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FOREWORD

The Deutsche Bundesbank’s Central Office building, situated in the
north of Frankfurt am Main, has been part of the Bank’s identity ever since it opened in 1972. Its architecture is expressive and
potent, yet never comes off as pompous or flashy. On the inside,
the main building and the auxiliary structures surrounding it are
functional in design, all the way down to the details. Architecturally,
the main building is a particular highlight, its aesthetic language
epitomising the new restrained self-assurance of a Federal Republic
built around liberal and democratic ideals. Over time, it has come
to symbolise the stability of its currency.
Keen to preserve this symbol for future generations, our Executive
Board decided, in 2016, to completely refurbish the Bank’s main
building, underscoring our commitment to maintaining this icon of
stability culture. At the same time, the decision presented an opportunity to create enough space on the campus for all the Central
Office staff currently working in various locations around Frankfurt’s city centre. These twin objectives inspired the Bank to first
launch an urban design competition, followed by an architecture
competition, to explore ways in which contemporary architecture
can communicate with the main building, which was designed in
the 1960s. We want to cherish our heritage while at the same time
being open to fresh ideas.
With the planning phase for the new campus now well under way,
this publication invites you, the reader, to look a little closer at our
main building in particular. We are delighted that architect and architectural historian Werner Durth has agreed to contribute an extended essay. His insightful account places the history of our building

in the wider context of Frankfurt’s growth as an urban centre, with
liberal reference to 20th century architectural trends. Durth illuminates the historical backdrop against which our building’s appearance, and the rationale behind it, came about, and he explains how
the building enriches the Frankfurt city skyline. His fascinating essay
leaves no doubt as to how right it was to preserve this living testament to German post-war architecture and carry it forward into the
future as a revitalised and fully refurbished structure.
One aspect I find particularly informative is the way in which Durth
contextualises the Bundesbank’s Central Office campus with the
urban landscape to its south. He describes how it fuses with the
pleasing new buildings on the campus of Frankfurt’s Goethe University and the neighbouring expanse of the Grüneburg park to
stake out a new axis to the city centre. Durth concludes his essay by
drawing the reader’s attention to the special features and hallmarks
that make our main building such a unique place. Part two of this
book presents a photographic study by Nils Thies which shows that
there is much more to the main building, both inside and out, than
meets the eye. As the newly renovated ensemble will no longer
look exactly like it does today, his images also bear testament to a
familiar structure we have grown to love.
I wish you pleasant, insightful and informative reading about our
building, its position in the urban setting and the architectural heritage for which it stands.
Dr Jens Weidmann
President of the Deutsche Bundesbank
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WERNER DURTH
THE MAIN BUILDING OF THE DEUTSCHE BUNDESBANK
THEN AND NOW: NOTES

Viewed from a distance, the main building of the Deutsche Bundesbank
stands like a narrow slab in the landscape between the Grüneburg park
to the south and Frankfurt‘s northern residential areas: a structure divided into equal horizontal layers, which, given its position and cubic
style, discreetly removes itself from the competitive prestige of the city’s
high-rise buildings that are shaping the Frankfurt skyline in ever greater
density and height. 1

1 Deutsche Bundesbank buildings, view from the north.
Behind them, the Westend campus and the former IG Farben Building

Built on elevated ground at the foot of the Taunus highland slopes,
overlooking the park, the 220-metre-long main structure, which is less
than 17 metres wide, with 14 above-ground storeys and a horizontal
height line of 54 metres, is visible from afar as a strikingly solitary figure
in Frankfurt’s cityscape, especially for the many drivers who encounter it from the motorways and expressways running west and south
of the site. Viewed from a distance, meanwhile, the neighbouring
330-metre-tall Europaturm, a telecommunications tower for which
construction was begun in 1974, is an attractive eye-catcher which,
with its slim design, acts as an architectural counterpoint to the hefty
administrative building.
7

Main building of the Deutsche Bundesbank,
ABB 1972, view from the south with Europaturm 2

For generations, the image of the high-rise slab with its concrete
lattice and simple façade has been anchored in the collective memory. Built according to the 1961 design of the Frankfurt architects
Otto Apel, Hannsgeorg Beckert and Gilbert Becker (ABB), and completed in 1972, the Deutsche Bundesbank building quickly became
a symbol of Frankfurt as a financial hub, yet with a gesture of
reserve in terms of location and architectural form, situated at a
distance from the skyscrapers of the city centre. The serial principle
of the grid-like façade, the regularity and the predictability of the
individual elements in the symmetrical system convey, in understated self-evidence, the impression of stark objectivity and coolly
calculated functionality. 2
For many people, the building has since come to “symbolise a culture of stability in monetary policy”, as noted by the Bank’s Executive Board in 2016 – a symbol and element of the Deutsche
Bundesbank’s identity. Independent of political sentiment and

short-term decision-making processes, and equally independent of
government directives, the Bank is the supreme federal authority
responsible for Germany’s foreign exchange and monetary policy,
since 1999 within the framework of the European System of Central Banks. The building’s clear contours and solitary position in
the urban fabric alone can be interpreted as a symbol of the independence of this special authority, but it is also worth looking at it
in the context of its surroundings.
Upscale neighbourhoods
Like a pin on a map, the elegant vertical line of the Europaturm
marks the location of the Bundesbank’s Central Office, away from
the rush of day-to-day city life. At the same time, it also marks the
northern border of the spacious green corridor which extends from
the Bundesbank‘s premises, fronted by the Miquelanlage park, to
the Grüneburg park and all the way to the former administrative
building of IG Farben on the edge of the genteel Westend district.

9

3 Former IG Farben Building, Hans Poelzig 1931,
now the main building of the Westend campus of the Goethe University

Like the tower and the Bank in the north-west, this monumental
structure in the south-east marks the boundaries of the inner-city
open space, large parts of which have taken on the character of a
lively university campus in recent decades. 3
Constructed in 1928 according to a design by prominent Berlin
architect Hans Poelzig as an administrative building for the globally
operating chemical group founded in 1925, the Poelzig Building, as
it is now known, forms the urban design counterpoint, as it were,
to the narrow slab to the north, with comparable requirements in
terms of function and construction, but with notable differences.
As a “symbol of German commercial and scientific manpower”, the
structure was also intended to take on a metaphorical significance,
the owners explained at the time, having been designed according
to the latest insights into rational operation and based on American
models. One of the directors of IG Farben had personally travelled
to the United States just to view first-hand the newest examples of
compact administrative buildings.
The architect honoured this intention by producing a strictly functional design, according to which a structure around 250 metres
in length and 35 metres high, with nine floors, and a symmetrical
floor plan with corridors and offices on both sides was to be constructed using a steel frame and pre-fabricated elements. However,
this rigid idea attained its unique position in architectural history
only through its transformation into a spatial artwork, which, from
its urban effect through to the detail work on the façade, once
again testified to Poelzig’s polymathic talents.
In executing the essentially simple idea of curving the length of the
building into a large convex form, the architect consciously adapted

