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>>Not just a winner, but a major winner, And Fellbach
won it by letting Zurich architect Ernst Gisel build its new
town hall. And it is just the same as winning the lottery .
it takes time for it to sink in and to be really pleased.
Winning also means stress, especially if the player never
really believed in his luck.

But why be pleased about a town hall, about a col—
lection of official rooms, intended only to make adminis—
tering the individual citizen even smoother? Can a town hall
be anything at all more than a home for all the official
panoply of tit—for—tat responses? It can indeed, if you make
it into a piece of the town, a good piece of the town . . ..

Ernst Gisel's town hall for Fellbach is one of the very
few buildings that make one enthuse about the town. Like
Stirling's Neue Staatsgalerie it invites you to linger—even
without a reason: in the Stuttgart museum you are attracted
by terraces, ramps and an open rotunda, whereas in the
Fellbach building there is a sense of a strong suction that
will draw the public into the inner courtyard of the complex.
>A bit Italian<—this is what Gisel himself says about the
atrosphere there, and he is right.

The urban quality of the new town hall corresponds
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with the quality of the detailed architectural solutions and
the care with which Gisel devoted himself to the architec—
tural design in the interior.

Art in the building? There is that too. Gisel himself
designed the fountain for the market—place facade. architec—
ture on a small scale, a game with volumes through which
the water slowly runs. In the inner courtyard, in the town hall
square, is a >>Survival Head<< by Zurich sculptor Otto M
Oller—a sober monument that corresponds precisely with the
confident but modest character of the building.

The new town hall is a fairly perfect piece of archi—
tecture and urban art, reticent as a whole, monu mental in
detail, like for example the solitaire structure in the inner
coutyard, <<

(Christian Marquart writing on the occasion of the
opening of the town hall)

Christian Marquart studied political sciences, sociology
and history and then worked in the field of urban research
and urban planning. He is now one of the leading German
architecture and design critics For photographer Thomas Dix

this is his fourth appearance in the Opus series.
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north—east town—hall courtyard to the market place.
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View along the north wing from the

market place into the town—hall courtyard

Between urban quality and neon Biedermeier

When is a village a village; What makes a town a
town? And what makes a village a town? Over the past few
decades, countless small towns and village affected by
expanding cities have had to address these questions. Their
identities and individual histories are at stake in the face of
these burgeoning conurbations, as industrial parks and sub—
urban developments come closer and closer to the towns and
village. The >>belts of fat<< around dynamic metropolises
are becoming increasingly densely populated and interlinked
so that the surrounding countryside is being swallowed up.
But what is being created as a result of this is not usually
a new urban quality, but merely new manifestations of
provincialism.

The citizens of the south—west German town of Fellbach
have also had to come to grips with these developments.
Fellbach is—almost—a town like any other. some tens of

thousands of inhabitants, quite a lot of industry, its agri—

culture having long been in decline (even if it is still one
of the biggest vine—growing places in Baden—wurttemberg) ,
made up of a jumble of smaller communities, the townscape
inconspicuous, with few striking features. So why should
one talk about Fellbach? The reason is that Fellbach is in fact
not a town like any other. An important piece of European
architecture has been built here, despite serious birth pangs
caused by local politics at the outset, but accompanied by
lively interest from experts among the public. the town hall.
A rare stroke of luck, but no coincidence. It was built to a
design by Swiss architect Ernst Gisel, at about the same
time as James Stirling's Neue Staatsgalerie in nearby Stuttgart .
Just like the Staatsgalerie—though under different conditions
where scale is concerned—Fellbach's town hall demonstrates
how architecture creates a town. By designing the Staatsgalerie,
Stirling saved the city of Stuttgart from itself in the
eighties. as Stugggart had experienced a rather inglorious
planning history following the Second World War and its

devastations. Town of Fellbach a sense of identity.

