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The Blue Miracle of Viennese Art Nouveau

In the heart of Vienna’s Central Cemetery stands a dome that defines the transition
between earth and eternity in a radically modern way. The Cemetery Church of St.
Charles Borromeo, built by Max Hegele between 1908 and 1911, is considered — alongside
the Otto Wagner Church at Steinhof — the most significant sacred building of the Vienna
Secession. While Baroque domes often “dissolve” the architecture through painting,
Hegele relies on clean lines and a fascinating color symbolism that immediately capti-
vates the viewer.

Light and Color: A Glimpse into the Cosmos

The heart of the exhibition “Wie im Himmel” finds its literal counterpart here: the interior
of the dome is painted in a deep, luminous azure blue and studded with countless golden
stars. Rather than depicting human scenes, Hegele abstracts the divine as a cosmic order.
Light streams through the windows in the tambour in such a way that the blue of the vault
seems to vibrate. The result is not a gloomy image of death, but rather the comforting vi-
sion of an infinite, peaceful night sky.

Reinforced concrete and gold mosaic

From a technical standpoint, the building was a sensation for its time. The dome,
which towers over the central structure with a diameter of about 23 meters, is one
of Vienna’s earliest reinforced concrete structures. The combination of cutting-edge
technology and artisanal perfection is evident in the pendentives: here, magnificent
mosaics in the typical style of the Vienna Secession depict the four evangelists and
biblical motifs in shades of gold and earth tones. This blend of technical precision and
decorative warmth makes the dome a unique aesthetic experience.

A monument to symmetry

The dome’s architecture follows a strict geometric design that is reflected throughout the
cemetery grounds. As the focal point of the central axis, it serves as an anchor between the
graveyards. Here, Hegele created a total work of art in which the exterior — the distinctive
green-patinated copper dome — and the interior form an inseparable unity. The dome is
not merely an architectural culmination, but a stone promise of peace and transcendence
at the end of life’s journey.
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