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 Staging of the Chapel Bridge  

Handling of the Chapel Bridge in the 

event of a staging – principles and guide-

lines 

Lucerne, 17 September 2013 
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1 Chapel Bridge and Water Tower 

Figures 

• The Water Tower is used today by the local artillery society  

• Water Tower: built in 1339, height 34.5 metres  

• Chapel Bridge: built in 1362-1365, length today 200 metres (shortened by 85 metres)  

• Picture cycle Chapel Bridge (1607ff): studio painter Hans Heinrich Wägmann (1557-1628)  

 

2 Historical significance 

The Water Tower, Lucerne’s trademark, was built before the Chapel Bridge, in 1339. It has served many 

functions over the centuries, among other things as a dungeon, torture chamber, treasury and archive.  

The Chapel Bridge, which abuts the Water Tower, was constructed as a defensive corridor in the 14
th

 

century (between 1362 and 1365). Since its construction, it has been renovated and renewed several times. 

In the 19
th

 century, the bridge was shortened at both ends. Although the bridge was extensively renovated 

in 1968, ca. 20% of the supporting structure of the bridge dated back to the 14
th

 to 19
th

 centuries at the 

time of the fire in 1993. The oldest parts of the bridge to survive are the oak wood lumbers used in the 

supporting structure at the southern end of the bridge. In a dendrochronological test, they were dated 

back to 1366. The picture cycle was conceptualised in 1599 by town clerk Renward Cysat and then painted 

on triangular plates by the studio of painter Hans Heinrich Wägmann from 1607 onwards.  

 

3 The fire and its effects 

During the night of 17 August 1993, the Chapel Bridge caught fire. Large parts of the bridge, and in particu-

lar 18 bays of the bridge’s superstructure, were destroyed. Immediately after the fire, a large-scale renova-

tion was started and completed just seven months after the fire. The fire did not endanger the Water 

Tower or its wooden overstory.  
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A major loss was experienced in terms of the picture cycle: 111 pictures hung in the bridge’s gable before 

the fire. Of these, 43 were retrieved in whole or in parts on 18 August 1993, and conservators were able to 

restore 25. Today, they are once again exhibited on the bridge.  

 

4 Today’s order of hanging 

Today’s order of hanging of the pictures on the Chapel Bridge was developed in cooperation with the 

federal and cantonal cultural heritage preservation services. Each bridgehead holds pictures that survived 

the fire in 1993. The pictures depicting the life of St Mauritius are shown in the middle of the bridge; these 

were stored in a depot at the time of the fire and were therefore not damaged by the fire. Empty bridge 

bays remain between the bridgeheads and the picture cycle dedicated to St Mauritius.  

After the fire in 1993, extensive safety precautions were taken, including the installation of a fire detection 

system (smoke and high temperature detectors). Fire-cells were built in order to prevent the rapid spread 

of fire and video cameras installed.  

 

Part of the City’s fortifications, pedestrian pathway, processional route 

5 Cultural heritage preservation assessment  

From a cultural heritage preservation viewpoint, the Chapel Bridge, with its original pictures stemming 

from the 17
th

 century and the Water Tower, clearly qualifies as a national monument. It is one of the long-

est roofed wooden bridges on stakes in Europe. For the past 650 years, the bridge has served as an impor-

tant pathway for pedestrians bridging the older with the newer part of town. It is a major characteristic of 

the cityscape of Lucerne and part of its historic fortifications.  

A large part of the original structure and the picture cycle were lost in the fire in 1993. This loss was inten-

tionally highlighted by rebuilding the structure with newer and brighter wood, and by leaving some bays in 

the bridge empty (not illustrated).  

 

6 National monument 

The Chapel Bridge, the pictures and the Water Tower are protected by cantonal and federal law.  

 

7 Principles in handling the bridge  

All measures on, around and under the bridge have to be additive and reversible.  

Newer interventions by means of technology or inscriptions have to accept a subordinate role.  

 

• New elements must be built with historical materials (wood and clay tiles)  

• The ‘face’ or appearance of the bridge is an absolute priority; it may at no point be impaired  

• No heightening of the fire load on, around or under the bridge (electrical appliances, equipment for 

illumination)  

• No additional endangering of the pictures through humidity, temperature fluctuations, heat, strong 

illumination, radiation or insects (spider webs)  
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• No additional endangering of the monument through vandalism – e.g. intensification of events, etc  

• No additional exposure of the bridge to a larger volume of people or the lengthening of their stay on the 

bridge  

• A differentiation between the bridge’s night and daytime appearance is desirable  

• No additional lamps on the bridge, but the performance of the existing ones may be enhanced 

• No access to the roof (historic clay tiles, very high risk of damage)  

• No additional installations on the bridge or its roof  

• Quiet, regular appearance of the roof may not be changed  
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