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Medieval Background & Construction 

In 1164, the Archbishop of Cologne, Rainald of Dassel, acquired the relics of the Three 

Kings which the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick I, had taken from the Basilica of 

Sant'Eustorgio, Milan, Italy. It was important to Cologne’s church officials that the relics be 

properly housed, and thus, began a building program in the new style of Gothic architecture, 

based in particular on the French cathedral of Amiens. 

The foundation stone was laid on August 15, 1248, by Archbishop Konrad von Hochstaden. 

The eastern arm was completed under the direction of Master Gerhard, was consecrated in 

1322 and sealed off by a temporary wall so it could be used as the work continued.  

In the mid-14th century work on the west front commenced under Master Michael. This work 

ceased in 1473, leaving the south tower complete to the belfry level and crowned with a huge 

crane that remained in place as a landmark of the Cologne skyline for 400 years.  Some work 

proceeded intermittently on the structure of the nave between the west front and the eastern 

arm, but during the 16th century this also stopped. 

Work resumed in 1842 to the original design of the surviving medieval plans and drawings, 

but utilizing more modern construction techniques, including iron roof girders. The nave was 

completed and the towers were added. The bells were installed in the 1870s.  

 

Cathedral Church of Saint Peter is a Catholic cathedral in 

Cologne, Germany.  It is the seat of the Archbishop of 

Cologne and of the administration of the Archdiocese of 

Cologne. It is a renowned monument of German 

Catholicism and Gothic architecture and was declared 

a World Heritage Site in 1996.  It is Germany's most visited 

landmark, attracting an average of 20,000 people a day. 

It is the largest Gothic church in Northern Europe and has 

the second-tallest spires. The towers for its two huge spires 

give the cathedral the largest façade of any church in the 

world. The choir has the largest height to width ratio, 3.6:1, 

of any medieval church. 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saint_Peter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archbishop_of_Cologne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rainald_of_Dassel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Kings
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Kings
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Roman_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frederick_I,_Holy_Roman_Emperor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basilica_of_Sant%27Eustorgio
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basilica_of_Sant%27Eustorgio
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gothic_architecture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amiens_Cathedral
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foundation_stone
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Konrad_von_Hochstaden
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Master_Gerhard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nave
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archbishop_of_Cologne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archbishop_of_Cologne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archdiocese_of_Cologne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archdiocese_of_Cologne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholicism_in_Germany
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholicism_in_Germany
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gothic_architecture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Heritage_Site
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tourism_in_Germany#Landmarks
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tourism_in_Germany#Landmarks
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gothic_architecture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_tallest_churches_in_the_world
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Choir_(architecture)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medieval


 
 

Page 2 of 2 
 

       

 

      2020 Walk to Bethlehem 

 
 

The completion of Germany's largest cathedral was celebrated as a national event on August 

14, 1880, 632 years after construction had begun. The celebration was attended by 

Emperor Wilhelm I. With a height of 157.38 meters (516.3 ft), it was the tallest building in the 

world for four years until the completion of the Washington Monument. 

Since 1900 

With its twin spires as an easily recognized landmark and target, the Cathedral was struck 14 

times during World War II.  Badly damaged, it nevertheless remained standing in an otherwise 

completely flattened city. 

Repairs of the war damage were completed in 1956. An emergency repair to the base of the 

northwest tower, carried out in 1944 using poor-quality brick taken from a nearby ruined 

building, remained visible as a reminder of the war until 2005, when it was decided to restore 

the section to its original appearance. 

In 2005, Cologne was host to World Youth Day 2005 Festival.  Pope Benedict XVI visited the 

Cathedral.  An estimated one million pilgrims visited the cathedral during this time. Also as 

part of the events of World Youth Day, Cologne Cathedral hosted a televised gala performance 

of Beethoven's Missa Solemnis, performed by the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra and the 

London Philharmonic Choir. 

In 1996, the cathedral was added to the UNESCO World Heritage List of culturally important 

sites. As a World Heritage Site and host to the Shrine of the Three Kings, Cologne Cathedral 

is a major attraction for tourists and pilgrims, and is one of the oldest and most important 

pilgrimage sites of Northern Europe. Visitors can climb 533 stone steps of the spiral staircase 

to a viewing platform about 330 ft above the ground. The platform gives a scenic view over 

the Rhine. 

The Shrine of the Three Kings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Wikipedia and Cathedral web site: https://www.koelner-dom.de/homepage 

 

As noted above, the relics were moved from Milan to 

Cologne.  Work on the Shrine began around 1180, 

before the start of the Cathedral, and was completed 

in 1225. Around 1200, King Otto gave three golden 

crowns, purported to be made for the three wise men, 

as a present to the Cathedral. Because of the Shrine’s 

and Cathedral’s importance in the city’s 

development, the Cologne Coat of Arms still shows 

these three crowns symbolizing the Three Kings. 
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