Portico of the main building of the Goethe University 4

to the streetscape of the Westend district. Inside, he avoided the
bleakness of seemingly endless corridors by creating a shorter perspective with the curve. The south-facing main front also provides
maximum natural light, which the open-space offices in the six perpendicular wings also enjoy; these in turn create rhythmic breaks
in the large-scale architectural form. Their grandiose overall effect
is intensified by the fact that the windows decrease in height with
each upper storey, making the building appear larger. The architect
addressed the company’s desire for architecture that was not just
objective but also prestigious, despite its modernity, by allowing
the functional steel-frame building to be clad in natural stone of
carefully handworked travertine sourced from Bad Canstatt, near
Stuttgart, Germany. The surfaces of the stone slabs, which glow
pale yellow and ochre in the sunlight, convey the feel of a finely
woven fabric, inviting to touch. 4
11

At the central axis, the strictly symmetrical building features an outer
pillared portico and a two-storey entrance hall flanked by sweeping
staircases, reminiscent of baroque models. Extending north along
this central axis, the broad “Casino” (canteen) building rises up on
the crest of a hill, with its fountain and terraces integrated into the
large garden, which complements the Grüneburg park to the east.
With its two side wings extending to the south, the magnificent
building now offers ample space for the Goethe University’s refectory, for dining rooms and ceremonial halls, seminars and institutes.
5/6
IG Farben’s former main building has been used by the university since 2001. For more than half a century, the entire building
complex on the site extending far to the north served as a command centre for the US armed forces. After the withdrawal of US
troops, the state of Hesse acquired the property in 1996 with the
intention of creating a newly designed campus of the Goethe University to situate the humanities faculty. The urban planning ideas
competition for the area was won by Frankfurt architect Ferdinand
Heide, whose design had a close bearing on Poelzig’s ensemble,
extending the axial layout of the main building and canteen to the
north by a large square fringed with buildings. The clear volumes of
the new buildings, with well-proportioned spaces between them,
create a striking picture of an inner-city campus that is remarkably
urban. After a project competition, construction began in 2004
on a series of institutional buildings and a new lecture hall centre,
which, like the prestigious House of Finance, was already opened
in the summer of 2008. Further construction phases followed,
giving the Westend campus, as it is now known, the generous
space and acclaimed architecture that set it apart internationally
and make it a model for educational buildings elsewhere.

5/6 Former “Casino” (canteen) of the IG Farben Building

Lecture hall building on the Westend campus of the Goethe University, Ferdinand Heide 2008 7

Theodor W. Adorno memorial, Vadim Zakharov 2003 8

Between the canteen, to which an annex was added, and the
broad front of the lecture hall wing in the north, the expansive
Theodor W. Adorno square forms the busy centre of the campus. 7
It is named after the philosopher, sociologist and musicologist
Adorno, who, after returning from emigration, together with his
colleague Max Horkheimer, through research and teaching at this
university, refined the critical theory of society conceived in exile in
the United States, thus garnering international recognition. A subtle
monument in the form of a glass cube is dedicated to this founder
of the “Frankfurt School”. Situated at a short distance from the
square, the transparent cube contains a desk and chair. Next to a
desk lamp, loose sheets of a manuscript are spread out in front of
a metronome, as if the author had just left his imagined study. 8
13

Next to this art installation, the prominent main building on the
square is the lecture hall centre, which appears as if it were raised
from the edge of the square by a band of glass with wide doors
on the ground floor. Asymmetrical recesses for large windows lend
the building a sculptural quality without impairing the basic geometric shape of the building, which is clad in sheets of travertine.
Echoing Poelzig’s buildings, the volume, material and colour signal
the intention of giving the campus ensemble a coherent overall
appearance, in spite of its heterogeneous elements, consistent with
the existing historical structures. 9
This intention is even more evident in the neighbouring House of
Finance to the west, which incorporates motifs from the existing
buildings – in its appearance and materiality, strict symmetry and
vertical layout of the façade relief. 10
Its neighbour to the north is the law and economics building, next
to which the television tower is visible far in the distance. Beside
it, the silhouette of the Bundesbank already comes into view. 11
From the side of this open-air museum of early 21st century architectural opulence, walkways lead west to the green expanse of the
Grüneburg park. 12

9 Lecture hall building from the south-east
10 House of Finance, Kleihues + Kleihues 2008
11 Law and economics building, Müller Reimann 2008

In the Grüneburg park 12
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13 View of the main building of the
Deutsche Bundesbank from the Miquelanlage park

Visitors head north up a slight incline until a bridge leads them
over the heavily frequented Miquelallee. The wide expressway separates the large park from the Miquelanlage park, which has its
own surprising quality, resembling a garden more than anything,
with a pond in its gentle dip. 13 Almost like a front garden laid out
before the towering Bundesbank building, the park’s paths and
benches invite visitors to stay a while, separated from the Bank’s
premises by a band of narrow bars. From here, viewed from below,
the façade looks like a broad set of shelves out in the open. From
the east and west, it presents a completely different picture, with
the surprisingly narrow, windowless side walls of the long structure
punctuating the landscape like exclamation marks. 14/15
In retrospect, it seems like a stroke of serendipity with far-reaching
potential for future development that the Bundesbank found its
place on this slight elevation at the foot of the Taunus highland.
Over the next few years, new buildings are to create an ensemble
here, too, complementing the Westend campus of the university,
so to speak; despite different aesthetic preferences in the design
of the individual structures, the intention is for it also to be seen as
a coherent whole. As was the case there, an ideas competition resulted in Ferdinand Heide‘s design being chosen as the foundation
for further planning. Here, too, the existing stock – in this case,

In the Miquelanlage park 14
Main building, view from the east 15

the Bundesbank’s main building – forms the benchmark and backbone of the design’s clear-cut geometry. Looking back, it is hard to
imagine how the evolution of the Deutsche Bundesbank, from its
early history as the Bank deutscher Länder at its old Taunusanlage
location, was shaped by long years of restricted space and improvisation, the difficult search for a more suitable site and rejected
alternatives, until the current site was finally chosen in 1961.
17

