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THE IMPERIAL COURT THEATER IN VIENNA 

FROM BURNACINI TO GALLI BIBIENA

ANDREA SOMMER-MATHIS

Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften
Institut für Kulturwissenschaften und Theatergeschichte

The best known image of the imperial court theater in the seventeenth century is undoubtedly that of
the auditorium of the so-called Teatro sulla Cortina during the performance of the Viennese Baroque opera
par excellence, Il pomo d’oro [fig. 1].1  The frequent reproduction of this engraving has created the impression
that this theater was the only one, or at least the most important theatrical venue at the imperial court of Vienna.
In fact, the surviving documentation indicates the production of only three other operas in this building during
the fifteen years between its inauguration in 1668 and its demolition in 1683, what is a very small proportion
of the total number of operas staged in Vienna in the course of the seventeenth and the first half of the eighteenth
century. Most of the performances took place not in free-standing mono-functional theater buildings, but in
spaces inside or adjacent to the Hofburg (the Imperial Palace) or one of the other Habsburg residences; these
could be halls of varying sizes, a gallery, an apartment, a patio, a courtyard, or a garden. The adaptation of
the various indoor and outdoor spaces to the respective festive occasion ranged from the installation of a simple
platform to the construction of complex structures with lavish stage sets and machinery.2

The present article focuses on those theater buildings, which were characterized by a clear division
between proscenium, stage, and auditorium. Consequently, the discussion pertains principally to three thea-
trical venues: the two halls of the so-called Große (or Leopoldinische) Hoftheater, the Theater auf dem Tum-
melplatz, and the Teatro sulla Cortina.

GIOVANNI BATTISTA CARLONE AND GIOVANNI BURNACINI: FROM A BALLROOM TO THEATER HALLS. The
Große Hoftheater (Great Court Theater) dates back to a ballroom built by the Italian architect Giovanni
Battista Carlone (1580/90–1645) between 1629 and 1631, for the wedding of the future Emperor Ferdinand
III and his first wife, the Spanish Infanta Maria. The Great Hall measured about 45.5 meters in length and
19 meters across. Together with its smaller anteroom, which had a lower ceiling, it formed the single largest
space within the Imperial Palace. These two halls, following their multiple refurbishments, are today the
Redoutensäle.3

Carlone’s original ballrooms were used not only for dance performances, but also for tournaments and
opera productions. Unfortunately, no illustrations from the first half of the seventeenth century have been
preserved, but a detailed report by the Polish nuncio Mario Filonardi (d.1644) on an opera performance in
1635 gives at least an idea about the appearance of the Great Hall at the time.4 The nuncio spoke of a comedia,
i.e., a commedia in musica, the contemporary term for an Italian opera. Filonardi did not name the opera but
we learn that it was staged in a large room decorated with illusionistic wall paintings of several emperors,
each placed between two columns. He also described the stage scenery and the decoration of the proscenium:
The frontispiece depicted a fountain in the middle of a forest. On both sides, one saw shepherds with fruit
baskets on their heads, above the stage a cornucopia with pearls, and, in the middle of the architrave, a large
imperial eagle.
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A contemporary source in Latin confirms the existence of wall paintings of several Habsburg emperors
designed according to a complex humanistic genealogical concept.5 It is probable that similar iconographic
motifs were featured not only on the walls, but also on the ceiling of the Great Hall. In addition, as a symbol
of the Holy Roman Empire, the huge double-headed eagle seen on the architrave of the proscenium under-
scored the representative function of the hall.

Yet the decoration of the ballroom described in these sources barely survived into the second half of the
seventeenth century. When Giovanni Burnacini (Cesena?, ca. 1610–Vienna, 1655) was appointed court archi-
tect in 1651, on the intervention of Empress Eleonora Maddalena Gonzaga, the third wife of Ferdinand III,
the refurbishment and enlargement of the ballroom was his first assignment as architect and stage designer
in Vienna [fig. 2].6 Burnacini had previously worked in Ferrara, Mantua and Venice, where he had built, inter
alia, the opera house Teatro SS. Giovanni e Paolo.

