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1.Aerial view of the Zurich Kongresshaus (convention and concert hall) shortly after completion. The building faces southeast
toward Lake Zurich. (Photograph by Luftbild Schweiz, Courtesy Archiv gta/ETH Zurich)
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Architecture Officielle Maudite:
The Zurich Kongresshaus Between
Preservation and City Marketing

The spectacle is capital accumulated to the point where it
becomes image.
Guy Debord, Lasociete du spectacle, 1967’

In Zurich, Switzerland, a debate on the preservation of an
outstanding achievement of modern architecture has gradu-
ally risen since the outcome of a major architectural competi-
tion on its future became public in April 2006. At stake is the
demolition and replacement of the Kongresshaus (convention
and concert hall), constructed in the context of the specific
Swiss cultural climate at the eve of the World War Il. Haefeli,
Moser, Steiger's complex is not one of the typical icons of
modern architecture that have received the broad attention
necessary for their preservation. The building is uniq ue in its
kind, but evades grand gestures on the level of both architec-
ture and urbanism. In his Switzerland Builds: Its Native and
Modem Architecture (1950), the American architectural histo-
rian G. E. Kidder Smith characterized it as a work of architects
"firmly determined to avoid the pompous, monumental civic
center so typical of too many cities. Instead they created a
friendly, informal building of unaffected propriety."

The city of Zurich commissioned the Kongresshaus in 1936.
The initial building program called for five major programmatic
areas: a section dedicated to concert halls, an area assigned
to conventions, a lobby, restaurants, and administration and
services spaces. The site chosen for the building was that of the
existing historicist Tonhalle [concert hall] complex (1893-1895).
Due to financial restrictions, Haefeli, Moser, Steiger decided
to conserve the two existing and acoustically fit concert halls.
They demolished only parts of the nineteenth-century  structure,
joining the two existing auditoria and the additional new spaces
with one long lobby. A remarkable forty-five meters [148 feet] in
length, this space leads from the entrance to the box office up
the stairs to a double-height lounge at the level of the concert
halls. The lounge is divided intwo by a gallery. The convention
spaces and the area dedicated to music are separated by mov-
able walls along the full width of the building, and can be com-
bined into one large space if needed. In between the congress
and concert spaces, atthe level of the gallery, the architects
included a conservatory with tropical plants, which separates
and yet, due to its transparency, combines two zones.’



Overall, the spatial organization of the Kongresshaus is
extraordinarily  rich, and interiors stand out for being care-
fully detailed with abundant structural ornaments and planar
decorations, which were unusual in modernist buildings of the
period. Due to its asymmetrical shape, the building negotiates
the existing concert halls, creating a coherent campus rather
than a series of isolated structures. With their urban design,
Haefeli, Moser, Steiger oriented the complex decidedly away
from the city, turning its main far;:ade toward the waterfront
and the grounds of the 1939 Swiss National Exhibition. The
building incorporates agarden and a large roof terrace, which
opens up toward asquare and a stunning panoramic view of
Lake Zurich and the Alps, establishing an intricate relationship
between interior and exterior spaces.

Despite its architectural significance and its listing in the
Cantonal Office of Preservation's inventory of protected build-
ings, the Kongresshaus is in serious danger of demolition.
Although designation technically safeguards against destruc-
tion, the cantonal government is entitled to remove a building
from the list if public interest in the site is judged higher than
the historical value of the protected structure. This, however,
is a highly disputed matter. Inthe case of the Kongresshaus,
the tourism lobby and representatives of the city council have
forged a powerful alliance forthe case of city marketing and
international  convention tourism.

