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Foreword
Iris Meder and I decided at the end of 2016 to write a book about the famous spa
town of Bad Gastein and its special architecture. The idea for this had already been
brought to my attention a few years earlier by a Gastein-savvy architect colleague,
Alexander Traugott, who opined that this book had to be written. At the time,
the reports about the structural condition of Bad Gastein were disheartening.
When Iris Meder and I started researching in February 2017, we hoped to be able
to provide impetus for new perspectives in the area through a publication on the
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building history. Little did we suspect that at the same time, behind the scenes,
negotiations had long been underway for a new beginning, which was made public
in November 2017. When Governor Wilfried Haslauer announced the repurchase of
the ensemble on Straubingerplatz and the search for investors, the joy was great.
Mainly because the State of Salzburg had taken responsibility for saving the empty
historic buildings in Bad Gastein. Iris Meder was unfortunately no longer able to
experience the further development and production of this book. She passed
away in November 2018. The architectural upheaval that was set in motion and
which represents a veritable opportunity for Bad Gastein to redefine itself would
have pleased her, as well as the fact that our joint publication project has been
realized. It is my and Philipp Balga’s intention – as photographer and co-editor – to
recount the unique architectural history of the town and to provide the basis for
the renewal process. In Balga‘s photo series, the current phase of change is to be
documented in all of its contradictions. The photos testify to the fault lines in the
built and natural fabric that must be carefully realigned. This book is a stocktaking,
supported by historical plan material from the Salzburg State Archives, which
Birgit Silberbauer pointed to, and through pictures from the Gastein Museum,
which Siegfried Moser and Florian Krenn uncomplicatedly made available.
Knowing the political, economic and social aspects, it becomes comprehensible
how the village of Wildbad Gastein could develop into the “Manhattan of the Alps”
and the “Luginsland” (“observation point”) on the Mittereck, the rock between two
waterfalls of the Ache, into the introverted Straubingerplatz. As history shows, Bad
Gastein has always reinvented itself and we hope to be able to make a contribution
to the current reorientation of the town.

Judith Eiblmayr and Philipp Balga
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Map of Wildbad Gastein, watercolored, 1818.
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The Romantic View
Building on the
Wild Water
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The Romantic View
Building on the
Wild Water

of Gastein is, therefore, largely a chronicle of natural disasters.”5 Numerous floods,
avalanches, rockfalls, thunderstorms and fires, even a severe earthquake, are
cited over the centuries — events that repeatedly caused “great damage to people
and property.”6 The local supply sustained by haymaking and cattle breeding was
probably also part of the success in surviving such calamities, and provided the
basis for being able to do the hard physical labor of mining at all. To make sure that
it stayed that way and that no valuable goods could be stolen, Klammstein Castle
was probably built on the narrow northern section of the valley in the 13th century.
This enabled both the entrance to and the exit from the valley to be monitored
and secured with a drawbridge and heavy gates.7 The history of gold mining in the
Gastein Valley reads like a prime example of the proverbial gold rush mood. Having
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For centuries, the Gastein Valley remained very isolated. Approaching from the

known about the natural resources for a long time, the Catholic Church and the

north, from the Salzach River Valley, the valley could be reached on foot via the

Prince-Archbishopric of Salzburg acquired the Gastein Valley in 12978 and from

saddle of the Drei Waller peaks and later by way of a mule track through the

then on directed mining “through the archbishopric mining regulations.”9 The gold

nearly impassable Gastein Gorge. At the southern end of the valley, a pass on

mines were leased to competent miners from outside, among them, many citizens

the Korntauern made the crossing to Carinthia possible. The lifeline of the valley

from Judenburg. They had a know-how advantage in ore mining and in trading. It

is the Ache River, which begins where the Naßfelder Ache and the Anlaufbach

was Jewish long-distance merchants who ensured the supply of the Austrian upper

stream meet and runs continuously through the 40-kilometer-long valley, fed

class with high-quality goods10 by maintaining trade relations with Italy and, via

with mountain water, and drops around 1,700 meters in altitude to its confluence

Venice, as far as the Orient. As a result, the city of Judenburg developed into an

with the Salzach River. The body of water leads through the Trogtal Valley from

important inner-Austrian economic center in the Middle Ages.11 Around 1350, the

Böckstein to Bad Gastein, where it spectacularly loses height and thunders down

first gold coins were minted in Austria, the most important of which was the Juden-

over a rock, before moving on smoothly from Badbruck towards Bad Hofgastein

burg guilder.