The newly adapted Great Hall was inaugurated in 1652 with the tournament-opera La gara, performed
on the occasion of the birth of the Spanish Infanta Margarita Teresa, who would marry Emperor Leopold I
in 1666.7 Given that he had staged a semi-theatrical performance of another tournament opera, Le pretensioni
del Tebro, e del Pò, in Ferrara a decade earlier, Burnacini was well versed in this genre. Indeed, it is likely that
the reputation he acquired with that earlier production, described in great detail in a booklet published in
Ferrara, played a role in securing his appointment at the imperial court of Vienna.8

The author of the Viennese tournament-opera, Alberto Vimina (Michele Bianchi, 1603–1667), provides
us with exact information on the appearance of the hall, the four changes of the scenery, the two ballets, and

1. Frans Geffels, Auditorium of the Teatro sulla Cortina in Vienna during the performance of Il pomo d’oro (1668). Colored
copper engraving, 34.2 × 50.5 cm. Wien, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Musiksammlung, Misc. 143-GF/25 Mus. ©
ÖNB.
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the tournament that introduced the third act. The printed libretto also contains six copperplate engravings
of the stage settings designed according to the original drawings of Giovanni Burnacini, which were recently
identified in Stuttgart.9

The stage design for the prologue shows a suite of courtyards with a deep central perspective typical for
the time [figs. 3 & 3a]. Two scenes represent the mountain of the Muses, the Parnassus, a frequent fixture in
festive decorations from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; the Florentine intermedii of Bernardo Buon-
talenti and the stage designs of Giulio and Alfonso Parigi, Giacomo Torelli or Ferdinando Tacca are cases in
point [figs. 4–4a & 5–5a].10  More innovative was the scenery of a room with a barrel vault supported by Ionic
columns in groups of four [figs. 6 & 6a]. The setting for the last act of La gara was another hall, this time deco-
rated with female statues and male figures with legs in the form of snakes similar to those of the later designs
of Giovanni Burnacini’s son, Lodovico Ottavio [figs. 7 & 7a].

