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Cologne’s
subterranean chandelier
8

by Duncan JD Smith
For many visitors, arriving in Germany from
Britain, Belgium or the Netherlands, Cologne
is their first taste of Germany. The Rhineland
city is a place for Roman ruins and religious
relics, a city that has atmospheric crypts and
even — under one of the university buildings
— an artificial coal mine. Urban explorer Duncan JD Smith has written before for hidden
europe, with articles on subterranean Vienna
(HE27) and underground Budapest (HE30).
Here, he describes an unusual expedition below the streets of Cologne.

I

n 1828 the English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge made reference to the lack of sewers
in Cologne. He noted that the city had “two
and seventy stenches, all well defined, and several
stinks!” It is difficult to imagine living in such a
city. Like other cities across Europe, Cologne’s
population was burgeoning in Coleridge’s day —
and so too was its volume of wastewater. With no
means to process it, raw sewage was channelled
into the river along open ditches, filling the narrow streets of the Altstadt with noxious odours
and spreading disease.
The first modern sewage systems in Europe
were built in London and Paris during the 1850s,
and consisted of a radial network of brick-built
tunnels conveying effluent discreetly away from
built-up areas. Unfortunately for Cologne, a safe

Left: The Chandelier Hall in Cologne’s sewer system (photo
by Duncan JD Smith).
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and reliable public water supply was not made
available until 1863, despite repeated (but apparently unaffordable) offers from both German
and English sanitary engineers. The first modern
sewer system took even longer and was not inaugurated until 1890, some eighteen hundred years
after the Romans had endowed the Rhineland city
with its first sewers.
Seven times each year the public have the
chance to visit Cologne’s nineteenth-century
sewer system. This rarely-seen world is entered by
means of a sturdy steel trap door at the corner of
Clever Strasse and Theodor-Heuss-Ring (in the
Neustadt-Nord district of the city). A steep staircase leads down to where a service tunnel connects
to a subterranean chamber known as the Regenentlastungsbauwerk. With a width of 3.8 metres and a
height of 4.6 metres this surprisingly elegant space
gives access to an important junction of the city’s
network of storm and wastewater drains. This particular location was selected because previously it
had been a harbour, created immediately north of
the mediaeval city wall during the French occupation.
Under normal conditions only the main
canal is filled with wastewater, a slow-moving,
murky mass of dark grey water with a distinctive aroma. It runs northwards to Cologne’s first
mechanised wastewater treatment plant in Niehl,
which opened in 1905. However, in times of exceptionally heavy rain the water in the canal is supplemented by water running off the streets above,
and all too soon the level rises, slopping over the
side, and running into the storm drain alongside
it. This carries the excess water directly into the
Rhine. When it’s not raining, visitors are able to
take a short stroll along the storm drain to peer
into its numerous side tunnels.
A unique and surprising feature is the twelvearmed chandelier suspended from the ceiling of
the chamber, giving rise to the name Kronleuchtersaal, or Chandelier Hall. The chandelier’s presence dates back to the opening of the sewer system
in 1890. It was expected that the Prussian Emperor
Wilhelm II would attend the event. As if the stateof-the-art sewers were not enough to impress the
emperor, a pair of candlelit chandeliers were also
installed. In the end the emperor never arrived but

Visiting the sewers
Tours of the Cologne sewers take place on the last
Sunday of each month from March to September. This unusual subterranean foray is offered by
the city’s drainage and flood service department
(Stadtentwässerungsbetriebe Köln), which you can
contact by telephone on +49 221 2212 6845.

the chandeliers remained in place. Having succumbed to rust over the years they were replaced
by a single, electricity-powered chandelier in
1990. An inscribed stone tablet on the wall nearby
records the names of the mayor at the time, as well
as the two architects responsible for the construction, namely Johann Stübben and Carl Steuernagel.
During the tour it is explained how the centre
of Cologne, as well as the nearby boroughs of
Deutz, Nippes and Ehrenfeld, were all connected
to the wastewater system by 1900. Today, Cologne’s
two thousand or more kilometres of wastewater
tunnels drain effluent and excess rainwater
from across the entire city to five modern water
purification plants, where filtration tanks are used
to clean the water before it is fed into the Rhine.
Cologne’s original sewer system is still fully
functional today, despite the population having
increased four-fold since 1890. In addition to
tours, the sewers also play host to occasional
jazz and classical music concerts, attended by up
to fifty people, who come here not only to enjoy
the unusual surroundings but also the special
acoustics provided by the Chandelier Hall.
Duncan JD Smith’s book “Only in Cologne: A
Guide to Hidden Corners, Little-Known Places
and Unusual Objects” will be published by
Christian Brandstätter Verlag (www.cbv.at) in
May 2011. Existing titles in the “Only in” series,
all written by Duncan, cover Budapest, Prague,
Vienna, Berlin, Hamburg and Munich. Duncan
is presently researching “Only in Zürich”, for
publication in May 2012. The “Only in” series
was reviewed in hidden europe 26. You can
find out more about Duncan JD Smith’s work
at www.duncanjdsmith.com.
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