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Laughter Behind Mask: New Vision of Strauss?s Fledermaus

Theater an der Wien, 13.10.2025 [ENA]

Johann Strauss’s Die Fledermaus is not only a keystone of Viennese operetta but a work deeply bound to
Vienna’s cultural identity. First premiered in 1874, it straddles the boundary between high musical
sophistication and lighter theatrical comedy. It relies on a delicate balance: wit and satire, elegance and
farce, musical charm and dramatic timing. A production of Die Fledermaus in Vienna is marvellous. 

A production of Die Fledermaus in Vienna is almost always measured against the ghosts of earlier
“definitive” stagings, against the city's operetta tradition, and against the audience’s expectations of sparkle,
dance, humor—but also musical polish and ensemble cohesion. The Theater an der Wien’s 2025-26
production sets out to mark the bicentenary of Johann Strauss, reclaiming Die Fledermaus as a central
spectacle for the 19th-century Viennese waltz tradition while offering something fresh. Stefan Herheim
directs and designs (stage design), with costume design by Esther Bialas, lighting by Franz Tscheck,
choreography by Beate Vollack, dramaturgy by Christian Schröder.

The cast includes Hulkar Sabirova (Rosalinde), Thomas Blondelle (Eisenstein), Leon Košavic (Dr. Falke),
Alina Wunderlin (Adele), and others. The Wiener Symphoniker and the Arnold Schoenberg Chor lend their
formidable musical heft, under conductor Petr Popelka. Given this team, expectations are high—not merely
for a nostalgic rendition but for something that reinvigorates Die Fledermaus for contemporary audiences.
Herheim’s dual role as director and stage designer suggests that the visual conception will be strongly
integrated with the dramaturgy. Herheim is known for intelligent and sometimes provocative stagings, often
bringing out psychological layers or social critique in familiar works. 

Given Die Fledermaus’ inherent tensions—between aristocracy and servant, surface gaiety and darker
undercurrents—Herheim may emphasize contrast: the outward spectacle of the ball vs. the personal
deceptions and moral ambiguities beneath.
Stage design by Herheim will likely create environments that are both sumptuous and liminal—spaces that
suggest the opulence of high society and yet can quickly pivot to reveal intimacy, deception, or farce.
Lighting by Franz Tscheck should play a key role: to heighten mood transitions (from the playful to the
awkward, from day to night, from public to private) and to make comedy visually dynamic (spotlights,
shadows, contrasts, possibly strobe or surprise lighting to emphasize the festive chaos).

Costumes by Esther Bialas can be expected to draw on both period elegance and stylized exaggeration: the
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billiards-room suits, the ball gowns, the servants’ uniforms—but perhaps with twists: color choices that
signal characters’ inner lives, exaggeration at the ball for spectacle, maybe even elements of modernity to
suggest timeless relevance.
Choreography (Beate Vollack) is important in Die Fledermaus—the dancing, the ensembles at the ball,
comic physicality in servants’ roles, etc. Vollack’s contribution is likely to ensure that movement is not
mere ornament but helps delineate class, rhythm of farce, and musical pacing.

In sum, the visual and directorial apparatus probably aims at the following synthesis: honoring tradition (the
waltzes, the glamor, the comedy) while engaging critical reflection: showing that beneath the façade of the
party, the masks, the laughter, there is an undercurrent of deception, social hypocrisy, possibly even
existential fragility. Petr Popelka is a conductor with a reputation for clarity, rhythmic precision, and
sensitivity to character in orchestral and operatic works. Under his baton, one can expect Die Fledermaus to
be musically assured: tempi that allow the waltzes to breathe but also those for the ensemble numbers and
the finales that do not drag. 

He brings out the orchestra—not just as accompaniment, but as partner, letting Strauss’s wind passages, his
woodwind color, and his rhythmic lightness shine, especially in the prelude, the waltz sequences, and the
comedic instrumental interludes. The Wiener Symphoniker is a top-tier ensemble with a strong tradition;
one hopes that in this production their sound will be full, flexible, shimmering in the waltzes, crisp in the
march, playful in the scherzo-like passages. The Arnold Schoenberg Chor (Erwin Ortner) adds choral
weight to ensemble scenes; particular attention will be needed in the quartets and finales where balance
among soloists and chorus is crucial.

To carry Rosalinde is to balance lyricism and comedic timing. The “Csárdás” scene is always a test: agility,
coloratura, emotional flair. Sabirova, if she brings both vocal warmth and theatrical presence, could offer a
Rosalinde who is not merely the ingénue but a woman of dignity and wit. Her duet/s with Eisenstein, her
moments with Adele, and especially her reactions in the infamous prison scene will reveal how much depth
the production allows. One would hope she has both the vocal heft for the more dramatic lines and the
finesse for Strauss’s elegant gentler passages.

Eisenstein must walk the line between comic fool and person vulnerable to his own vanity. Blondelle,
depending on his vocal timbre, could bring a suave but somewhat exaggerated arrogance, making his
comeuppance both expected and satisfying. His duets (with Rosalinde, with Alfred, with Adele) should
show flexibility: comic grotesquerie, but also an undercurrent of regret or embarrassment. Adele often
steals scenes; she must be quick, agile, witty, light of voice, but also believable as someone who outwits the
aristocracy a bit. Wunderlin presumably has these traits. Her “Mein Herr Marquis” aria, her physical
comedy, her sneakiness at the ball are all touchstones. 
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Leon Košavic as Dr. Falke: he’s the architect of the plot’s deception; so comedic timing and ability to
modulate tone are needed. Frank and Alfred (Krešimir Stražanac and David Fischer) will need dramatic
contrast—Alfred’s love-stricken sincerity vs. drunken melancholy; Frank’s legal rigidity but compromising
impulses. Prinz Orlofsky (Jana Kurucová) usually is a cameo role but offers opportunity for camp, irony,
social commentary; how the production uses that character (possibly gender trope, performance style) will
say much about its stance.

Given that this staging coincides with Strauss’s 200th birthday, there is something celebratory but also
reflective in what one might hope: the production could both indulge in the joyfulness of Die Fledermaus
and question what it means in our time. What does social pretension mean now? What about masks (literal
and metaphorical)? What about the role of deception, the border between appearance and truth?
Christian Schröder’s dramaturgy likely supports such questions. Herheim’s reputation for layered meaning
suggests this Die Fledermaus will “erase boundaries”—between class, between seriousness and farce,
perhaps draw attention to what is hidden behind the laughter.

Operetta productions in Vienna—especially of Die Fledermaus—are numerous; many are cherished for
tradition, many for innovation. Herheim’s version will be compared with past stagings: those that
emphasize period authenticity, those that reinterpret, those that focus on comedy, those that highlight
underlying darkness or moral ambiguity. Also, historically, Die Fledermaus has been used in different
political and social climates (post-war Vienna, the 19th century, modern era) for varied commentary.
Herheim’s version engages with social commentary: issues of class, identity (gender and performance,
possibly), truth vs illusion. That gives it interpretive richness.

Theater an der Wien’s 2025-26 staging of Die Fledermaus looks to be a richly promising mix of tradition
and reinvention. With Stefan Herheim’s strong artistic vision, supported by excellent collaborators both
musically and theatrically, it is poised to offer more than simple nostalgia: the potential is for a Fledermaus
that is alive to its socio-theatrical implications, aware of its own artifice, and yet happily committed to
delivering joy, laughter, dance, and musical elegance.

Bericht online lesen:
https://culture.en-a.eu/kunst_kultur_und_musik/laughter_behind_mask_new_vision_of_strausss_fledermau
s-92357/
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