In a competition staged on the future of the Kongresshaus
and its site, the program left the preservation of the existing
building up to the competitors. Amongthe various entries,
the jury selected a project by Spanish architect Rafael Moneo
that requires the demolition of the existing structure. While its
preservation was technically up to the competitors, a desper-
ately overloaded program hardly allowed anything but atabula
rasa. What followed the presentation of the winning entry was
an officially backed campaign aiming at the denigration of the
Kongresshaus. However, both the office of preservation and
the vast majority of the city's critically minded architects and
intellectuals came forward to defend the Kongresshaus. Apart
from a multitude of comments both in the daily press and in
architectural magazines voicing their dissent with the jury's
decision, an ad hoc committee forthe preservation of the exist-
ing structure has been formed which includes a number of the
country's pre-eminent architectural critics as well as art histori-
ans and professors of architecture." In short, the Kongresshaus
case has become a battleground for the dispute between eco-
nomical considerations and historical consciousness.
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2. West fa<;ade with entrance to the

cloakrooms. (Photograph by Michael
Wolgensinger, Courtesy Archiv gta/ETH

Zurich)

Architecture in the Context of Geistige Landesverteidigung
To understand why the building should be preserved, and
why, on the other hand, the city's tourism lobby and their
advocates in the City Council contest its value, the building
must be situated in the political context of the time in which
it was built. The late 1930s marked atime when Switzerland's
integrity and its long-standing democratic tradition became
increasingly contested by the authoritarian regimes in neigh-
boring Germany and ltaly. Democracy was also under attack
from within-particularly in the German-speaking regions-by
right-wing political forces aim ing to adopt the fascist example.
This threat resulted in an unlikely Schulterschluss [pact]
among politicians and intellectuals of a wide range of ideo-
logical backgrounds, from patriotically minded conservatives
to socialists. "It was atime of astonishing coalitions: town and
country, bourgeois and social democrats set to work. Under
the pressure of the events, the boundaries between left-wing
intelligentsia and patriotism seemed to become permeable
to an astounding extent."5 Subsequently, the logic of class
struggle and dialectic opposition was temporarily resolved
in a climate of conciliation and synthesis in what became




3: Partial view of the congress lobby
with stairway to the congress hall. The
floor is partially covered with abstract
ornament.  (Photograph by Hans
Finsler, Courtesy Archiv gta/ETH Zurich)

known as Geistige Landesverteidigung [intellectual national
defense].! lts hallmark was the recourse to Schweizerart
[Swissness] on all levels, a stress of the cultural and histori-
cal uniqueness of the country to the point where it took on
mythological traits. With this concept, the propagators of the
Geistige Landesverteidigung  held out against the Blut und
Boden rhetoric of the Nazis, which constituted the most dire
threatto national integrity.?

This climate of conciliation and synthesis prevalent
in politics was also present in the realm of culture, where
the avant-gardes equally sided with the cause of Geistige
Landesverteidigung.’ Thus, when the opening of Landi 39 on
the shores of Lake Zurich (the fourth Swiss National Exhibition
after 1883,1896, and 1914) coincided with the outbreak of
World War Il in the summer of 1939, it served as a display for a
modernism situated in the Swiss cultural identity." The build-
ings of the exhibition were characterized by the abundant use
of wood as the traditional Swiss building material, by a stress
on the tectonic visibility of the structural elements, and by an
ornamental treatment of surfaces. In this way, the architects
sought to bridge the gap between the radicalism of the avant-
garde and a popular appeal to tradition.

While the Kongresshaus was not officially part of the
building program of the exhibition, it was not only constructed
in the record time of only eighteen months between October
1937 and May 1939, "in the face of the imminent national exhi-



bition" ," but also identified as an official venue in the tourist
information  brochure. Thus, while originally being planned
independently  from Landi 39, a number of official events in
connection with the National Exposition were hosted in the
building. Clearly, it was a brainchild of the same ideology and
spoke in a similar architectural idiom as the ephemeral exhibi-
tion architecture.

