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Vienna’s

Carnival Opera Ball
BY ARWEN JOYCE

A full house at the
Vienna State Opera
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the dancers are a swirl of black and white. One
hundred and eighty six young couples step and spin,
their backs straight and elbows out, smiling over their
left shoulders as they dance the Viennese Waltz in well-rehearsed
unison. The women wear snow-white ball gowns with matching
gloves, shoes and delicate diamante tiaras. Their dancing partners
look debonair in black tails, white bowties and black patent leather
shoes polished to a high shine. They are not performers in the city’s
Vienna State Ballet Company or part of an operatic production but
Ball.
The boxes in the auditorium at the Vienna State Opera,
thoroughfare, have been transformed into champagne lounges with

a grand ballroom. Then, on the last Thursday of Austria’s carnival
season, a who’s who of Viennese society, Hollywood A-listers and

across the red carpet and into the marble foyer of this famous opera
venue.
Splendid frescos, oil paintings and tapestries adorn the Opera
House’s entrance halls. At the top of the majestic staircase, guests
are greeted by paintings of ballet and opera scenes framed by
soaring Renaissance-style arches interspersed with marble statues
representing the seven liberal arts.
Once assembled in the venue’s opulent gold and red auditorium,
attendees are treated to performances by the Vienna State Opera
Orchestra, renowned opera singers, and principal dancers from the
Vienna State Ballet. Overhead, a crystal and glass ring of over 1,000
lights illuminates the space. Thanks to state-of-the-art acoustics,
performances in the auditorium, which was rebuilt after World War
II, sound as good as they look.
For most of the year the Vienna Opera House is a welcoming
space for anyone interested in the arts. The building’s architects,
tasked with creating a place where the public could enjoy cultural
events that had previously been reserved for members of the Imperial
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Court, included a large veranda with fountains and bronze statutes
to attract the interest of passers-by.
In recent years, the Opera House has taken its commitment to
sharing the arts with the public even further. In warmer months,
opera and ballet performances are broadcast live on a 50-metre
screen in front of the building. Selected performances are also
streamed around the world for free online.
With more than 350 performances each season and tickets to
some events available for as little as ¤3, the Vienna Opera House’s
repertoire includes something for everyone. Far from being stuffy
and elitist, at most performances you are more likely to see tourists
in jeans than debutantes in ball gowns. This is all the more reason
why the Opera Ball is such a unique occasion.
In early February 2016, for the 60th time since the founding of
Austria’s second republic, young couples danced the opening waltz
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State Opera, one of the most important cultural institutions in the
world, has kept this Viennese tradition alive while also continuing
to share the arts with as wide an audience as possible. For that, the
institution’s artistic directors deserve a hearty round of applause.
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