2. Portrait of Giovanni Burnacini in the libretto of the opera L’inganno d’Amore
(Regensburg, 1653). Copper engraving, 27.5 × 21 cm. Wien, Österreichische Na-
tionalbibliothek, Musiksammlung, 47.Kk.74-Mus. © ÖNB.
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3. Sebastian Ienet based on the design by Giovanni Burnacini, Scenery (courtyard) for the tournament-opera La gara
(Vienna, 1652). Copper engraving, 35.3 × 50.5 cm. Wien, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Musiksammlung, 79.B.1-
Mus. © ÖNB. — 3a. Giovanni Burnacini, Stage design (courtyard) for the tournament-opera La gara (Vienna, 1652). Pen
and ink drawing. Stuttgart, Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Sammlung Nicolai, vol. 12, fol. 106r. © WLB.
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4. Sebastian Ienet based on the design by Giovanni Burnacini, Stage design (Parnassus) for the tournament-opera La gara
(Vienna, 1652). Copper engraving, 35.3 × 50.3 cm. Wien, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Musiksammlung, 79.B.1-
Mus. © ÖNB. — 4a. Giovanni Burnacini, Stage design (Parnassus) for the tournament-opera La gara (Vienna, 1652). Pen
and ink drawing. Stuttgart, Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Sammlung Nicolai, vol. 12, fol. 106r. © WLB.
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5. Sebastian Ienet based on the design by Giovanni Burnacini, Stage design (Parnassus with centaurs) for the tournament-
opera La gara (Vienna, 1652). Copper engraving, 35.5 × 50.6 cm. Wien, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Musik-
sammlung, 79.B.1-Mus. © ÖNB. — 5a. Giovanni Burnacini, Stage design (Parnassus with centaurs) for the tournament-
opera La gara (Vienna, 1652). Pen and ink drawing. Stuttgart, Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Sammlung Nicolai,
vol. 12, fol. 106r. © WLB.
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6. Sebastian Ienet based on the design by Giovanni Burnacini, Stage design (room with a barrel vault) for the tournament-
opera La gara (Vienna, 1652). Copper engraving, 35.5 × 50.6 cm. Wien, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Musik-
sammlung, 79.B.1-Mus. © ÖNB. — 6a. Giovanni Burnacini, Stage design (room with a barrel vault) for the tournament-
opera La gara (Vienna, 1652). Pen and ink drawing. Stuttgart, Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Sammlung Nicolai,
vol. 12, fol. 108r. © WLB.
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7. Sebastian Ienet based on the design by Giovanni Burnacini, Stage design (hall with statues) for the tournament-opera
La gara (Vienna, 1652). Copper engraving, 36 × 51 cm. Wien, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Musiksammlung, 79.B.1-
Mus. © ÖNB. — 7a. Giovanni Burnacini, Design (hall with statues) for the tournament-opera La gara (Vienna, 1652). Pen
and ink drawing. Stuttgart, Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Sammlung Nicolai, vol. 12, fol. 107r. © WLB.
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8. Lodovico Ottavio Burnacini, Design of the proscenium for the Viennese court theater, in the top left corner (ca. 1659).
Pen and ink drawing. Stuttgart, Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Sammlung Nicolai, vol. 12, fol. 110r. © WLB.
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9. Sebastian Ienet based on the design by Giovanni Burnacini, Auditorium during the tour-
nament-opera La gara (Vienna, 1652). Copper engraving, 39.8 × 48 cm. Wien, Österreichische
Nationalbibliothek, Musiksammlung, 79.B.1-Mus. © ÖNB. — 9a. Giovanni Burnacini, Part
of the auditorium for the tournament-opera La gara (Vienna, 1652). Pen and ink drawing.
Stuttgart, Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Sammlung Nicolai, vol. 12, fol. 107r. © WLB.
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The scenes of La gara were framed by a proscenium comprising a base without any decorative elements
and four columns on each side (for Burnacini’s design) [fig. 8]. They carried the entablature, which featured
a medallion held by an angel on each side displaying the main insignia of the House of Habsburg: the double-
headed eagle with the Austrian shield in the center, the imperial crown on top and the chain of the Order
of the Golden Fleece below. Musical instruments hung from the architrave. On each side, an eagle with outspread
wings rested on the abacus atop the Corinthian capitals of the two anterior columns.11

The third act of La gara included a tournament that took place not on stage, but in the auditorium [figs.
9 & 9a]. The fighters, disguised as personifications of the four parts of the world, appeared on two ramps and

10. Jacob von Sandrart after Giovanni Burnacini, Title page of the libretto of the opera
L’inganno d’Amore (Regensburg, 1653). Copper engraving, 16.5 × 12 cm. Wien, Öster-
reichische Nationalbibliothek, Musiksammlung, 47.Kk.74-Mus. © ÖNB.
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entered into a contest for the privilege of celebrating the birth of the Spanish Infanta. To facilitate this part
of the performance, Burnacini had created a divisible, quite deep orchestral balustrade. Its parts were moved
to the sides of the hall, right in front of the lower boxes. In this way, he obtained not only space for the com
bat activity, but also a platform on either side for the pages who served as torchbearers. The podium with
the thrones for the imperial couple, Ferdinand III and Eleonora Gonzaga, was covered with an opulent cano-
py supported by two huge allegorical figures representing Peace and Virtue. During the tournament, the
thrones were moved towards the back of the hall. For lighting, eight chandeliers in the shape of double-
headed eagles could be lowered from the coffered ceiling of the auditorium.12

Giovanni Burnacini’s modification of the imperial court theater for La gara was characterized by the use
of several iconographic elements, which, in the course of the seventeenth century, were to become firmly
integrated into theater decor in Vienna. Apart from the clear predominance of the symbol of the imperial
eagle we can observe an increasing number of other Habsburg insignia—the imperial crown and the chain
of the dynastic Order of the Golden Fleece on the proscenium—and of allegorical elements, such as the sta-
tues of Peace and Virtue, which supported the canopy above the imperial thrones. These iconographic motifs
were featured in all Viennese theater buildings refurbished or newly constructed between the middle of the
seventeenth and the middle of the eighteenth century.