New start amid the ruins
At the end of the Second World War, in March 1945, the enormous IG Farben Building, which had been spared aerial bombing
and towered over the ruined city virtually unscathed, was occupied by the US Army, which then converted it into its European
headquarters. The surrounding area was secured as a restricted
area and was strictly controlled for decades. Until July 1945, this
was the residence of General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the supreme
commander of US troops in Germany and military governor of the
US occupation zone. He was succeeded by Lucius D. Clay, who
pressed for enactment of the joint administration of the four occupation zones by the Allies as set forth in the Potsdam Agreement.
However, in the midst of the Cold War and mounting tensions
between the occupying powers, interzonal governance became
impossible, even though living conditions in Germany were rapidly
deteriorating, reaching their lowest point in the catastrophic winter
of 1946–47. In these years of extreme hardship, the power centre

at Grüneburg park became the scene of important political events,
a place that is highly important to the history of the Federal Republic of Germany. 16 After the British and the Americans agreed
in autumn 1946 to unite their two occupation zones to form the
“Bizone”, major decisions were taken in Frankfurt, now dubbed
the “capital of the Bizone”, to prepare for a West German state.
From June 1947, the democratically legitimated Economic Council
was also based in Frankfurt; its members were elected by the state
parliaments of the Bizone in order to help improve the provision of
supplies. The economist Ludwig Erhard served on this council from
March 1948; later known as the “father of the German economic
miracle”, he studied business management in Frankfurt and completed his dissertation under Franz Oppenheimer. As Director of
Economics, he was involved in planning the currency reform, while
also formulating his concept of the social market economy, which
later marked out the guiding principles of his policy as Federal
Minister for Economic Affairs.
The currency reform of 20 June 1948 heralded the division of
Germany; its way was paved by the establishment of the Bank
deutscher Länder, based in the former main branch of the Deutsche Reichsbank at the Taunusanlage in Frankfurt. From there, the
new currency was distributed, invigorating the economy so quickly and powerfully that the sudden boom was soon viewed as a
“miracle” by vast parts of the population. Just a few days later, on
1 July 1948, the prime ministers of the 11 West German states met
in Eisenhower’s former office, where the three military governors
of the western Allies conferred on them the task of drawing up
the constitution for the future Federal Republic on the basis of the
“Frankfurt Documents”, which were officially handed over to them
on that occasion. These documents, which made implicit reference
to the constitution of the Weimar Republic, outlined the blueprint
for the creation of the new, initially provisional west German state,
the capital of which would be Frankfurt – as was widely expected
by politicians and society at large. Things turned out differently,
however. 17

16 View of the IG Farben Building from the destroyed old town, around 1946

Frankfurt city centre, around 1946,
Römerberg with St Paul’s Church,
IG Farben Building at the top of the picture 17
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When US troops captured the city in March 1945, Frankfurt lay
in ruins. Some 5,000 people had perished and 15,000 had been
injured during devastating wartime bombing. Little more was left
of the old town than traces of the sandstone foundations. The firestorm had engulfed the old half-timbered buildings and reduced
them to ashes. Only a few walls of the city hall in the Römer were
left standing, while the neighbouring St Paul’s Church stood out
from the ruins as a hollowed-out stone rotunda. The flames had
consumed the wooden interior with its gallery and intricate woodwork. Those left homeless set up makeshift homes in shacks, cellars
and ruins on the edges of the empty centre of the flattened city.
Their ranks were swelled daily by refugees, returning soldiers and
displaced persons recently released from camps.
The catatonia at the outcome of the war was a mixture of shock at
the physical destruction of the old, familiar world and the psychological damage suffered by people who had survived the horrors
of the past few years cowering in air-raid shelters, fleeing or at the
front. Many of them wanted nothing more than for the nightmare
to end and for everything to be as it was before. In their longing for
the towns and cities to be restored to exactly how they were before
the war, people exchanged postcards with pictures of houses that
had long since ceased to exist. In these desperate times, architects in
many cities, meanwhile, felt obliged to convey confidence through
their designs and to inspire hope for a future in which everything
would be different and better than in the romanticised past.
The destruction should, they thought, be seen as an opportunity. In
that vein, architects and engineers throughout Germany explained
their initial plans to modernise the cities in those years of dreaming
among ruins. In the process of establishing a new, democratic society, they sought to create new cities for future generations without
looking back wistfully at what had been lost. In future, there was to

be talk of “building”, not of “rebuilding” in the sense of restoring
defunct buildings as well as forms of society and life: courage to
leave the past behind was the order of the day. As a new social
order was being established, they envisioned the hardships of the
period inspiring an independent democratic building culture without
recourse to historic forms of dignification and decorative elements,
all in an ethic of poverty.
“Rise, up, lawyers and architects! Plan and design models, rooms
of pure, simple clarity and power, rooms in which our children
and grandchildren can follow honourably and freely the universally accepted law.” In the spring of 1946, the distinguished church
builder Otto Bartning issued this appeal to his fellow architects,
amongst others. His words were published under the title “Heretical thoughts at the edge of the rubble heaps” in the inaugural
April 1946 issue of the “Frankfurter Hefte”, a cultural and political
magazine that had only just been approved by the Allies.
In no other German city was the question of how the young democracy could use its public buildings to present itself after the end of
the Second World War and set itself apart from the pompous architecture of the Third Reich under Hitler’s rule discussed as passionately and as radically as in Frankfurt. This debate was fuelled by the
hope that the former free imperial city (“Freie Reichsstadt”) might
become the capital of a federal Germany, harking back to the National Assembly of May 1848, in which revolutionary movements in
Europe culminated in the first German constitution being drawn up.
Months before the Bizone was created and its institutions established, Eugen Kogon, who together with Walter Dirks published the
“Frankfurter Hefte”, addressed this topic in the first issue of April
1946, stating: “We consider this to be an excellent motto: as the
centenary of Frankfurt’s attempt to create a German democracy

is celebrated, the Federal Parliament shall convene in the reconstructed St Paul’s Church, while the Federal Government should,
if possible, meet in the IG Farben Building.” The choice of St Paul’s
Church as the home of the Federal Parliament could, he felt, become a symbol of a far-reaching new beginning, particularly as it,
like the rest of Germany, lay in ruins. This idea was taken on board.