in a straightened riverbed. Here the valley widens and offers fertile soil, which the

Bajuvarian settlers cultivated around 700 AD.1 Alluvial meadows and swamps were

Gold mining in Gastein and Rauris really gathered momentum under the reign

drained and forests cleared to gain area for agricultural use. “The valley floor itself

of Salzburg Archbishop Pilgrim II.12 In 1378, Hans Goldlein and Konrad Decker,

was more or less a closed meadow with an alluvial forest, moors, pools and ponds

likewise from Judenburg, not only leased the mines but also the “Müntz Salzburg”

on the banks of the main channel flowing off in many turns,” writes Sebastian

(“the Salzburg Mint”) and poured the gold into guldens there, thus converting them

Hinterseer. Towards the end of the 10th century, he goes on, an “extended

into currency.13 Jews ran the gold-mining business of the archbishops for another

colonization” began in the Gastein Valley, where “less favorably situated, already

century before they were expelled in 1498.14 After locals had acquired the specialist

populated landscapes had then been cultivated through clearing.” Each settler

knowledge themselves, the heyday of gold continued: “The flourishing era of the

received from the village community “a plot of the same size in different locations

mines in Gastein and Rauris is calculated from 1466 to 1580. During this period

around the settlement, [...] all settlers agreed upon how the new areas were

of 114 years, more than 30 pit shareholders and many new prospectors operated

2

used.” This type of organized cultivation ensured the population’s food supply.

over 1,000 mines in Gastein and Rauris. Every tenth share of the mined ore and a

The residents of the sunny, broad Gastein Valley were safe from sudden attacks

tribute of smelted silver due to the Archbishop alone amounted yearly to 80,000

and, as a result, relatively safe from famine due to the secluded location. However,

gold guilders.”15 On the one hand, this historical excursus shows where the revenue

the Gastein Valley was not invulnerable to “elementary catastrophes,” as Zimburg

to which the city of Salzburg owes its magnificent buildings originated from; on the

notes in his book on the history of Gastein: By its very nature, the mountainous

other hand, it becomes evident that out-of-towners have also benefited from the

location of Gastein also carries the dangers of the mountains with it. A chronicle

Gastein Valley “treasure chest” since time immemorial.

3

4
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In the 15th century, local residents and experienced businesspeople who had
moved there were also likely to have taken advantage of the profits from gold
mining. Merchants soon recognized the window of opportunity. They not only
participated in the mines, but also acted as investors to establish a road network and the postal system: “The merchants became miners and the miners
ran merchants’ businesses, and both of them increased traffic in order to earn
money from it.”16 Hofgastein became the center of trade in the Gastein Valley
with connections over the Korntauern pass towards Italy and “was the wealthiest
place in the country after the city of Salzburg — the ‘güldne Stadtl’ (‘golden little
city’) — as was reported.”17 Laborers moved into the remote valley and brought
about an economic boom, which also allowed crafts to thrive. The money earned
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in the Gastein Valley was invested in the local businesses and enabled a largely
autonomous economy that was nonetheless dependent on and supported by the
archbishops. Their profit was high: “Since Archbishop Matthäus Lang and right up
to Wolf Dietrich’s day, the clerical rulers’ shares of gold flowed increasingly from the
Rauris and Gastein mines, making them the richest in the world at that time and the
city of Salzburg under Raitenauer into a vision of Rome beyond the Alps.”18