In his review of the architectural achievements of the
exposition, the editor of the influential journal Das Werk, Peter
Meyer, praised it for being "at the same time in the best sense
Swiss and in the best sense modern."" And, afew issues later,
the same critic wrote: "The Zurich Kongresshaus breathes
in all parts the same esprit which characterized the national
exhibition: a fresh, bold, but by no means brash or imperti-
nent modernity, organically connected with real deference for
good old achievements and with a strong sense forthe scenic
situation.""  The decoration and the ornamental treatment of
the surfaces of the convention complex were seen as recon-
ciling the utopian claim of the avant-garde with the reality of
more popular tastes. The Kongresshaus was, in short, the suc-
cessful translation of a political stance into built reality, the
political synthesis of progressivist and traditionalist forces on
aformal level. It added up to what with reference to Kenneth
Frampton could be called a "critical regionalism" avantla lettre.'3

Ornament and Monumentality

Given the highly visible use ofa multitude of ornamental forms
on floors, walls and ceilings and the variegated textures of the
surfaces of the Kongresshaus, it is not surprising that a 2006
report of the office for preservation in Zurich singled out the
"outstanding  stylistic [stilbildend] significance" of this "recur-
rence of ornament."In  the late 1930S the introduction  of
ornament into the language of modern arch itecture amounted
to a subversion of the prevailing avant-garde doctrine.'s The
renewed application of ornament marked the transition from
a strictly vanguard to a more pragmatic approach, seeking to
reconcile the utopian modern ist stance with vernacular tradi-
tions. On the other hand, with its formal playfulness and the
variety of the materials used, it also leveled the way for the
resumption of the modernist project in the post-waryears.

The ornamental elaborations in the work of Haefeli,
Moser, Steiger have to be rooted in the first decades of the
twentieth  century, and more specifically in the cultural con-
text of the United States. Considering the allusions of the
Kongresshaus to the local architectural debate and its design
and construction in atime of extreme national seclusion, it
might seem rather surprising to conceive of its ornamentation
as an example of the emerging exchange of ideas across the



Atlantic. The introduction of American Modern architecture
to Switzerland is also reflected in the life of Wemer Moser,
one of the designers of the Kongresshaus. Werner's father,
Karl Moser, the eminent architect and professor at the Swiss
Federal Institute ofTechnology (Polytechnikum, today known
as ETH), invited Dutch architect Hendrik Petrus Berlage to
lecture in Zurich in 1912." Berlage had recently returned from
atrip to North America and presented his insights about the
ceuvre of Louis Henry Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright to a
local audience of architects and engineers." The wide success
of the lecture led to its publication, including a selection of
photographs, in three consecutive issues of Schweizerische
Bauzeitung, the leading Swiss architectural journal of the time. s

A decade later, shortly after his graduation from ETH,
Werner M. Moser embarked on aformative journey to the
United States. As opposed to the comparatively short visits
of some of the major proponents of the avant-garde, includ-
ing Walter Gropius, Ernst May, and Erich Mendelsohn, Moser
spent three years as a draftsman at Frank Lloyd Wright's studio
in Taliesin." Wright had finished the Imperial Hotel in Tokyo
and was about to complete some of his most extensively
ornamented houses in California. Werner Moser's sensitivity
toward ornamentation and the organic qualities of the work
of his "Meister" must have been decidedly forged during
this period.'0c Moreover, Moser's extensive trips throughout
the Midwest would have allowed a closer examination of the
distinctive ornamentation in Louis Sullivan's work. The young
architect's understanding of Wright's "love for natural materi-
als, his interest in the site and the landscape, his feelings for
the region"-as  Lewis Mumford put it-as well as his sensitiv-
ity for the application of ornament ideally complemented the
current regionalist stream in modern Swiss architecture."

While these influences are important in orderto under-
stand Moser's later work (in the collaborative practice of
Haefeli, Moser, Steiger), his approach certainly cannot be
derived from Wright alone. In the late thirties, the question of
ornamentation  was intrinsically linked with a debate about
monumentality in modern architecture, which had been initi-
ated in Switzerland by Peter Meyer. "In the controversy that
was fuelled with the announcement of the Kongresshaus
competition, Meyer criticized the major theories of modern
architecture for avoiding questions of mon umentality. He con-
tended that certain building types had always incorporated
monumental qualities and therefore successfully staged'his
influential review of the Kongresshaus competition in Das
Werk under the theme of monumentality.

