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From A (as in Ambras) to Z (as in Zaha Hadid)

Take a stroll, see the sights - discover Innsbruck’s many faces

Anyone who visits the Tyrolean Capital, Innsbruck, will immediately notice the close coexistence of culture and nature. Located on Europe’s most important transport lines between North and South, East and West and nestled in the mountains of the northern “Chalk Alps” and the Central Alps, the city was and still is a place of meeting, of cultural exchange, trade, science, and – above all more recently – of sport. 

This union is visible all around, even in the middle of the historic city centre with its artistic buildings, museums and churches: the view down the splendid Maria Theresien street to the medieval old town with the majestic Nordkette mountain chain providing a stunning backdrop; the view of the baroque Triumphal Arch with the city’s spectacular new icon, the Bergisel ski jump, designed by top architect Zaha Hadid.

If you stroll through the centre you learn a lot about the history of the pretty old town: Habsburg Emperor Maximilian I (1459–1519), in particular, shaped the image of Innsbruck at the transition from medieval to Renaissance. He made the city the centre of his empire, which stretched from Spain and Burgundy to Hungary. He was responsible for the building of Innsbruck’s symbols, the Golden Roof and the Zeughaus, which is situated in the east of the city and now houses a museum. 

For his artistically decorated tomb, Maximilian planned an escort of life-size bronze figures, which were designed by prominent artists of his time. The 28 so-called “Schwarze Mander“ (black men), which represent Maximilian’s ancestors and descendents, were worked on by painter Albrecht Dürer as well as casters Stefan Godl, Peter Vischer and Peter Löffler, among others. The statues were not finished, however, until Maximilian’s grandson Ferdinand I took over and had this significant piece of Renaissance art displayed in Innsbruck’s Hofkirche (court church). This is situated on the east side of the old town next to the Hofburg Imperial Palace, which was built in the 15th century and, until the baroque period, redesigned several times. Adjacent to the court church you will find the Tyrolean Folk Art Museum which since 1929 has accumulated a fascinating collection of every day objects of rural, urban and aristocratic life in former days, when the Trentino area – together with the Ladin-speaking population in the Dolomites - were still part of the Tyrol. Following extensive refurbishments in 2009, the collections – which range among the most beautiful and impressive in the Alpine region – can be viewed in new splendour.
Until around 1600, a large number of houses were built in Innsbruck’s old town - often four or five storeys high and packed closely together. Looking across the Inn River - which incidentally gave the city its name - you get an idea about the background of medieval architecture. Here, on the steep left bank of the river, you find Innsbruck’s oldest district, St. Nikolaus, with its colourful rows of houses. As space became scarce, the Wilten Abbey, in the south of Innsbruck, made a barter agreement in which it surrendered the area on the right of the river to secular power, where today’s old town developed. Modesty was also required here so houses were built in a high and narrow style. Nevertheless, sufficient space was made available for an impressive, wide road with arched walkways, the Herzog Friedrich Straße. Today it invites people to visit its shops and relax in the lovely street side cafés. If you want to see it all from higher up you can climb up the Stadtturm city tower. Built in 1442-1450 as part of the former town hall, it rises 51 metres above the old town. Formerly used by watchmen looking for enemies or fires, it now offers the most fabulous views of the entire old town. With its extensive permanent exhibition including paintings, townscapes, photographs and documents, Stadtarchiv, located at Badgasse, provides an insight into Innsbruck’s historical past. This museum is also venue for numerous events such as special exhibitions, literary readings and lectures.

The old city is enclosed by Marktgraben, Burggraben and Rennweg, marking the boundary along which the city wall once ran. The somewhat younger baroque and classical part of Innsbruck is located outside its perimeter. Here you find Maria Theresien street with the Annasäule column, a statue to show thanks for the victory of the Tyrolean people’s contingent over the Bavarian troupes of 1703; the Triumphal Arch, which was built for the marriage of Archduke Leopold (son of Empress Maria Theresia) to Maria Ludovica of Spain in 1765; the modern Congress Innsbruck, which dates back to the Comedihaus that was built in 1629/30 and designed to cater for an amazing 5,000 visitors. The sovereigns of that time, Leopold V and his wife Claudia von Medici, must have been thinking on a large scale for this construction – after all, during their time only 7,000 people actually lived in Innsbruck. Their efforts do, however, say a great deal about the artistry of the people of Innsbruck and their regents.