11. Jakob van Sandreas after Lodovico Ottavio Burnacini, Stage design (courtyard) for the opera L’inganno d’Amore (Re-
gensburg, 1653). Copper engraving, 29 × 36.5 cm. Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung der Universität zu Köln, 5015.
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12–13. Giovanni Burnacini (?), Stage designs for the Jesuit drama Pietas victrix (Vienna, 1659): final scene
with throne (above) and camp (below). Copper engravings, 27 × 19 cm. Wien, Universitätsbibliothek,
AHB, II-247.226. © UB.
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GIOVANNI BURNACINI: A WOODEN THEATER TRANSPORTED FROM REGENSBURG TO VIENNA (THEATER

AUF DEM TUMMELPLATZ, 1659–1662). In 1653, one year after the performance of La gara, Giovanni Burnacini
was commissioned to create a new theater for the production of the opera L’inganno d’Amore—this time not
in Vienna but in Regensburg, where the court resided during the Imperial Diet [fig. 10].13 With the help of
his son, Lodovico Ottavio, and Venetian artisans, Burnacini built a wooden theater after the Italian model;
it comprised a large auditorium and a gallery with sixty boxes. According to a contemporary source, this de-
tached theater building could accommodate several thousand people, which was, without any doubt, a
typical Baroque exaggeration; moreover, it was claimed that the stage allowed up to eight changes of scenery
without having to bring down the curtain.14

The engravings of the six stage settings show how Giovanni Burnacini sought to substitute new forms
and decorative elements for the conventional decor employed in La gara, thus preparing the way for his son,
Lodovico Ottavio, who was to become his successor as architect and stage designer at the imperial court. The
proscenium of the new theater in Regensburg differed markedly from its Viennese predecessor: A plain stage
supported two columns on either side with Doric capitals, placed on pedestals decorated with animal heads
[fig. 11]. On both sides, the space between the two columns was decorated with military trophies. The
entablature was adorned with triglyphs and a medallion that featured the crowned double-headed eagle.

Following the end of the Imperial Diet in Regensburg, the wooden theater building was disassembled.
We know for sure that the sceneries and the stage machinery for L’inganno d’Amore were transported along
the Danube to Vienna, where they were stored in the arsenal.15 Whether the wooden components used for
the construction of the theater in Regensburg were also brought to Vienna is not entirely clear.16 It seems
likely that they were, because in 1659 another free-standing wooden theater was erected in Vienna on the
so-called Tummelplatz at very low cost.17  It was built for a company of commedia dell’arte actors under the
direction of Andrea d’Orso. Yet their tenure at the imperial court turned out to be short indeed.18

The theater’s opening on 4 January 1660 was already overshadowed by a great misfortune: When three
royal ladies-in-waiting, curious to see the emperor whose box was directly beneath theirs, lent over the
balustrade, it gave way and they fell, seriously injuring themselves and a number of audience members below.
Emperor Leopold escaped injury because he had left his seat to greet his uncle, Archduke Leopold William.19

The Jesuits interpreted this accident as a sign of God and interceded immediately to demand the can-
cellation of the commedia dell’arte performances. They considered the plays of the Italian actors a great threat
to the moral integrity of the audience and, moreover, feared the loss of their own supremacy in the field of
the spoken theater.20  In the end, they held sufficient sway with Emperor Leopold I for him to have the Thea-
ter auf dem Tummelplatz demolished in 1662 without inviting any other theater company to his court, his
own great passion for the Italian comedians notwithstanding.21

EXKURSUS: GIOVANNI BURNACINI (?): PIETAS VICTRIX—THE JESUIT THEATER (1659). In the seventeenth
century, several members of the House of Habsburg, especially the Emperors Ferdinand III, Ferdinand IV,
and Leopold I, regularly attended the performances of the Jesuit theater and generously provided funding
for the order’s theatrical activities. The ordinary repertoire of Latin school dramas was complemented by la-
vish performances produced in the Jesuit colleges to celebrate major dynastic festivities; these so-called Ludi
Caesarei in honor, and in the presence, of the imperial court demanded the same elaborate stage settings as
the court opera productions of the time.