Alongside gold ore, the spa business turned out very early on to be a second source
of prosperity. The use of the warm healing springs emerging from the rock at the
foot of the Graukogel mountain had already been known in the Middle Ages. The
first beneficiaries are likely to have been the locals themselves. As can be read in
the book Gold & Gesundheit in Gastein, the so-called “Kommunebad” (“communal

bath”) for natives and guests was established quite early in the village of Bad
Gastein, near the commercial center of Hofgastein: “Like the oldest description
of a Gastein bath tells us, men and women bathed together. Back then, customs
were more permissive in some areas than they are today. There was nothing to
be thought of indulging in all sorts of pleasures in the bath and expressing this
openly in songs.”19 The clergy also wanted to enjoy the pleasures of bathing in
the Gastein Valley: Abbot Otto II Chalhochsperger20 is considered the first bathing

guest from outside known by name. After Emperor Friedrich III21 had become “fresh
and healthy” taking the waters in 1478 and word of this got around among the
aristocrats, Bad Gastein experienced its first halcyon days as a bathing resort in

Communal bathing was common until the middle of the 19th century. Drawing, undated.

the 16th century. The mule track leading from the Salzach Valley through the Gasteiner Gorge became a road so that bathing trips to Gastein could now be made
more comfortably in the cushioned carriage. This proves that people in the Gastein
Valley had been aware of the spa system as the second main source of income for
centuries.

14

15

With the construction of tunnels and galleries for gold mining, long-standing
specialist knowledge of civil engineering existed in the Gastein Valley. With
the emergence of the spa industry, the building construction in Bad Gastein
also continued to develop, and, therefore, we are thematically approaching
the architectural history of the town. What was needed for the guests, besides
mundane wooden houses, two churches and wooden bathing huts with the square
pools into which the thermal water was conducted, were inns with guest rooms. In
addition to the two existing accommodations, the third “Tafernwirtschaft” (guest
house with a tavern) was built in Bad Gastein around 1460 on a rocky plateau next
to the waterfall. This is exactly the place where efforts are currently being made
to soar back to top architectural achievements, Straubingerplatz. Back then it
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was called “Mitteregg,” “a speaking and painting designation, because actually

the space was orographically the corner of a narrow rocky reef, ending in a steep
slope, between two chasms of falling water.”22 With the choice of this exposed
construction site for the “Oberpad” (“upper bath”), which one would nowadays call

a power place, one wanted to aim high, perhaps also to place oneself above the

innkeeper of the “Niederes Bad” (“lower bath”) at the foot of the waterfall and above

the “Mitterwirt” in the middle of town. A bubbling thermal spring 23 was also found
slightly above this point and the warm water could easily be directed into the inn’s
bathhouse. Connected to the “mainland” by wooden bridges over both waterfalls,

the elevated location was certainly beneficial in terms of the microclimate to avoid

the constant moisture that came from the waterfall and fell in the valley. Perhaps
one also deliberately relied on the suspense-packed moment of the thunderous
and thundering masses of water directly below a vertically rising rock face.

From 1521 on, Bad Gastein was known as “Wildbad.”24 This designation anticipated

the enthusiasm for natural spectacles, which first emerged as a movement in

Romanticism. “The Mitteregg tavern acts like a proud observation point of all

landscape pictures, as if it had known from the time it was built that it was the cell,
the heart and probably the soul of the space between the Gastein mountains,”25 as

Rudolf Holzer stated. The pictorial representations, like the one from 1790 — the
oldest existing one dates from 1692 — testify to the dauntless realization of a
solitary building in the middle of the rock plateau, a little away from the village,
surrounded by two waterfalls, rocks, wooded hills and mountain ranges in the
background. Gold was still what primarily kept the organism “between the Gastein
mountains” alive. At the same time, an influx of guests who wanted to alleviate

16

their ailments by staying at a health spa in Bad Gastein began in the 16th century.

Above: The Mitteregg, a rock between two waterfalls.

However, the journey was long and arduous, the comfort of the hostels left a lot

Below: St. Nicholas Church. Bird’s eye view and section, watercolored, 1790.
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The photos from the years 2011–2021 are underlaid with
the lyrics from the song “Bad Kingdom” by the Berlin
music group Moderat.

