of light. Many shop fronts are decorated with pine branches and colorful silk ribbons while Christmas music wafts through the shopping arcades and sweet fragrances tempt passers-by to the numerous stands selling hot punch. In Viennese homes the candles atop Advent garlands are gradually lit: one candle for each of the last four Sundays leading up to Christmas.
St. Nicholas and Advent Calendars
Advent is also the season for a custom that actually has nothing to do with Christmas at all — St. Nicholas (Nikolaus) Day on December 6, which is celebrated the evening before i.e. on December 5. St. Nicholas goes from house to house dressed in golden Episcopal robes carrying a bishop’s scepter and rewarding the children with sweets, nuts, apples and dates. Most years, he leaves his terrifying companion Krampus, in his furry black garb, at home.
For kids Advent is a great test of patience. The time leading up to Christmas Eve passes all too slowly, even when each day they are allowed to open one of the 24 windows on their Advent calendar to discover pictures or gifts. They can hardly wait till Christmas to see if the Christ Child (Christkind) has paid them a visit.
The Magic of Advent in Vienna and Heavenly Choirs

Vienna’s Christmas markets enchant young and old alike, bringing a sparkle to their eyes and a healthy red glow to their cheeks, whisking them off into a world of cinnamon aromas, shiny glass baubles, wooden rocking horses and the tinkling of bells.

The Magic of Advent transforms the park in front of City Hall into a festive fairy tale world. Vienna’s largest Christmas market has dozens of stands laden with beautiful gifts and mouthwatering delicacies. There are also delightful Christmas markets in the Biedermeier Spittelberg district, in front of the Schönbrunn Palace and Belvedere Palace, on Maria-Theresien-Platz between the Kunsthistorisches Museum and the Natural History Museum, and on Karlsplatz (see list of Christmas markets at the end of this feature).

Music is of special importance during Advent. At City Hall there is international carol singing, while at St. Stephen’s Cathedral chamber music and carol concerts provide welcome respite from the crowds of Christmas shoppers outside. Countless choirs and brass bands can also be found performing at the capital’s other Advent markets, including the ones in the Freyung district and in front of Schönbrunn Palace.
Christmas Trees and Family Feasts
Eventually Christmas Eve has come. Dusk is falling, the tree is decorated with shining, colorful glitter balls, tinsel, candles and candies wrapped in colored tissue paper, and candles. Beneath the twinkling Christmas tree, beautifully wrapped gifts are just moments away from being ripped open in a frenzy by the youngest members of the family.
Each family has its own tradition governing whether to eat before or after the presents are opened. And opinions are equally divided when it comes to Christmas dinner. Some swear by Christmas carp, and others by Christmas goose. But everyone agrees on what makes up a classic plate of Christmas cookies: vanilla crescents, aniseed biscuits, meringue, cinnamon stars and Stollen fruit loaf are all essentials.

Late in the evening, sometimes as late as midnight, the faithful go to church to attend mass. Many churches set up nativity scenes, their tiny figures depicting the birth in the Bethlehem stable with the infant Jesus, Joseph and Mary, the donkey, cow and the three kings. Nativity scenes have a long tradition in Austria, also a forbidden one: Emperor Josef II banned them in churches, but then their presence increased in homes. The imperial ban has now been forgotten and many churches have lovingly crafted scenes on show. The most beautiful ones can be seen in the crypt of St. Peter’s in the city center.

Christmas Eve is followed by two public holidays, Christmas Day, when families usually remain among themselves and enjoy a festive meal, and Stefanitag (Boxing Day), which is traditionally reserved for visits to relatives. This is followed by a couple of work or rest days before Vienna springs to life again just before the coming of the New Year. New Year’s Eve sees thousands on a celebratory pilgrimage through the streets to the chiming of the Pummerin, the sonorous grand old bell in St. Stephen’s Cathedral. As the revelers ring in the New Year, their thoughts are already turning to the pleasures of the next Advent...