It was above all Archduke Ferdinand II (1529–1595) who proved to be a significant promoter of the arts. He had Ambras Castle – located on a hill to the south of Innsbruck - developed into a splendid Renaissance castle for his wife Philippine Welser. He installed extensive collections of art and curiosities here, which continue to be among the most beautiful “curiosity chambers” today.

In the 17th century, courtly musical life was booming with artists such as Johann Stadlmayr and Marc Antonio Cesti. Equalling this epoch today are the Innsbruck Festival Weeks, which take place in the summer. With the concerts at Ambras Castle, in the Hofgarten (court gardens) and on the historic town squares, along with the light but exquisitely staged baroque operas, this festival has made Innsbruck an important European centre of classical music.

In the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries, the number of inhabitants grew to 130,000. The districts that developed around the centre, Wilten, Pradl and Saggen, are evidence of this with their classical (residential) buildings. Somewhat further away, at Bergisel, you encounter one of the most historically significant events in Tyrolean history, the Tyrolean freedom battle against Bavaria and the French under Napoleon. With their leader, Andreas Hofer, in 1809 the Tyroleans were victorious in three battles; in the fourth, however, they had to surrender to superior power. Depicting the events of that time is an Andreas Hofer statue at Bergisel and the Giant Panoramic Painting, one of the last preserved paintings from the 19th century, located in a rotunda by the River Inn. In 2010, the approximately 1,000 m2 of canvas describing the third Bergisel encounter will be relocated to a newly built museum near the Bergisel ski-jump. 

Brand new too is the funicular railway that goes up to Hungerburg, with a stop at the Alpine Zoo. Since 2007 it departs from Congress Innsbruck in the centre of town, replacing the original funicular that was built more than 100 years ago. The stations of this new facility with their organic shapes designed by Zaha Hadid, architect of the Bergisel ski jump, recall the constant flow of ice and glaciers. At Hungerburg you can board the Nordkettenbahn cable car to continue up to Seegrube (1,905 m) and Hafelekar (2,330 m). Here, Nordpark opens up a true paradise for skiers, hikers, mountain bikers, hang gliders and paragliders, and tempts people up to the mountains with plenty of sun and heaps of snow in the winter.

By rebuilding the Hungerburgbahn funicular and renovating the Nordkettenbahn - a cable car designed by Franz Baumann and counting among the Tyrol’s most important classic modernist constructions - tribute is being paid to the expansion of winter sports and tourism during the past century. Due to the growth of alpinism and new (winter) sports such as skiing, for which the mountains around the city are ideal, the Innsbruck region became a veritable sports and tourist destination. In 1964 and 1976 the city and its surrounding villages and mountains even played host to the Winter Olympic Games. Come 2012, Innsbruck will be the first city in the world to have hosted Olympic Games three times, when in January 2012 the first Olympic Youth Winter Games take place in Innsbruck. On the occasion of the 2005 IIHF Ice Hockey World Championships, the main ice stadium was extended and a smaller venue was added. Known as Olympiaworld, this facility today hosts professional sports events as well as cultural performances, and its ice rinks are open for public skating. 

Innsbruck and its inhabitants only recently gave once again proof of true Tyrolean hospitality, with regard to hosting major sports events: During EURO 2008 three matches took place in the Innsbruck soccer stadium, featuring also the Spanish team, winner of the 2008 European championship. The state-of-the-art stadium, together with the Igls Bobsleigh run (refurbished in 2005-2007), the Bergisel ski jump (rebuilt in 2001) and the Nordkette and Patscherkofel ski resorts firmly cement Innsbruck’s role as an international sports destination. 

Information: Innsbruck Tourismus, tel. +43-512-59850, office@innsbruck.info, www.innsbruck.info
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