St Paul’s Church planning committee, sketches of the interior and of the staircase 18/19

With much pathos, Frankfurt’s newly elected mayor Walter Kolb
in January 1947 likened the burnt-out ruin to the condition of the
German nation: “The German people too cannot die, it can only
transform and be purified in the flames. The vast rotunda of St Paul’s
Church still stands.” In February, the call to rebuild the church from
ruins was approved by the town councillors. “We unanimously believe that St Paul‘s Church should be maintained as a monument to
architectural creativity. We lack materials and so must act with Spartan simplicity.” This simplicity was, he said, not only an involuntary
imperative, driven by necessity, but also and above all a conscious
decision in favour of a symbolism of demonstrative modesty in the
new beginning. 18/19
Supported by donations of money and materials from many parts of
Germany, the project was rapidly concluded and, on 18 May 1948,
the centenary of the German National Assembly was celebrated in
the high hall of St Paul’s Church. In October 1948, the town council
set up a Magistrates’ Commission to look at the accommodation of
the Federal Parliament; in November, the members of the Parliamentary Council, which had been established in September to represent
the states in the Western occupation zones, were given an overview
of the options for accommodating the federal institutions in Frankfurt. However, these plans no longer involved the Bundestag moving
into St Paul’s Church; instead it was to move into the Weimar-era
Pedagogical Academy, with a new plenary hall planned as an extension to better meet the requirements of parliamentary work.
21

21 Foyer in the rotunda of the Hessischer Rundfunk, Gerhard Weber 1949

20 Hessischer Rundfunk rotunda, Gerhard Weber 1949
22 Pedagogical Academy Bonn, Martin Witte 1933

Under great time pressure, a large plenary hall with an intricate
glass and metal façade was completed in the Dornbusch district
of Frankfurt based on a design by Gerhard Weber using a round
ground plan similar to that of St Paul‘s Church. Nowadays, it is
used by the federal state’s public TV and radio broadcasting corporation, Hessischer Rundfunk, and has, since 1950, simply been
called “Rundbau”, or rotunda. Despite its brilliant architecture, this
functionally designed building was not destined to serve its original purpose, historically overtaken by the rapid pace of political
decision-making processes. Even before the constituent meeting of
the Parliamentary Council on 1 September 1948, Konrad Adenauer,
the Chairman of the CDU in the British Zone and, from September,
also the President of the Parliamentary Council, had put forward
Bonn as the future capital of Germany. In the weeks that followed,
Adenauer commissioned an examination of the ability of this small
town on the Rhine to accommodate the country’s political institutions. 20/21

An audience in front of the plenary hall in Bonn 23

The Bundestag and the Bundesrat, Germany’s lower and upper
houses of parliament, were to be housed in the Pedagogical Academy in Bonn, which was also built in the “New Objectivity” Style
of the 1920s and was to be expanded to include a plenary hall, for
which the architect Hans Schwippert was commissioned. 22
Like Weber’s work in Frankfurt, the hall he designed as an extension
had a glass façade, in this case featuring two high window fronts,
“each 20 metres long, stretching from floor to ceiling”. The large
windows were designed not only to ensure optimum lighting in
the interior, but also to allow as much insight from outside as possible, thus indicating the transparency of political decision-making
processes. “I wanted the German nation to be able to see the parliament at work,” the architect explained. 23/24 The elected representatives were to start their work in full view of the public. When
the Bundestag met for its constituent meeting on 7 September
1949, an audience thronged in front of the windows and doors

Constituent meeting of the Bundestag on 7 September 1949 24

of the new plenary hall. The two buildings reflected, as it were,
the assumptions of the advanced building culture of the young
Federal Republic of Germany, which paid homage to the New Building (“Neues Bauen”) of the Weimar Republic. The objective was to
refrain resolutely from any gesture of self-indulgent opulence such
as that still celebrated in Poelzig’s construction for the IG Farben
Building, built towards the end of the Weimar Republic, a time in
which Germany was already being rocked by the Great Depression
and soon descended into the terror of National Socialism. Hitler
had dictated that the National Socialist claim to power was to be
expressed in monumental buildings constructed for eternity. Poelzig’s representation of the power centre of a large company was
perfectly compatible with this programme, particularly as IG Farben
was, over the next few years, closely involved with the national
socialist rule, in the war economy and the genocide. With their
clear reference back to the simple functionalism of the modern
architecture of the 1920s and the Bauhaus, which was founded at
23

the same time as the Republic in the spring of 1919 and closed in
1933, the buildings which were constructed for the young Republic in 1949 evidenced a completely different unity of politics and
architecture. 25
With a critical view of Poelzig’s building, what was wanted was no
longer the symbolism of the proudly swelled chest, but that of a
trim figure. In addition, the monumental building was symbolically
contaminated by collaboration with the totalitarian regime.
As they competed for the role of capital, both cities presented
their advantages impressively. In February 1949, construction of
the plenary hall began in Bonn, with Frankfurt soon following suit.
The final spurt took place in the autumn. While Frankfurt long
believed that it would be chosen as capital, Adenauer kept putting
fresh arguments on the table in favour of Bonn, the small untainted
town on the Rhine, arguing that it would be better suited to serve
as a temporary capital of the provisional west German state than
Frankfurt, a big city steeped in tradition. On top of that, following
the withdrawal of the Belgian high command, the independent
city of Bonn had, at Adenauer’s instigation, been declared a special
area not included in any individual zone of occupation, also known
as the Bonn Enclave.

25 IG Farben Building, aquarelle 1938

By contrast, the US presence in Frankfurt, previously the basis and
framework for the administration of the Bizone, could now be presented as a disadvantage when establishing a modest, but nonetheless sovereign state. In a report to Adenauer, it was suggested
that the US administration would remain in the huge IG Farben
Building for some time to come and that one should avoid a situ
ation where “the German Bundestag, the Bundesrat and the Federal Government would take their fledgling steps in the shadow of
this building, one could almost say in its rear backyard.” The spatial
and thus also symbolic distance from the military governments
was repeatedly stressed as an argument for Bonn. Following the
adoption of the Basic Law on 23 May 1949, the Bundestag was

constituted with 402 members in the provisional plenary hall of the
“Bundeshaus” (Federal Building), as the Pedagogical Academy in
Bonn was now called. The decision on where to locate the capital
had not yet been taken. During the first meeting of the Bundestag, two motions were submitted to nominate Frankfurt, but these
were passed on to a committee. It was not until 3 November 1949
that 200 members of Parliament voted by secret ballot against
the capital moving to Frankfurt, while 176 voted in favour. This
decision was greeted with incredulous astonishment in Frankfurt.
Following this unexpected failure of the plans to be the new capital, a new direction in urban development had to be taken.
Tainted legacy
In this period of reassessment and reorientation of municipal policy, Frankfurt’s centuries-old tradition as a marketplace, mercantile
city and centre for trade fairs and exhibitions gained in importance,
having received fresh and lasting impetus from Allied policies.
In the Potsdam Agreement of August 1945, Churchill, Roosevelt
and Stalin confirmed, alongside the principles for the occupation
of Germany, their joint intention of radically denazifying all institutions and areas of life. At the same time, they sought a radical
demilitarisation of industry and the economy. In addition, they argued, a comprehensive democratisation of society as a whole also
required the decentralisation of decision-making processes, powers
and responsibilities to prevent future concentrations of economic
and political power. The last of these four key principles related, for
example, to large banks and groups such as the Interessengemeinschaft (syndicate) Farbenindustrie AG, or IG Farben for short, which
was created in 1925 by the merger of eight German enterprises,
including Agfa, BASF, Bayer, Cassella and Farbwerke Hoechst, and
which was split into independent enterprises after the war.
As early as the beginning of 1946, the headquarters of the big
banks were closed in Berlin, and banks in the Soviet occupation
zone were expropriated. Up until 1945, the capital of the Reich had