The absolute climax was the magnificent performance of the Latin drama, Pietas victrix, created to cele-
brate the coronation of Emperor Leopold I in Frankfurt am Main in 1658. It was performed on his return to
Vienna, on 21 and 22 February 1659.22  The author was Nicolaus Avancini (1611–1686), who was professor
of theology and philosophy at the University of Vienna and rector of the Jesuit college, but also a poet, play-
wright and stage director. Pietas victrix focused simultaneously on the military struggle between the Christian
Emperor Constantine and the pagan tyrant Maxentius, and on the spiritual contest between Pietas (Piety) and
Impietas (Impiety). Needless to say, Constantine and the Christians were victorious.

The play was divided into five acts with varying numbers of scenes. There was also singing, dancing,
and fighting, and the play ended with an exaltation of the Austrian emperors from Rudolph I to Leopold I,
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14a–b. Lodovico Ottavio Burnacini, Stage designs for the opera Il Re Gilidoro: scenery of the prologue and
the royal hall (Vienna, 1659). Copper engravings, 34.5 ×48.5 cm (each). Wien, Österreichische Nationalbiblio-
thek, Musiksammlung, *35.C.4-Mus. © ÖNB.
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presented as the legitimate successors of Constantine. The last scene presented Constantine on a throne in
front of an imposing triumphal arch crowned by the double-headed eagle of the House of Habsburg [fig. 12].
Constantine was surrounded both by his loyal subjects and the statues of Austrian emperors. In front of him,
on his knees, his son was waiting to receive the imperial crown from the hands of his father—a symbol of
the perpetual continuity of the monarchy, the Translatio imperii.23

This and the other eight stage designs are documented by the engravings of Gerard Bouttats (1630–1668)
included in the printed edition of Avancini’s drama.24  Some of them are signed with “G.B.f.”, which might
indicate that the court architect Giovanni Burnacini was the stage designer for Pietas victrix. Since Burnacini
died in 1655, he cannot have been the scenographer for the production of 1659, but it seems possible that
Avancini used earlier drawings designed for the drama Theodosius Magnus Justus et Pius, Imperator, which
was scheduled for the inauguration of the new academic theater in 1654, but was not performed due to the
premature death of King Ferdinand IV. In 1659, the play was transformed into a Ludus Caesareus and produc-
ed with sceneries reminiscent of those of the Italian stage designers Giacomo Torelli and Giulio Parigi.25

All nine scenes of Pietas victrix were framed by a massive proscenium arch with an equestrian statue on
a pedestal on either side [fig. 13]. On the architrave there were three crowned medallions showing members
of the House of Habsburg. Their identification has been controversial among scholars of Pietas victrix. The
portrait of the female in particular has caused confusion and led to misidentifications, but neither is there
a consensus on the identity of the two male figures. The most likely interpretation identifies the figure in the
middle as Emperor Leopold I, the figure to his left as the Dowager Empress Eleonora II Gonzaga, and the
figure on the right as Archduke Leopold William. The three medallions are flanked by two double-headed
eagles. Each holds in its beak one half of a banner displaying the motto of Emperor Leopold I, Consilio et Industria,
and a sword in one foot; the one on the left holds an orb, and the one on the right a scepter in the other foot.

The period of such lavish performances in the style of the Ludi Caesarei ended with the death of Emperor
Joseph I in 1711. His brother and successor to the throne, Charles VI, did not share the interest of his prede-
cessors for the Jesuit theater, and Maria Theresa even forbade theater performances in the Jesuit colleges, first
in Vienna (1760) and then in the whole Province of Austria (1768). In 1773, Pope Clement XIV Ganganelli
(1705–1744) suspended the Jesuit order altogether.