Recipe for Vanillekipferl (vanilla crescents)

For all those who want to enjoy a little Viennese Christmas atmosphere at home, here is one of the many recipes for vanilla crescents:

Take 180g of butter, 70g of shelled and ground almonds, 50g of sugar, 2 egg yolks and 210g of plain flour. Quickly mix all the ingredients to a short-crust dough and leave it in a cool place for one hour. Roll out the dough to a thickness of about 1 cm before cutting into small pieces measuring about 2 centimeters and forming crescent-shaped cookies. Place the cookies on an ungreased baking tray and bake at a moderate temperature (200°C) for around ten minutes or until they turn a light brown color. Mix icing sugar and vanilla sugar together, then toss the hot cookies in the mix. Store the cookies in a sealed tin for several days for them to become crumbly. But make sure they’re well hidden so nobody gets at them in advance.

Advent and Christmas Markets in 2011 (selected markets, by district)

Vienna’s Christmas Market – The Magic of Advent in Vienna

Nov 12-Dec 24, 2011, 10.00-21.30 daily; Fri, Sat through 22.00; Dec 24, 10.00-18.00

Rathausplatz, 1010 Vienna, www.christkindlmarkt.at

The Magic of Advent in Vienna enchants visitors with its romantic and nostalgic charm. Attractions included the glittering tree decorations in the adjacent Rathauspark and more than 150 stands laden with Christmas gifts, candies and punch. There is also a Christmas Workshop for the little ones.

Altwiener Christkindlmarkt

Nov 18-Dec 23, 2011, 10.00-21.00 daily

Freyung, 1010 Vienna, www.altwiener-markt.at

Each year the traditional Altwiener Christkindlmarkt Christmas fair awaits with high quality handcrafted pieces, glass decorations, cribs and ceramics on one of the first district’s prettiest squares.

Christmas Village at Maria-Theresien-Platz

Nov 16-Dec 24, 2011, 11.00-22.00 daily; Dec 24, 11.00-15.00

Maria-Theresien-Platz, 1010 Vienna, www.weihnachtsdorf.at

The Christmas Village between the Museum of Fine Art and the Natural History Museum is the ideal place to spend time. The stands are full of gift ideas and traditional handicrafts. Typical Austrian brass bands and gospel choirs create the perfect Christmas mood.

Adventmarkt Am Hof

Nov 11-Dec 23, 2011, 10.00-20.00 daily 

Am Hof, 1010 Vienna, www.kunsthandwerksmarkt.at

Advent market with festive decorations, punch and delicacies.

Design Christmas Market at the Loos House

Dec 2-4, 8-11 and 16-18, 2011, Thu + Sat 11.00-20.00, Fri 16.00-20.00, Sun 11.00-17.00 

Michaelerplatz 3, 1010 Wien, www.designschenken.at
Around 55 exhibitors showcase their accessories, jewelry, fashion, ceramics and gift ideas inside the heritage-listed Loos House.

Winter Market at Riesenradplatz

Nov 19, 2011-Jan 8, 2012, Mon-Fri 12.00-21.00, Sat, Sun, public hols. 11.00-21.00, Dec 24 10.00-15.00, Dec 31 10.00-02.00 
Riesenradplatz, Wiener Prater, 1020 Vienna, www.praterservice.at

The nostalgic stands at this Christmas market offer punch and Christmas treats.

Christmas Village at the Belvedere Palace

Nov 18-Dec 23, 2011, 11.00-21.00 daily

Oberes Belvedere, Prinz-Eugen-Strasse 27, 1030 Vienna, www.weihnachtsdorf.at

This Christmas market is held against the Baroque backdrop of the Belvedere Palace. Festively decorated stands offer time-honored handicrafts, Christmas decorations, punch, mulled wine and Austrian delicacies. There is a carousel and a mini-railway for the little ones.

Arts & Crafts Market in front of Karlskirche

Nov 18-Dec 23, 2011, 12.00-20.00

Karlsplatz, 1040 Vienna, www.divinaart.at

Around 70 craftspeople and artists showcase their products at this market. Attractions include pony rides and arts and crafts for kids, as well as music and dance events.