Philipp Balga

This is not
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What you wanted
Not
What you had in mind
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Birgit Silberbauer & Ingrid Maritsch

Built on the Water
Early Projects
on Straubingerplatz

From the Wildbad to the Fürstenbad
The initial plans for a prince-archiepiscopal bath and permanent house came from
Johann Kleber,99 who had been the building administrator at the Salzburg court
since 1741. According to the current state of research, it is uncertain why Kleber’s
plans were not implemented. Just as uncertain is the location in Bad Gastein for a
building of this size.100 Kleber designed a compact structure with a T-shaped floor
plan and central corridor access, in which two full floors and one attic floor were
crowned by a hipped roof. Three baths were attached in wooden stilt houses and
accessible from the first floor via footbridges. While there was space for the utility
rooms on the ground floor and in the basement, the prince’s private apartments
were housed in the transverse block of the bel étage. The obligatory private chapel
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“The entire town of Gastein (one calls it a village) looks like this — one cannot see

was situated on the attic floor. In order to achieve a room height worthy of a sacred

anything more awkward or poor. It is as if someone had held the eighty little houses

space, the chapel was extended into the roof structure. Drawn with picturesque

that make up everything in his hand and, in a loose jest, let them fall through his

attention to detail, Kleber’s plan also includes features such as backloading stoves,

fingers. Those little houses stand together so clumsily (one would like to say,

wine barrels and the chapel’s altar. To exemplify the comfort and luxury of the

if something like that could be said here), so utterly misshapen and squalid.”96

interior design, the plan even includes the master’s exquisite bed.

These words originate from the pen of the writer, theologian and historian Lorenz
Ritter von Westenrieder. His description from 1810 illustrates how modestly

the village of Wildbad Gastein presented itself up until the beginning of the 19th
century. Everyone who undertook the arduous journey into the Gastein Valley for
medicinal purposes had to submit to these conditions, even the Salzburg Prince

Archbishop. Just a handful of accommodations, such as the Mitterwirtshaus, the
Grabenwirtshaus, as well as the Straubinger family’s Gut Mittereck 97 on today’s

Straubingerplatz, were available to him and all other bathers in the 16th century.
For practical reasons, these simple wooden log houses with stone plinths arose

just below the point where the healing springs emerged. The bathing facilities were

connected to the buildings in the form of wooden huts. In the absence of separate
accommodations befitting their ranks, the Prince Archbishops had to make do

with the existing, simple taverns. The local innkeepers were obliged to always keep
rooms available for the Prince Archbishop and his guests. The Salzburg Regent

financed the construction and maintenance of these amenities. Prince Archbishop

Paris Count von Lodron first traveled to Wildbadgastein in 1621, where he stayed
at Gut Mittereck. It has been handed down that the distinguished guest was not
satisfied with the hygienic conditions of the baths and the food provided by the
Straubinger family. Moreover, the fact that women and men bathed together did
not beseem the standards of morality appropriate for a dignitary of the Church. To
ensure comfort during his bathing stay in the village, Paris Lodron ultimately had a
few rooms at the Straubinger inn refurbished.98

Draft for a stone-walled Badeschloss (bathing castle) with attached wooden bath huts.
Plan by Johann Kleber from 1741.
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From the Castle to the Small Castle

The middle corner between

Like his predecessors, the enlightened Prince Archbishop Hieronymus Count von

the two arms of the waterfall.

Colloredo put himself up at Straubinger’s inn. The tavern already had — in addition

The planned building site for

to a dining room and a hall of mirrors — a mansion, a prince’s parlor and a prince’s

the Badeschloss is above the

chamber.101 However, after Colloredo had traveled to Spa and got to know the

Straubing tavern. Bird’s eye

public baths there, he wanted to raise the standard in Wildbad Gastein as well.

view, watercolored, from 1790.

He personally asked the landlords Anton Straubinger, Michael Weiss and Anton

Detail from illustration on p. 17.

Schernthaner to modernize their accommodations and baths. After the willingness
to comply with his wishes remained low, presumably also for financial reasons,102
the prince himself finally began with far-reaching plans for the town. Several
renowned architects competed for the Prince Archbishop’s favor; Johann Georg
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Laschenzky103 from Vienna, Louis Grenier,104 a hydraulic engineering specialist from