LODOVICO OTTAVIO BURNACINI: THE REFURBISHMENT OF THE THEATER HALL IN THE IMPERIAL PALACE

(GROSSES HOFTHEATER, 1659–1683). At about the same time as the performance of Pietas victrix in the Jesuit
College and the construction of Vienna’s first free-standing theater on the Tummelplatz, the two halls of the
Große Hoftheater in the imperial palace were refurbished for the Carnival festivities of 1659/60. The architect
responsible for this modification was the son of Giovanni Burnacini, Lodovico Ottavio (1636–1707), who had
come to Vienna with his father and assisted him in his first major productions, La gara in Vienna (1652) and
L’inganno d’Amore in Regensburg (1653). After the death of Giovanni in 1655, Lodovico Ottavio succeeded
his father as architect and stage designer at the imperial court. His appointment to this role was formally
finalized by Emperor Leopold I in 1659.26

His first set of decorations, created between 1659 and 1662, was still very much in the style of his father.
They featured a rectangular frame and a stage that was not particularly deep. The shape of these settings was
rather simple and consisted mainly of vertical lines with few curvatures—making them quite distinct from
his later stage designs with their exuberant forms and decorative elements.

The engravings of the sceneries for the operas Il re Gilidoro and Il Pelope geloso, both performed in 1659,
show that Lodovico Ottavio’s initially did not change the proscenium of the Great Hall and its architectural
structure [fig. 14a–b].27 He merely changed the appearance of the columns by substituting fluting for the pre-
vious pannelling. Yet subsequently he did also change the form and structure of the proscenium arch, as can
be seen in the engravings of the stage designs for La forza della Fortuna e della Virtù in 1661 and for La Zenobia
di Radamisto in 1662 [figs. 15 & 16].28  Here one can clearly see a remarkable change from the classicist forms
of Giovanni Burnacini to the Baroque style of his son. In general, Lodovico Ottavio maintained the basic
structures of the stage designed by his father, but dissolved its forms and embellished them with new decora-
tive elements including arabesques and fantastic animal heads.
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15–16. Franciscus van der Steen after Lodovico Ottavio Burnacini, Stage designs for the prologue (sea with beach) of
the opera La forza della Fortuna e della Virtù (Vienna, 1661) and for the gallery in the opera La Zenobia di Radamisto
(Vienna, 1659). Copper engravings, 31.5 × 48.8 cm (each). Wien, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Musiksammlung,
79.C.36-Mus; 79.C.37-Mus. © ÖNB.
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LODOVICO OTTAVIO BURNACINI: A THEATER FOR THE SELF-GLORIFICATION OF THE DYNASTY (TEATRO

SULLA CORTINA, 1668–1683). Lodovico Ottavio Burnacini’s most famous theater project was of course the Teatro
sulla Cortina, the second free-standing theater building in Vienna after that of the Tummelplatz. It was erected
on the occasion of Emperor Leopold’s (first) marriage to the Spanish Infanta Margarita Teresa in 1666.29  The
theater was not in fact completed in time and formally opened its doors only two years later, in July 1668,
with the performance of the wedding opera, Il pomo d’oro, now on the occasion of the empress’s birthday.30

The Teatro sulla Cortina was a wooden building with no external ornaments. From the outside, it looked
more like a barn than a representative theater building. The interior, however, comprised a palatial audi-
torium with sumptuous boxes distributed over three floors. The illusionist paintings on the ceiling can be
attributed to the Flemish artist Frans Geffels (1625–1694), who also designed some of the stage settings and
created the view of the auditorium during the performance of the festive opera, Il pomo d’oro [fig. 1].31

In addition to the engraving of the auditorium and the twenty-three stage designs, another copperplate
has been preserved in the folio edition of the libretto of Il pomo d’oro. It shows the lavish proscenium in the
form of a triumphal arch, which serves as a frame for the dedication of the libretto by Francesco Sbarra to
the imperial couple [fig. 17].32 He referred to the main points of Burnacini’s iconographic program and
particularly to the twofold symbolism of the golden apple as a fruit in the Garden of the Hesperides in the
context of pagan ancient mythology, and as the imperial orb of the Catholic monarchs. The marriage of the
two members of the House of Habsburg was interpreted as the beginning of a new Golden Age.33

Unlike the examples discussed so far, the architectural structure of Burnacini’s proscenium for the Teatro
sulla Cortina was hidden behind a wealth of ornamental elements and dominated by fourteen allegorical

17. Melchior Küsch after Lodovico Ottavio Burancini, Dedication page for the opera Il pomo d’oro with the prosceni-
um of the Teatro sulla Cortina, included in the folio edition of the libretto (1668). Colored copper engraving, 48.5
× 72.5 cm. Wien, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Musiksammlung, Misc. 143-GF/1 Mus. © ÖNB.
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figures, which have been analyzed, with differing results, by Sabine Solf, Kristiaan Aercke, and Maria Golou-
beva.34 They all agree, though, on the presence of several mythological and allegorical figures traditionally
associated with the Habsburg dynasty such as Hercules, Pallas, Mercy, Justice, Constance, Merit and Peace.