Spittelberg Christmas Market

Nov 17-Dec 23, 2011; Mon-Thu 14.00-21.00; Fri 14.00-21.30; Sat 10.00-21.30; Sun, public hols. 10.00-21.00

Spittelberggasse, Schrankgasse, Gutenberggasse, 1070 Vienna, www.spittelberg.at

The Christmas Market in the winding Biedermeier streets of the Spittelberg district focuses on high-quality arts and crafts, and culinary treats. Kids can look forward to an appearance by Father Christmas.

WeihnachtsQuartier at the MQ

Nov 25-27, 2011, Fri 14.00-20.00, Sat 10.00-20.00, Sun 10.00-19.00 

freiraum quartier 21, Arena 21, Ovalhalle, MQ, Museumsplatz 1, 1070 Wien,

www.weihnachtsquartier.at

A group of more than 100 designers will put their latest creations on show inside the various halls of the MuseumsQuartier. Fashion, jewelry, accessories, books and much more are on sale at this 1,000 square meter design exhibition (admission free).

Christmas Village at the University Campus/Altes AKH
Nov 12-Dec 23, 2011; Mon-Fri 14.00-22.00; Sat, Sun and public hols. 11.00-22.00

Universitätscampus/Altes AKH, Alserstrasse, Spitalgasse, 1090 Vienna, www.weihnachtsdorf.at

The attractive courtyards of the former Vienna General Hospital site (Altes AKH) are transformed into a festive Christmas village where the air is heavy with yuletide sounds and enticing aromas. There is a nostalgic carousel, crib with live animals and pony and trap rides for the little ones.
Lights 2011 at WUK

Dec 2-4, 2011

Währingerstrasse 59, 1090 Vienna, www.wuk.at

Art and design fair at WUK, an alternative cultural centre in the ninth district, with fashion and collections by young designers and small labels. Candlelight, buffet and musical accompaniment.

Cultural and Christmas Market in front of Schönbrunn Palace

Nov 19-Dec 26, 2011, 10.00-21.00 daily; Dec 24, 10.00-16.00; Dec 25-26, 10.00-18.00

Schönbrunner Schlossstrasse, 1130 Vienna, www.weihnachtsmarkt.co.at

Traditional arts and crafts, handmade jewelry and rustic Christmas decorations await in this imperial setting. The cultural program includes Austrian and international choirs and brass bands. There are also cookie baking courses and games for the kids to enjoy. From December 28, 2011 to January 1, 2012 the parade ground will make way for a New Year’s market (10.00-18.00 daily).

Advent Market on the Lemoniberg hill
Nov 26 + 27, Dec3 + 4, 10 + 11, 17 + 18, opens Nov 25, 2011, 14.00-19.00
Otto Wagner-Spital, Baumgartner Höhe 1, 1140 Vienna
The Lemoniberg hill (aka Baumgartner Höhe) is home to the Kirche am Steinhof church, one of the city’s leading examples of Jugendstil, or Viennese art nouveau, architecture. For a number of years the area has also provided the backdrop for a Christmas market which sells one-of-a-kind pieces made in the Otto Wagner hospital workshops and the clinic. Alcohol-free punch, home-baked pastries and cookies, as well as a kids’ program. At 3pm there are guided tours of the Otto Wagner-designed church followed by carol singing at 4.30pm.

Weihnachtszauber at Schloss Wilhelminenberg

Nov 18-Dec 23, 2011, Mon-Thu 16.00-21.00, Fri 15.00-21.00, Sat + Sun 11.00-21.00 
Savoyenstrasse 1, 1160 Vienna
Intimate Christmas market on the Wilhelminenberg (one of Vienna’s landmark hills), with stunning views of the city and – weather permitting – a mini ice skating rink.

Türkenschanzpark Christmas market 
Nov 12-Dec 24, 2011, 12.00-21.00 daily 
Corner of Peter Jordan-Strasse and Dänenstrasse, 1180 Vienna, www.weihnachtimpark.at
Located in the idyllic Türkenschanzpark, this market features handicrafts, delicious snacks and a kids’ carousel, as well as live music on Sundays with performances covering everything from gospel music to hunting horn concerts.

Nativity scenes

Nativity scene exhibition at the Peterskirche church

Nov 27-Dec 18, 2011, 10.00-18.30 daily 

Petersplatz, 1010 Wien, www.krippenfreundewien.at
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