been the central location for banking and stock exchange operations, and the Reichsbank, which was founded in 1876 as the central bank, was headquartered there. The end of the German Reich
also spelled the end of the Reichsbank. After the Bizone had been
established, the Americans made sure, against British resistance,
that the Bank deutscher Länder was established in Frankfurt rather
than Hamburg, which lay within the British zone of occupation. It
was set up with effect from 1 March 1948 and functioned as the
bank for the Land Central Banks, which had already been founded
in the individual federal states, in the form of a public-law entity.
The Bank deutscher Länder was to lay the foundation for Frankfurt
to become a major financial centre.
The Bank’s new headquarters was the building previously occupied
by Frankfurt’s main branch of the Reichsbank at Taunusanlage 5.
Although the Reichsbank no longer existed in its previous legal
form, there was industrious activity in the building again, as the
process of winding down the Reichsbank lasted into the 1960s. On
the one hand, the new central bank was considered to be the first
important, interzonal public institution to be established in postwar Germany, making a key contribution to normalising everyday
life. On the other hand, it represented a remarkable continuity in
many respects. Winding down the old central bank and setting up
the new one required experienced bank staff, and most were taken
on from the Reichsbank. Another advantage in terms of day-to-day
operations was probably that the new bank kept the address still
associated with the Reichsbank, although the idea behind setting
up the new institution had been a different one and was intended
to have the aura of a new beginning.
In a time of transition into the young democracy, in which humility was declared a virtue in architecture as elsewhere and ostentatious gestures were eschewed, especially for public buildings,
the stone edifice on Taunusanlage could well be considered symbolically problematic, particularly by those aware of the building’s
history.
25

Completed in 1933 according to a design by Heinrich Wolff, the
building even today symbolises the transition from the objectivity of
the 1920s into the era of national socialist grandiosity. The building
has a clear and cubic shape and is clad with natural stone, while the
high ground floor has a band of vertical windows running around
it. Two rows of almost square windows allow light into the two
upper storeys. A narrow cornice almost hides the flat hipped roof
from view from below, further accentuating the building’s stringent
geometry with its strictly symmetrical façade. 26

26 Main branch of the Reichsbank in Frankfurt am Main, Heinrich Wolff 1933

The main entrance is framed by a portico supported by four pillars,
whose height and width seem disproportionately large against the
pared-back façade. This impression is reinforced by the fact that this
row of bulky pillars is placed only a short distance away from the
façade and topped with a narrow flat roof.
After studying in Berlin and Munich, the architect Heinrich Wolff,
born in 1880, joined the Reichsbank in 1908 and designed a large
number of its main offices and branches over the decades. Overall
and in comparison, his buildings reveal a rich repertoire of design
patterns that produced different variations when applied on a
modular basis; in Frankfurt, this echoed the contemporary transformation of the New Building Style into a monumental version
of objectivity, as successfully achieved by Hans Poelzig near the
Taunusanlage at the same time. In 1929, as he was completing
his project in Frankfurt and probably inspired by Poelzig’s building
near the Grüneburg park, Wolff worked on plans to expand the
Reichsbank’s main office in Berlin. Hitler personally gave these plans
the go-ahead in 1933. His authoritarian intervention in a procedure
that was already under way marked a turning point in Germany’s
architectural history.

The Reichsbank and radical change in the culture of building
A new building featuring an impressive array of rooms was planned
as an extension to the Reichsbank at the historical heart of Berlin,
near the City Palace and Schinkel‘s Academy of Architecture, and
next to the Bank‘s original headquarters, which had been built from
1872 onwards as a magnificent, Italian Renaissance-style palace.
While the Reichsbank’s construction department was in the middle
of its preparatory planning phase, the Association of German Architects (Bund Deutscher Architekten – BDA) stepped in at the beginning of 1933 to call for a competition for this major public sector
project, which it declared a “national task” requiring “all artistic forces of the German architectural community” to be mobilised in order to ensure a contemporary representation of the German Reich.

Entry for the competition for the Reichsbank’s central office extension
in Berlin, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe 1933 27

Under the pressure of this argument and the public response, the
Reichsbank’s construction department agreed to this request and
commissioned Martin Kiessling, a high-ranking bureaucrat in the
Prussian Ministry of Finance, to put forward a selection of architects
to be invited to compete. The result was a list of outstanding and
accomplished architects ranging from more conservative reformists
such as Heinrich Tessenow to radical modernists such as Walter
Gropius, founder of the Bauhaus movement. Kiessling was joined
on the jury by experienced colleagues representing a wide spectrum
of the different architectural trends and movements of the time.
Heinrich Wolff was only supposed to serve as an advisory member
of the jury. However, since he had been involved in the preliminary
plans since 1929, the results of his work were withheld from the
jury so as not to influence their decision. They were not published
until after the competition. While most of the entries presented
fairly conventional solutions for bank buildings, as well as a handful of examples of the contemporary trend towards monumentalisation in modernism, the design proposal by Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe, Bauhaus director from 1930, stood out for its strictly functional aesthetic and precise spatial organisation. The magazine “Baugilde” hailed it as “a masterpiece of astounding clarity” on the basis
of the floor plan alone. The volume of the main building and the
wings, presented as a horizontal layer of balustrades and ribbon
windows, is striking. 27
27

28 Reinforced concrete office building, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe 1923

Mies van der Rohe had already attracted international attention
in 1923 with his design for a reinforced concrete office building.
His project remained anchored in the collective memory of architects for generations as the ideal design for future administrative
buildings, especially when his work began to be glorified as of the
1950s. In 1929, he designed the spectacular steel, glass and concrete pavilion known as the German Pavilion at the International
Exposition in Barcelona. This was the first and only expression of
the Weimar Republic’s architectural image abroad, and met with a
positive response worldwide. At the opening of the pavilion, Georg
von Schnitzler, the commissioner appointed specially to prepare
Germany’s contribution to the International Exposition, declared
that this light-filled structure represented “a new spirit full of desire
for light and clarity”. 28/29
In retrospect, Schnitzler’s speech at the opening on 2 June 1929
echoes many of the sentiments heard during the early years of the
Federal Republic of Germany: “The hard times we have lived through