i

There are many possible answers to the question of
where the essence of a village or town lies. They will
certainly, in the context of European cultural history, have to
be formulated differently from the way in which they are
looked at, for example, from the pioneering perspective of
America or of Asia where, over the last few decades,
unprecedentedly dynamic developments have superimposed
themselves upon the strong existing traditions. But that is not
the only point. Ever since everyone has had an approximate
notion of what the term >>>global village<<<Z_ might mean, and
ever since the latest news about everything and nothing has
become universally available, the question of the difference
between town and village, between metropolis and countryside,
between centre and periphery, has threatened to become
somewhat foolish. The information society has by now
become omnipresent, international and multicultural . The global
village operates round the clock. Thanks to modern commu—
nications technology , you are >>downtown<< & right in the

middle, even on the farthest—flung turnip field.
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Ernst Gisel with Louis Pluss, Reformd church in Rigi—kaltbad,
Lucerne, 1960—-1963 . (Photo, Fritz Maurer)

Architecture and town planning find it hard to react
appropriately to such developments. The impression arises
that there are no longer any convincing architectural shapes
or valid town—planning designs that might correspond to the
headlong standstill which such critics of civilization as Paul
Virilio (who, by the way, is an architect) had prophesied
would be the result of digital culture. Where its function as
a relativist space—time continuum is concerned, this new
mediabased cosmos is, without noticing it, becoming lost in
a world that lacks specific locations. Today, when theorizing
planners, planning theoreticians, and artistically creative ar—
chitects striving for self—realization, analyse a town from
the perspective—imposed by the physical sciences—of >>

chaotic<< self—organization and, without further ado, derive

from this such new leitmotifs as the >>sprawl<< —the

e,
North side,

haphazardly dispersed conurbation—, then this must mean
that they are confused. It looks as if the media revolution
is. in the long term, dismissing architecture from the con—
ditio urbana. If all locations are interlinked with all others,
then neither a large town nor a small village will in the end
need to have form. The convenient and obvious expectation
is that every person will be concerned with other matters
either as a world citizen or a hermit.

But why is the modern hermit constantly being driven
away from the cosy computer screen and into the raw social
life of the town? And what is the romantic reflex that
repeatedly draws cosmopolitan man into the rural idyll,
irespective of whether the latter has been authentically
preserved or cosmetically repaired and prettified? There is
probably an unspoken agreement that suburbia is not a place,
but an absence of place. not unreal enough to be enjoyed in
a virtual sense, and not sufficiently real to make strong
feelings possible. The rapidly approaching information—based
society is still sufficiently rooted to the soil to cling to
such age—old cultural constructs as village and town and to
such complementary concepts as public life as against
privacy , nature as against civilization. This is because, as
distances decrease and time shrinks, the mans are no longer
the end. Consequently, specific and unmistakable locations—
and thus also architecture—again come into their own. This
applies both when architecture is explicitly urban and when
it relates to a landscape and region.

In his Fellbach town hall Ernst Gisel brought off the feat
of creating a building which, quite self—evidently and with
due decency, firstly brings the appearance of a town to a
village which has long been modernized and secondly
without undue stiffness, reconciles the remains of a rural
atmosphere with unreasonable expectations of social
transformation. Gisel's building assisted decisively in turning
a winegrowers' village, which was already expanding in the
first few decades of this century, into a community which
now credibly demonstrates that it can and wants to be more
than merely a core of burgeoning settlement in the Stuttgart
region— where Daimler—Benz, Porsche and some major elec—

tronic companies have their headquarters.
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Aerial view of the area around the Lutherkirche, C. 1978.
City of Fellbach)
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Present—day Lutherkirche, Fellbach, surrounded
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by a ring wall. Painting by Maisch, C.