Due to the enormous size of the Teatro sulla Cortina, only the most elaborate operas were produced in
this building. In the years following the performance of Il pomo d’oro, the building seems not to have been
used at all, and in 1672 one reads of the first signs of dilapidation and of repair work undertaken to address
them. The theater was reserved for only a small number of operas that were staged in a particularly elaborate
manner. Documentation survives for only three further performances: the birthday opera for Emperor Leo-
pold I, Il ratto delle Sabine, and, on the occasion of the birth of the Archduchess Anna Maria, Il fuoco eterno cus-
todito dalle Vestali, both in 1674; and, to mark the birth of the heir to the throne, Joseph, in 1678, La monarchia
latina trionfante.35 The libretti of the four operas staged in the Teatro sulla Cortina are the only textbooks pub-
lished at the Viennese imperial court during the final third of the seventeenth century. They include not only
copper engravings of the stage settings, but also contain an image of the opulently designed proscenium and
the stage curtain [fig. 18].

Since the building was almost entirely made of wood and was situated in an extremely exposed position
on the city wall, it represented a permanent source of danger during the Ottoman assault on Vienna in 1683.
Hence, as a precaution, it was demolished to ensure the enemy could not set it alight. After the siege, the
emperor decided not to rebuild the theater, and the operatic performances at the Viennese court again took
place not in a detached building, but in various locations in the Imperial Palace, especially in the two halls
of the Große Hoftheater.

18. Matthäus Küsel after the design by Lodovico Ottavio Burnacini, Proscenium and stage curtain of the Teatro sulla
Cortina for the opera Il fuoco eterno custodito dalle Vestali (1674). Copper engraving, 33.2 × 49.5 cm. Wien, Österreichische
Nationalbibliothek, Musiksammlung, 35.B.6-Mus. © ÖNB.
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FRANCESCO GALLI BIBIENA: THE THEATER AS A TEMPLE OF THE ARTS (GROSSES HOFTHEATER, 1704/08–
1744/47). The final stage of the usage of the two halls in the Viennese Hofburg as venues for theater and
opera performances is closely related to the Galli Bibiena family, at that time the best known and most in-
fluential dynasty of architects and stage designers in Europe.36

Until 1683, the two halls of the Große (Leopoldinische) Hoftheater continued to function as the most
important venues for opera productions at court. Although the building had not been damaged during the
Ottoman siege, the theater was subsequently not used for fifteen years. In 1698, Emperor Leopold I ordered
a comprehensive refurbishment of both halls, most likely in preparation of the festivities to mark the wed-
ding of his son and heir, Joseph I, and Princess Amalia Wilhelmina of Brunswick-Luneburg.

As yet, scholars have found no explanation for the fact that, on this occasion, the emperor did not com-
mission his court architect, Lodovico Ottavio Burnacini, to undertake the work but instead called on Fran-

19. Johann Andreas Pfeffel and Christian Engelbrecht after the design by Francesco Galli Bibiena, Auditorium of the Great
Court Theater in Vienna (before 1716). Copper engraving, 51.5 × 46 cm. München, Deutsches Theatermuseum, Inv.
VII/550. © DTM.
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cesco Galli Bibiena (1659–1739) from Bologna who had not previously been involved in the Viennese theater
scene. The only evidence for this assignment is provided by the Latin inscription on an engraving of the
renovated auditorium.37 The cartouche featured three names: that of the patron, Emperor Leopold I, that of
the director of the court theater, Count Ferdinand of Molarth, and, finally, that of the architect, Francesco
Bibiena. The date of construction is given as 1704, though some scholars have deciphered it as 1703 or 1708.