29 Pavilion at the Barcelona International Exposition, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe 1929

have taught us to regard the simple as essential and to regard the
non-essential as superfluous.” In this sense, reference to Mies van
der Rohe’s work remained ideologically inoffensive for decades after
1945, even as the political landscape changed. From the 1950s
onwards, the media coverage centred on his buildings made them
highly influential, as the late works of Otto Apel in Frankfurt also demonstrate. As late on as 1959, Mies van der Rohe was nominated as
a judge in the competition for the construction of the Bundesbank’s
new building. But let us return to the 1933 Reichsbank competition,
in which this champion of modernism found himself sidelined.
While the jury was still debating the merits and flaws of the individual projects, Hitler suddenly called a halt to proceedings on 21
September 1933, taking the chance to instrumentalise this major
project as a propaganda device in the wake of his “Führer-style
decision”. This “hostile takeover” of the project begun in 1929 was
the first clear signal that the avant-garde of modernism could be
pushed aside, expressing the new regime’s claim to power.

Ceremony for the laying of the foundation stone on 5 May 1934 30
Model of the extension to the Reichsbank’s headquarters in Berlin, ca 1936 31

After Hitler had examined the entries and the preliminary plans,
Wolff was commissioned to present a revised design proposal. The
addition of a row of pillars on the ground floor and two protruding
colonnades at the sides lent the previously rather simple building
a much more representative character. “The Führer has decided
that work based on the new draft, which was prepared by the
Reichsbank after the competition, should begin immediately,” the
professional journal “Bauwelten” reported, underlining the impression that this would be one of the first major projects to take place
under National Socialism. By designing a large grandstand “in the
form of an ancient amphitheatre”, the Reichsbank’s construction
department obligingly prepared for the laying of the foundation
stone as if it were a “consecration ceremony”, as one of Wolff’s
members of staff described this unusual task: “The idea was that all
the participants, around 6,000 Reichsbank officials, should attend
the great ceremony – not only as a backdrop but as active members of the audience.” The event took place on 5 May 1934, with
swastikas and imperial flags, bowls of incense and banners giving it
the air of a state occasion. Besides Hitler, the guests included some
of the most prominent National Socialists of the time – Goebbels,
Göring and Frick. Hjalmar Schacht, President of the Reichsbank
from 1923 until his resignation in 1930, and then again from March
1933, gave the celebratory speech. With reference to Frederick
the Great, his remarks praised Prussian traditions and virtues such
as diligence, a sense of duty, and respect for the common good –
values which he noted that the Reichsbank had also cultivated from
the outset. 30/31
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32 Construction site, ca 1936

Like Poelzig’s building in Frankfurt, the huge building complex was
rapidly constructed from steel using state-of-the-art construction
technology and covered with natural stone slabs. Construction was
completed in just five years, and the Reichsbank’s new premises
were officially opened in the year before the Second World War
broke out. 32/33
The solid building was damaged during the war, but remained largely
functional. After the end of the war, the building housed the Berlin
Stadtkontor, a unit established by the Allies to settle credit business
and perform financial transactions between the occupation zones.
After the German Democratic Republic was founded in 1949, the
Berlin Stadtkontor became home to the GDR’s Ministry of Finance,
which, in turn, had to make way for the Central Committee of
the Socialist Unity Party (SED) in 1959. As a result, the “Haus am
Werderschen Markt” became the centre of power of the new state
and, over the following decades, reflected Germany’s shifting political
landscape, as evidenced by the different occupants of the building.

33 The former headquarters of the Reichsbank, now Germany’s Federal Foreign Office

The three SED General Secretaries, Walter Ulbricht, Erich Honecker
and Egon Krenz, were followed in 1990 by Sabine Bergmann-Pohl,
President of the Volkskammer (People‘s Chamber), the first democratically elected parliament in the GDR. After the building was
refurbished and renovated, it was converted into reunified Germany’s Foreign Office, the official seat of then Foreign Minister
Joschka Fischer and his successors. As tasks grew more complex
and the building‘s spatial capacities faced greater challenges,
an extension was added in the form of a striking main building
designed by the Berlin-based architects Thomas Müller and Ivan
Reimann following a competition launched in 1997. A few years
later, they were commissioned by Frankfurt’s Goethe University to
design the building for its Board of Directors and the faculty building for psychology and social sciences on the Westend campus,
next to the lecture hall centre at Theodor-W.-Adorno-Platz, near
Poelzig’s buildings. 34
Extension to the Federal Foreign Office,
Müller Reimann 1999 34
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Leading up to the Deutsche Bundesbank’s new building
It was not long before Germany’s new central bank set its sights on
an extension for its premises in Frankfurt. After the Bank deutscher
Länder was founded in March 1948, it quickly became apparent
that the space afforded by the building, which had been planned
as a branch by Heinrich Wolff in 1930, would not allow the bank to
keep pace with its ever-growing remit in the long run. Short-term
solutions were found by purchasing individual plots and buildings in
the surrounding area, but the need for additional space remained a
pressing issue. Shift work was introduced in some departments to
make round-the-clock use of what limited space there was. To meet
staffing requirements, beginning in 1950 employees were hired from
the IG Farben syndicate, which had been liquidated shortly after the
Second World War. Until 1959, activities were spread across 19 locations. The Directorate was housed in an official apartment belonging
to the former Reichsbank, which sometimes prompted “astonishment” on the part of visitors from Germany and abroad, as noted
in the memorandum on the “new Deutsche Bundesbank building”
of July 1959. The new name bestowed on the Bank resulted from
the decision to consolidate the Bank deutscher Länder and the state
central banks into a new, unified entity through the Bundesbank
Act (Gesetz über die Deutsche Bundesbank) of 26 July 1957. In the
course of the consolidation, a construction department was established. After taking inventory of the properties, a memorandum
dated 1959 concluded that, based on cost factors alone, the best
strategy was the “highest possible concentration” of staff in a new
building instead of multiple offices scattered across the city. To develop initial drafts for this building, the construction department
had already developed plans for common types of office buildings
in spring 1958, which were then presented to three external experts.
After these experts had confirmed that a new building was indeed
required, the Bank contacted Frankfurt‘s Building Councillor Hans
Kampffmeyer to ask for assistance in finding a suitable location.
Possible options in the city centre included a plot of land in a
prime location near the old opera house, now the location of the
OpernTurm, and the De Bary park at the Untermainkai, where the