(Photo. Archives of the
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Fellbach, a sketch

Considering that there was also a jury of reliable specialists, the amount of planning work done for this
small town, which did not acquire the status of a town until 1933, some months after the Nazis seized power,
was very lavish, Though Fellbach had >>swallowed<< the neighbouring villages of Schmiden and Oeffingen in
1973 and 1974, this did not in any sense cause a specific structure of urban settlement to arise here. This jumbled
town did not have a plausible cnntre, not the least reason being that the old town core of Fellbach had never
developed a proper central area in the whole course of its eight hundred years of human settlement. Some people
did think that this was nonetheless a charming feature. In 1956, the then prime minister of Baden—VWuttemberg
acknowledged that, despite population growth and industrialization, this community had preserved >>a happy
mix of an urban way of life and rural character<<<l. But the truth was rather that this was the not very genuine
expression of a way of life on the psychological border—line between town and village. At about the same time,
the writer Max Frisch—who, like Gisel, was Swiss and , in addition, had studied architecture—, in reflecting on
his own native country, described such a way of life as >>neon Biedermeier<<.

This was exactly what the Fellbach local politicians and municipal administrators were trying to avoid when,
in 1978, they invited public tenders for the new town hall. The new centre of administration was intended to
give this town of some 40 000 inhabitants an appearance that—in town planning terms too—was not only
unmistakable but of course suitable as well. Friedrich—Wilhelm Kiel, the mayor, described the dominant guideline
as follows, >>We deliberately intend to remain a small and manageable town, in which the value of good
neighbourliness will be preserved and the citizens' communal life will still be held in high regard. << Though Ernst
Gisel 's prizewinning design soon attracted stubborn resistance from a fairly successful citizens' action group,
Friedrich—Wilhelm Kiel was supported in the local parliament by a surprisingly staunch majority made up of local
politicians of all parties.

What one of the chapters of the Fellbach chronicle describes a long >>battle for the town centre<<', was
by no means a bickering for years on end, but the result of reflections—initially hesitant and then repeatedly
revised—on how this small town could create the central area for itself that the mediaeval winegrowers had
regarded as superfluous. The historical settlement grew up haphazardly at the foot of the vine—clad Kappelberg,
and did not have a market place. The village church, today the Lutherkirche, stood to the north of the hamlet,
and was Fellbach's most striking architectural monument. Its choir dating from 1524 survives, while its nave
was rebuilt in 1779, It was surrounded in the 14th century by a massive ring wall and a moat. As a fortified
church, it was—along with a historical school—house built at a later date—more or less isolated from the village.
It was not until the 19th century that the wall and towers of this castle—like structure were razed and the moat

was filled in.
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Large council room.

20th century expansion in Fellbach, which pointed north—
wards initially  but was then also intensified in the east—
west direction, also did not result in the creation of a
convincing focal area. It was only in the fifties, when rapidly
increasing population figures gave rise to the idea of a new
town—hall building, that new reflections on how to design
a town centre for Fellbach were pursued in the same
connection. A temporary >>Berliner Platz<<( was created by
pulling down some houses located to the south of the church
and beside the schoolhouse, which stood parallel to it. The
town hall was to be built here at some time in the future.
A cursory sketch, dating from that period, of an idea for the
design shows a self—contained, three—storey , square building,
which at the same time forms the western edge of a small
future market place. But the town's administrators preferred
other building projects, so that Berliner Platz finally acquired
the proverbial permanence of the temporary .

The square was mainly used as a turning bay for trams.

In the late sixties, after a technical report had been submit—

ted on the development of town planning in Fellbach it was
decided to build a civic hall, but the idea of locating it in
Berliner Platz was not considered. This civic hall could of
course itself have been the nucleus of a town centre. But,
following the style of those times, it was given a >>>casual
<< location in a green glade linking the western edge of the
town with the old graveyard of the Lutherkirche. Since
1984, a hotel, which is used for congresses and is an
aesthetic tribute to Post—Modernism, has stood next to this
>>Schwabenlandhalle<<, which was completed in 1976.
Unfortunately , though, this hotel is not oriented towards the
town centre, but is an unambitious, detached building on the
western edge of town. If in the seventies and eighties the
Fellbach town planners had managed to ensure that the civic
hall, the hotel, the town hall and the ambitiously designed
complex >>Wohncity IlI<<<< —which was built in the same
period as those three buildings, adjoins them to their north,
and includes shops, services, and a municipal library de—
signed by the architect Amo Lederer—had been closer together,
then Fellbach's development into a proper town could have

proceeded much more decisively .
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