20. Johann Andreas Pfeffel and Christian Engelbrecht after the design by Francesco Galli Bibiena, Proscenium and stage
curtain of the Great Court Theater in Vienna (before 1716). Copper engraving, 51.5 × 46 cm. München, Deutsches
Theatermuseum, Inv. VII/549. © DTM.
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No documentation concerning a sojourn of Francesco Galli Bibiena in Vienna at the time has survived and
nothing more specific can be said about his involvement.

The refurbishment started in 1698 but was interrupted several times. The work had to be temporarily
halted already in the following year when a major fire destroyed the theater and some of the adjacent rooms
in the Imperial Palace. Since the court was in mourning following the death of Leopold I in 1705 and given
the repercussions of the War of Spanish Succession (1701–1714), the official inauguration of the refurbished
theater did not take place until 21 April 1708, when the opera Il natale di Giunone festeggiato in Samo was per-
formed to celebrate the birthday of Dowager Empress Eleonora Magdalena Teresa.38

Two engravings by Johann Andreas Pfeffel and Christian Engelbrecht, one of the auditorium and the
other of the proscenium of Francesco Bibiena’s theater, and two drawings bear testimony to the majestic
appearance of this theater, which for many years served as a model for court theaters throughout Europe
[figs. 19 & 20].39

The theater was a wooden structure. Boxes were distributed across three richly carved galleries with a
huge imperial loggia, decorated with statues, garlands, emblems and the already mentioned cartouche, in
the middle. The ceiling painting, most likely created by the Jesuit architect, Andrea Pozzo (1642–1709), show-
ed the Olympian gods surrounded by allegorical figures representing the arts. The latter were hunting a
number of monstrous harpies whom, according to ancient mythology, they could transform into sweet
sirens.40  They, in turn, were depicted on the front of the orchestra balustrade, alongside other mythological
scenes referring to music and a scene in the middle that showed Apollo and the Muses. The theater curtain
(in its drawn state) showed Mars, the god of war, and the allegorical figure representing Victory, receiving
both weapons and symbols of the arts from a number of putti.

The proscenium arch was adorned with the usual symbols of princely power: the imperial coat of arms
with the double-headed eagle supported by Fame and Virtue in the middle, which was earlier included in
Giovanni Burnacini’s proscenium in the same location. Of the two boxes for the trumpeters, the one on the
left displayed the insignia of the Kingdom of Hungary, the one the right those of the Kingdom of Bohemia.

What distinguished the decor of the theater built by Francesco Galli Bibiena from the work of his prede-
cessors was the complex iconographic program that embraced the entire auditorium—the proscenium arch,
the curtain as well as the orchestra balustrade. To be sure, on stage we find the same symbols as we did in
the seventeenth century—the double-headed eagle, the imperial crown, and the coats of arms of other territo-
ries inherited by the Habsburgs. Yet the representation of the theater as a temple of the arts and a place of
peace that utilized all available surfaces from the ceiling to the front of the orchestra balustrade was entirely
novel.

During the first half of the eighteenth century, Bibiena’s theater was reserved for the performance of Ita-
lian operas based on librettos by Pietro Pariati, Apostolo Zeno and Pietro Metastasio, and set to music by
Antonio Caldara, Giovanni Bononcini or Johann Joseph Fux. Several members of the Bibiena family—the
brothers Francesco and Ferdinando, and the latter’s sons Giuseppe and Antonio—contributed to the stage
designs.

This chapter of Viennese theater history drew to a close during the reign of Maria Theresa when, in 1747,
the two halls of the Große Hoftheater were transformed into ballrooms (today’s Redoutensäle), thus return-
ing to their beginnings in the first half of the seventeenth century. Towards the end of the Ancien Régime,
theater ceased to function as a means of conspicuous self-representation for the imperial court. Maria Theresa
also lacked the economic means to maintain such a representative theater building. On the other hand,
theater did continue to serve as a temple of the arts but this would involve completely different architectural
forms and iconographic elements.
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