Paradoxically, the winning entry by Haefeli, Moser, Steiger
was eventually praised by Meyer himselffor not being monu-



4. Partial view of the concert lobby.
(Photograph by Hans Finsler, Courtesy
Archiv gta/ETH Zurich)
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mental. Its thoughtful integration of the existing Tonhalle
building as well as its subtle and unpretentious embedding
into the urban environment proved to be extremely convinc-
ing, but not at all monumental. Inside the building, however,
new forms of modern ornamentation drew the critic's atten-
tion. The perception of ornamentation as "introverted monu-
mentality" allowed him to elegantly reverse the debate on
monumentality  back to questions of ornament. He argued that
in contrast to the historicist decoration of the nineteenth cen-
tury, Haefeli, Moser, Steiger had achieved ornamental quali-
ties by means of structural elements and textured materials,
such as perforated steel, floor patterns, textile applications,
and wood hatches.

It is curious that Sigfried Giedion, the otherwise so elo-
quent dean of modern arch itecture, never directly responded
to the debate about monumentality and ornament, which
was led in Switzerland, nor to the completed Kongresshaus
itself." The critic was involved in frustrating debates over
the Swiss National Exhibition and felt marginalized by Armin
Meili, the director, and Hans Hoffmann, the chief architect.
Eventually Giedion left his home country to take on the pres-
tigious Norton Professorship at Harvard University in 1938.
Half ayear later, he published his elaborations about "luxury
in architecture," which picked up many of the themes elabo-
rated in the debate about ornament and monumentality in
the Kongresshaus.’5 Saturated with the ornamentation and



5. Interior view of the rehearsal room
with gallery and amoeba-shaped

steel gratings covering the skylights.

(Photograph by Jolande Cornut-Custer,
Courtesy Archiv gta/ETH Zurich)

the decoration of the "ruling taste" as still employed by vari-

ous architects on either side of the Atlantic, Giedion argued
thatthe adoption of industrial products, mechanically manu-
factured and serially produced, could achieve extraordinary
effects and create a new form of luxury." His reflections,
although discussed and illustrated with the example of Frank
Lloyd Wright's Johnson Wax building, constructed exactly at
the same time as Hafeli, Moser, Steiger's project, can be read

"

as covert remarks on the ornamentation of the Kongresshaus.

City MarketingTakes Command

Against the historical background, the city authorities' deci-
sion to considerthe demolition of the Kongresshaus may
seem entirely incomprehensible.  This, however, would mean
to overemphasize a historical consciousness apparently only
rudimentarily developed against the more man ifest economic
interests of the tourism industry. The great synthesis achieved
by the Kongresshaus of "high" and "low," of national and
international  style seems to be exactly what, in the present
situation, constitutes a chief threat to its existence. In the
past few years, the international debate has been marked by a
situation where urbanism increasingly has succumbed to the
need for city marketing in the face of arapidly expanding tour-
ism industry. Following the transformation of the city of Bilbao
from arun-down port town in northern Spain to a prime desti-
nation for the cultural tourism afterthe construction of Frank



Gehry's Guggenheim Museum, the proverbial "Bilbao Effect"
is now being imitated by provincial towns with the anticipation
of similar econom ic results and global visibility.'s The city of
Lucerne in central Switzerland, only thirty miles to the south of
Zurich, achieved a comparable success with the construction
of Jean Nouvel's Culture and Convention Center (KKL) in 1999,
an example which has been cited repeatedly in the Zurich
debate both by proponents and opponents of the Moneo proj-
ect. Inthis climate, it is a bold gesture and it is concomitant
imageability and marketability that is sought, rather than the
culture of careful consideration and even invisibility as propa-
gated by the Kongresshaus of Haefeli, Moser, Steiger.

Only thus, it is possible for Peter Zumthor, a world-
renowned Swiss architect and chairman of the competition
jury that evaluated the proposals to replace the existing build-
ing, to lament the invisibility —of the Kongresshaus, thereby
rhetorically converting a quality central to the building's
design idea into an argument against its preservation."

Finally, what is to be said about Rafael Moneo's project
proposal in this respect? If executed as intended, Zurich
would receive a paraphrase of his 1999 Palacio Kursaal for San
SebasWin. Whether such a cannibalization of an already exist-
ing building is powerful enough to supply Zurich with a new
and distinctive image remains highly questionable.
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