Amiens, and Wolfgang Hagenauer105 from Salzburg surpassed each other with

sometimes utopian designs (see page 25ff ). Ground plans dating from 1790 for a
Badeschloss (bathing castle) by Wolfgang Hagenauer exist. It is a 100-shoe-long106

building across a symmetrical floor plan with an avant-corps in the middle. Two
huge baths are directly attached to the rear of the building. Realizing a castle of
this size posed a particular challenge in terms of finding a construction site in the
rocky Wildbad Gastein environs. Count von Colloredo had proposed six building
sites for the construction of an archiepiscopal Badeschloss. The first choice fell
on a plot of land near St. Nicholas Church, but construction work halted shortly
after the excavation of the property. Based on the sources, it cannot be clarified
whether one of the existing plans was intended for a building at this spot.107 What

prompted the prince to reorient and relocate the lot, despite the work that had
already commenced? What is certain is that the chosen building site directly next to
the waterfall and across from the Straubinger inn was significantly more attractive
than the one near St. Nicholas Church. Looking out from the new building ground,
the Primas Germaniae had a far-reaching view from above down into the valley —
befitting his position as head of the church and Legatus natus. In terms of shape,
the space between both arms of the waterfall near the source of the healing spring
appears like LʼOrigine du monde. It is also conceivable that Franz Anton Straubinger,

the innkeeper at the Mittereck back then, influenced the decision out of economic
considerations. The fact is that the immediate proximity to the Prince Archbishop
Draft for a stately Badeschloss with a chapel in the central avant-corps.

meant a nobilitation of the Mittereck tavern.

Plan by court construction administrator Wolfgang Hagenauer from 1790.
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In the second half of the 19th century, the basis for Bad Gastein, as it presents itself
today, was laid — following the guidelines of a development plan or obeying the
laws of the open real estate market. The village was structurally modified through
the new construction of the Catholic Church, which thereby implemented a new

building dimension. In the exact same spot specified in the development plan
from 1848, parallel to the slope and on the property of the demolished Mitterwirth
building, a Neo-Gothic structure emerged from 1863 to 1873. Its nave redefined
the eaves height with respect to the surrounding buildings. Due to the height of the

The oldest photograph of Wildbad Gastein. The old St. Primus Church has already been demolished.
Photo from 1858.

church steeple, another attempt was made to tower over all the other buildings —

including Hotel Straubinger and the Badeschloss behind it, which had been raised
two stories in 1857. The hotels and baths projected in the development plan were

not realized, so a small forecourt was placed in front of the church, which, together
with the two Lainer houses, formed an ensemble as the village center. The church

is a key building, which vividly depicts the tectonic challenge in the center of Bad
Gastein, but also shows the cleverness in planning to scale: While it adapts to the

village structure on its east side, its west side is twice as high and, on account of
the hillside location, thus appears much mightier from the other side of the valley.

Depending on whether a building stood on the street below or on the street
above, it could then orient its height to the nave.

Beyond that, there was no deliberate planning for the town in an urban develop-

The village with the Neo-Gothic St. Primus Church,

ment context. Construction progressed “haphazardly in Bad Gastein. Depending

built 1863–1873. Postcard from 1910.

on where a building plot was to currently be bought, a new Kurhaus arose.”

125

Be

it on the steep western slope between Villa Meran and the road to Böckstein, on
the eastern slope on the road to Kötschach Valley or near St. Nicholas Church,
new construction, expansion or reconstruction was taking place everywhere. In
order to direct this into orderly channels — or rather streets — the municipality
Shortly before the start of construction on the new
St. Primus Church. The Mitterwirt has already been
torn down. Photo from 1863.
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asked the State of Salzburg to draw up a development plan in 1865. However, this

Valley near Zell am See. Wessicken’s uncle Alois served as pastor in Bad Gastein

For economic reasons, the superordinate authorities

during the construction of the new church. Laurenz Krisch presumes in his article

did not want to intervene in a regulatory manner, but rather allow the nascent

that “[...] the good contacts between pastor Alois Wessicken and the local hoteliers

Gründerzeit free rein. Bad Gastein had meanwhile become a world stage. Tourism

contributed to the fact that the architect Josef Wessicken was remembered.”134

flourished, particularly with guests from Germany, and German investors became

Often doctors themselves who had studied in a city, the hoteliers and spa

the bearers of hope for the development of the town.

operators had likely been aware that one would have to live up to the level of the

request was not granted.