Hotel Intercontinental was later built according to plans by Otto
Apel’s firm. Just before the agreement to purchase this site was due
to be signed, in October 1959, the Bank’s press office announced
the construction project and the location. In the hope of winning
a major contract, some of the city’s best-known architects already
began to put their names forward to plan the new building on
their own initiative. Construction work appeared to be about to
start when the Bank was casually informed by the city authorities,
more or less by chance, that plans to open up a new street would
divide the plot of land in the future. Since this would have made
the site too small for the planned building volume, as well as being
unsuitable for security reasons, the Bank responded by withdrawing
from the agreement. Under this pressure, Kampffmeyer worked on
acquiring an alternative site to the north of the Grüneburg park,
which would later prove to be a blessing. In March 1960, the
Bundesbank’s Directorate decided to purchase the plot of land on
Miquelallee, and the construction department presented a preliminary draft for the launch of a restricted competition in June. That
same year, eight renowned German architects including the Frankfurt-based architect Otto Apel were invited to participate. In March
1961, the jury awarded Apel’s entry first prize and unanimously
recommended it for construction.
Born in 1906, Apel was among the generation of architects whose
upbringing and early schooling had taken place at the time of
the German Empire. During their university studies in the Weimar
Republic era, they discovered and applied a wide range of approaches and design methods ranging from the traditional to the
modern, which they were able to test out in the early years of their
professional practice under the control of Hitler, whilst also seeing
their skills pressed directly into political service. Like Albert Speer
– a year his senior, who, from 1933 onwards had shot to fame as
Hitler’s chief architect and had been entrusted more than any other
with the architectural self-portrayal of the Third Reich – Apel had
studied in Berlin under Heinrich Tessenow. Esteemed as a conservative reformer and experienced architect, Tessenow was sympathetic
towards the New Building movement of the 1920s, but essentially

remained faithful to the tradition of architectural craftsmanship –
a far cry from the monumentality of Speer’s buildings. In January
1937, Speer was appointed General Building Inspector for Berlin
by Hitler, thus rising to the rank of minister, and was soon involved
in the most important construction projects to redesign the cities
of the German Reich. Nevertheless, as an architect in the private
sector, he retained his firm in Berlin’s Lindenallee, where Otto Apel
was employed.
The most high-profile project that this firm handled on behalf of
Hitler was the Reich Chancellery on Vossstrasse, which was opened
in January 1939 at the annual diplomatic reception. Apel was one
of Speer’s most important employees and remained in personal
contact with him even after the war. In his “Spandau diary”, written
in prison after his conviction as a war criminal, Speer noted with
surprise on 2 October 1964: “Otto Apel, once my closest employee,
is one of the architects to have succeeded; he recently built the US
Embassy compound in Bonn. He, too, has agreed to work with me
after my release.”
Just one year after Bonn was chosen as the capital city, a consortium of Apel and his counterparts from the Frankfurt Office of
the US Office of Foreign Buildings Operations was commissioned
to draw up plans for the occupying forces. Shortly after the war,
he was employed as senior architect at Frankfurter Aufbau AG.
From 1950 to 1951, together with the architects Rudolf Letocha
and William Rohrer, he built the administrative headquarters of the
United States High Commissioner in Bonn-Mehlem as well as residential areas in Bonn and Bad Godesberg.

Salzhaus am Römerberg, Apel, Letocha, Rohrer, Herdt 1951 35

After a competition in 1950, Apel, Letocha and Rohrer, in partnership with Martin Herdt, were commissioned to rebuild the historic
town hall on the Römerberg in Frankfurt. The following year, the
trio won the competition for the construction of the Salzhaus (Salt
House), located at the Römer opposite St Paul’s Church. To this day,
it remains an icon of post-war modernism in an effort to achieve
the synthesis sought by many between the old and the new. 35
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the former “architects of the Führer”, who bestowed upon their new
clients an air of celebrity. To ensure that his staff would be able to
work “around the clock” for large projects, free from party obligations, Speer had secured approval from Hitler that they would not
also have to be members of the Nazi Party. This authorisation later
boosted a number of post-war careers, as some of the architects formerly working at the centre of power were able to style themselves
as resisters after the fact.

36 Consulate General of the United States in Frankfurt,
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill with Otto Apel 1955

The successful architect documented his flexibility in design matters in
1952 with the construction of the US Consulate General in Bremen,
which was realised in cooperation with the major New York architecture firm Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, or SOM for short. The same
cooperation resulted in the construction of the US Consulate General
in Frankfurt in 1955, rather fittingly in the American-influenced International Style. 36
Apel evidently had a broad network. As was the case for other architects, the close relationship with Speer is likely to have been neither
a burden nor a blight. Private sector developers, in particular, who
were once again interested in representative architecture, wooed

Familiar with the logistics and management of large-scale projects
since his time working for Speer and impressed by the successful
practice of the internationally active architecture firm SOM, in the
1950s Apel’s time was increasingly occupied by drumming up new
commissions, and he had less and less personal involvement in the
designs. Such tasks were taken on by younger staff, particularly by
Hannsgeorg Beckert, who was born in 1927 and worked in the office’s design department as of 1953, where he was responsible, alongside Apel, for client relations. The design for the Bundesbank and the
subsequent landing of the major commission were largely his doing.
Shortly after hiring Beckert, Apel hired Gilbert Becker, who was born
in 1925. He took over the technical execution of the projects, covering calls for tenders, construction management and scheduling. Over
the years, an experienced team had emerged, which was once again
able to demonstrate its competence through the complex project of
building the Bundesbank’s new premises.
In view of the great task in which the firm would have to prove itself
over the coming years, Apel decided to make his employees Beckert
and Becker co-owners. On 1 September 1961, the firm renamed
itself ABB – Apel, Beckert and Becker. Design options were drawn
up in the months that followed, after which complications in the
planning process needed to be surmounted, leading to repeated delays. The foundation stone laying ceremony did not take place until
10 November 1967. Otto Apel was no longer able to participate
in this event, having passed away the previous year. His partners
continued his work. Professionally ambitious, internationally oriented
and not politically tainted by their past, the two, with their team,
were free to capture and reflect current trends in modern architecture without their CVs causing them to be considered ideologically
suspect or to be assailed for their opportunism.

Städtische Bühnen Frankfurt, ABB 1963 37

The project
In the months leading up to the results of the competition in March
1961, Hannsgeorg Beckert worked as a lead design architect on
the completion of several large-scale projects, including the building housing Frankfurt’s opera and theatre (Haus der Städtischen
Bühnen, literally “House of Municipal Stages”), which today is still
regarded as a masterpiece of post-war modernism. 37
Connecting the theatre and the opera, a joint foyer in front of the auditoriums opens out towards Willy-Brandt-Platz above the entrance
area with a 120-metre-long, nine-metre-high glass front, seemingly
extending the public space as a grand promenade. The expansive
transparency of the façade conveys a festive atmosphere, especially when the interior is lit at night, intensified by Zoltán Kemény’s
35

38 Frankfurt-Höchst Hospital, ABB 1963
39 Hotel Intercontinental, ABB 1963



In addition to Beckert and Hanig, the young architect Heinz Scheid,
born in 1933, also entered the Bundesbank’s competition in 1960.

