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A baroque feast of light and gold

Somewhat hidden behind the dense buildings of Vienna’s city center, St. Peter’s Church
reveals an impressive sense of spaciousness as you enter. The oval dome, built in the
early 18th century (presumably based on designs by Johann Lucas von Hildebrandt
or with the collaboration of Matthias Steinl), is a masterpiece of the Austrian High
Baroque. Its green copper dome is an iconic part of the Viennese skyline, yet its true
secret is revealed only when you look up into the magnificent interior.

The Assumption of Mary: The Fresco by Johann Michael Rottmayr

The centerpiece of the dome is the monumental ceiling fresco by Johann Michael Rott-
mayr, dating from 1714. It depicts the Assumption of Mary into Heaven. Here, Rottmayr
employs the technique of foreshortening to visually open up the dome’s flat vault.
The viewer sees a cascade of clouds, angels, and biblical figures drawn into a golden,
otherworldly light at the zenith of the dome. The boundary between stucco, gold, and
painting blurs so completely that the entire vault seems to breathe.

The Aura: An Intimate Theater of the Divine

Standing beneath the dome of St. Peter’s creates a unique atmosphere: compared to
the gigantic St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, this space feels like a precious, golden jewelry
box. The dome’s oval shape creates a dynamic that gently envelops the visitor. Light
floods in through the windows in the tambour, causing the golden stucco and the richly
colored frescoes to vibrate in a constant play of light and shadow. It is an aura of security
and, at the same time, of festive joy —a Baroque “heaven” that does not seem distant
and unattainable, but rather warmly embraces the visitor with its splendor.

Lighting design and Baroque illusion

The lighting in the lantern is particularly fascinating. Natural light falls directly from
above onto the depiction of the dove (symbol of the Holy Spirit) in the center, creating
a natural spotlight effect. In the exhibition “Wie im Himmel,” St. Peter’s Church stands
as a Baroque total work of art: here, architecture, sculpture, and painting merge into a
single entity to celebrate the victory of light over darkness.
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