126

cosmopolitan guest community in terms of the architectural style to retain them.
While the Austrian imperial couple Franz Joseph and Elisabeth spent their

The well-known European health resorts were in competition with each other,

summer holidays in the Ischl Imperial Villa in the second half of the 19th century,

so investments were made in infrastructure in all of them. At that time, several

Wilhelm I, King of Prussia, visited Bad Gastein from 1863 onwards, staying there

spa resorts already had a rail connection, which of course promptly increased

several weeks each year to take the waters. He put himself up at the Badeschloss

the number of visitors: Baden-Baden since 1845, Karlsbad (Karlovy Vary) since

or at the new, comfortable Hotel Straubinger128 and became a popular regular

1870 or Marienbad (Mariánské Lázně) since 1872.135 The Gastein Valley was initially

guest who had a lasting impact on the town. Forty years after Archduke Johann,

connected tangentially to the railway network in the summer of 1875, after the

Wilhelm, the German Emperor as of 1871, described in the Wiener Neue Illustrirten

“Salzburg-Tiroler-Bahn” railway had opened with its route through the Salzach

Zeitung as “undisputedly the most powerful monarch in the world,”

127
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Valley. As of Lend there was a direct train connection in all directions. This made

by welcoming guests from the aristocracy, business and politics to his vacation

it easier for the prominent guests to find their way to Bad Gastein. The holiday

home, which was reported in newspaper articles. Political decisions have always

destination was to be made more attractive with a sophisticated flair, since the

been made at famous spa resorts. The “Carlsbad Decrees” of 1818 or the “Gastein

healing properties of the thermal water alone did not suffice.

129

130

Convention”

131

of 1865 attest to this. This event helped spread the reputation of

Bad Gastein in Germany and beyond, further stimulating the sale of real estate.

Wessicken’s first structure for Bad Gastein was Villa Mühlberger, a “rental and
bathing house,” erected from 1876 to 1878 above St. Nicholas Church. The first

Besides the secular buildings and hotels, the German guests reclaimed a part of the

bathhouses stood in the early Middle Ages near the church, which had been built

Gastein Valley tradition, namely that of Protestantism. Some members of Kaiser

around 1400.136 A hamlet of a few cottages remained.137 Here on the old main road

Wilhelm’s entourage were dissatisfied that Bad Gastein had no Protestant church,

to Hofgastein there had been the described plans from the late 18th century,

so money was collected from wealthy German spa guests for the construction of

none of which were implemented. It was not until the middle of the 19th century

a house of worship. Funding was soon secured, enabling the Protestant Chapel of

that people began thinking about the square again. An initial bathhouse arose

St. Christopher to be built from 1868 to 1871, at the same time as the St. Primus

near St. Nicholas Church after the water lifting system and the thermal water

An architect from Berlin carried out the planning. Erected

pipes had been renewed in 1849. The doctor Mathias Lainer had the guest house

near Villa Solitude, the church was a German affair, but nonetheless gave the

“Zum Hirschen” built in 1850, supplying it with thermal water from the “Haupt-

townspeople of Bad Gastein a piece of their own history back.

und Doctor-Quelle.”138 Nearby, Josef Wessicken was able to plan a voluminous

Church was going up.

132

spa facility for Josef Mühlberger on the proverbial green meadow opposite the

While the Germans left their built traces behind, the town itself increasingly

little church, and did so in an impressive manner: The stately building is roughly

focused on construction quality. For that reason, a respected Salzburg architect

the same size as the extended Badeschloss, with laterally flanking tower motifs

was brought to Bad Gastein and further recommended after the completion of the

which, together with the roof overhang, typologically cite the Tuscan Renaissance

first structure. Josef Wessicken, a contemporary of Otto Wagner, was the architect

villa. This is still not a heavy Neo-Renaissance style; the architect had instead

who primarily gave the town its metropolitan flair. One of his professors, Friedrich

planned this structure with late classical clarity before he gave the east-west axis

the erector of the Vienna City Hall, had appointed him

of Bad Gastein a completely new imprint with his Ringstrasse-like extensions and

as construction manager for the expansion of Fischhorn Castle in the Salzach

new buildings.139 Wessicken’s later private houses in Bad Gastein, such as Villa

Freiherr von Schmidt,

140
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