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The Decagon of St. Gereon / Cologne

An architectural wonder of the world suspended in time

The dome of St. Gereon is a unique structure in European architectural history. Its
foundation rests on the walls of a late-antique oval building dating from the 4th century.
In the 13th century (between 1219 and 1227), this ancient structure was raised by a
decagonal vault — the decagon. With a clear height of 34 meters and a span of nearly
20 meters, this domed structure remained unrivaled north of the Alps for centuries. It
bridged the gap between Roman engineering and the emerging Gothic style.

The Secret of the Decagon: Stability and Aesthetics

While most of the domes in this exhibition are based on circles or octagons, the decagonal
symmetry of St. Gereon is a rare feature. The ten sides of the decagon lend the space
an unusual sense of dynamism and expansiveness. The vault itself is designed as a
ribbed dome, with the ribs converging at the zenith like the spokes of a massive wheel.
This geometry breaks up the rigid monumentality and lends the massive stone structure
a surprising lightness.

Lighting Design: The Play of Colors

The “sky” above St. Gereon is largely defined by its windows. The modern glazing by
Georg Meistermann, installed after the destruction of World War ll, fills the decagon
with an intense play of colors. The light refracts through the three levels of windows,
bathing the Romanesque and Gothic walls in shifting shades of red, blue, and gold. As
a result, the dome does not appear as a static cap but rather as a living tent of light that
changes depending on the time of day.

A Space of Martyrs and Visions

St. Gereon stands on historic ground; the church is dedicated to St. Gereon and his
companions of the Theban Legion. The dome arches over a space deeply rooted in the
world of legend. For the viewer, the decagon evokes a sense of both security and awe:
the gaze upward does not lead into infinity, but focuses on the geometric perfection of
the ten-sided shape — a symbol of divine order in the midst of the earthly city.
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