Even after the jury’s decision was made, Scheid worked on alternatives and variants to the submitted design in the months that followed in order to be able to capture current trends in modern architecture and examine their suitability for the construction project. In
the competition, in which the renowned architects Alexander von
Branca, Helmut Hentrich with Hubert Petschnigg, Johannes Krahn,
Max Meid with Helmut Romeick, Godber Nissen and Sep Ruf had
been invited to participate, the jury unanimously awarded the first
prize to the design submitted by Apel’s firm. A significant bird’s
eye depiction compellingly shows the concept of the high-rise
slab extending south to north, with its annexes formed of low-rise
buildings and courtyards, functionally connected in clear geometric
terms, stretching into the surrounding landscape. Above the slightly
recessed entrance zone, the lean structure rises within a grid of
supports that provides space in the interior for a central corridor
with offices on either side. The top floor suggests a higher ceiling
height than for the other floors. 40

Design for the Central Office of the
Deutsche Bundesbank, ABB 1961 40
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41 Model of the design for the Central Office
of the Deutsche Bundesbank

42 Unité d‘habitation in Marseille, Le Corbusier 1952

The regular, grid-like façade is segmented by two central circulation
cores. The model illustrates the parallel position of the main building to the buildings of the Carl Schurz housing estate, bordering
to the west, and the access road from Miquelallee. 41
In the perspective drawing, the shape of the building from a distance is reminiscent of the high-rise slabs that had been designed
to rebuild destroyed cities following the Second World War by the
world’s most influential and – alongside Mies van der Rohe – most
famous architect at the time, Le Corbusier. As a visionary of a radically new architectural culture of the modern era, the multifaceted
Paris-based architect and artist became the idol of many architects
of the younger generation, not only as a result of his buildings, but
also through his writings, which reached an international audience
in the 1920s. Measuring 165 metres in length and 56 metres high,

and designed to house 1,600 people, the 18-storey Unité d’habitation built near the city of Marseille beginning in 1947 revolutionised housing construction. In the interior, a long central corridor
is flanked on either side by narrow bi-level dwellings, each with
loggias on the upper level, thus giving the grid-like façade a highly
visible relief effect. 42
In a discussion with Sunna Gailhofer, curator of the exhibition on
the work of ABB at Frankfurt’s museum of architecture, the Deutsches Architekturmuseum, Heinz Scheid confirmed in 2015 that Le
Corbusier’s projects were a source of important ideas for his own
work. A particularly impressive example of administrative architecture was the Secretariat Building (completed in 1958) in the new
Indian provincial capital of Chandigarh, which Le Corbusier was
able to plan in its entirety – from the city layout to the design of

buildings and spaces – beginning in 1950. In early photographs,
the building appears like an emblematic vision of the modern age
in the vastness of the Indian landscape. According to Scheid’s own
accounts, this 42-metre-high and 250-metre-long government administrative centre was a remarkable reference building that he
studied and interpreted in his own sketches. 43/44/45
However, other spectacularly innovative buildings of that time had
also reportedly served as inspiration and been interpreted and applied in variations of own work. As modern architecture evolved in
the United States, largely driven by German émigrés steeped in the
Bauhaus tradition, a new generation of high-rise buildings emerged
in the 1950s in what is known as the International Style. Completed
in 1958 according to a Mies van der Rohe design, the Seagram
Building in New York, with its 39 floors, was hailed as a “triumph
of steel and glass”. In May 1962, Hannsgeorg Beckert reported
enthusiastically to the Bundesbank‘s Directorate about his visit to
this building and also proposed a continuous glass façade for the
project in Frankfurt. Ultimately, however, the decision was made to
use an exposed concrete façade in a striking arrangement that still
gives the building its distinctive character to this day. 46
As a source of hope for a future peaceful world, the 155-metre-high
United Nations building, which was planned and realised under the
direction of Le Corbusier and the Brazilian architect Oscar Niemeyer,
has graced New York’s skyline since 1951. Niemeyer was the chief
architect of his country’s new capital, Brasilia, from 1956 onwards.
At its centre, between the large shell buildings of the Senate and
the Chamber of Deputies, lie two towers for the administration,
sketched by Scheid in broad strokes as an iconic ensemble, like an
insignia.

Secretariat Building in Chandigarh, Le Corbusier 1958, sketch Heinz Scheid 1962 43
Capitol at the Three Powers Plaza in Brasilia, Oscar Niemeyer 1960, sketch Heinz Scheid 1962 44
Study for a twin-tower version of the Deutsche Bundesbank, Heinz Scheid 1962 45
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46 Seagram Building in New York, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe 1958
47 Dreischeibenhaus in Düsseldorf, Hentrich-Petschnigg & Partner 1960

Combinations of high-rise slabs were a very topical subject in
architecture at the time. As of 1960 in Germany, the Thyssenhaus,
which was known as the “Dreischeibenhochhaus” (which translates roughly as the “three plates building”), became a symbol of the
economic miracle, an emblematic record of the transition from the
period of modest reconstruction to the intense economic growth
of large housing estates and glitzy centrepiece buildings seen in
the following decade. 47
The design for this project, which was soon to enjoy international
renown, came from the Düsseldorf firm of Helmut Hentrich, who
had previously travelled to the United States to solicit advice from
Mies van der Rohe and partners at the New York architecture firm

SOM. Hentrich was invited to participate in the Bundesbank’s competition in 1960 at the height of his success.
In its quest for the optimal solution for the construction project,
ABB had to show that it was able to hold its own even against this
competitor. In sketches, Scheid drew up proposals for two towers
with staggered heights and a clear distance between the towers.
Using coloured pencils, he drew the various functional areas into
the frame of the building to test out the space allocation. In August 1961, this proposal, among other variants, was discussed at
a meeting of the Bundesbank‘s Directorate, garnering approving
comments. However, this solution had to be taken off the table
soon afterwards.

Later on in the planning phase, a ground survey concluded that
the earmarked plot of land was suitable only for buildings with a
maximum of 14 floors, which significantly limited the options. In
addition, the architects and the client were caught off-guard by the
news in the summer of 1962 that Frankfurt’s Building Councillor,
Hans Kampffmeyer, had decided on a new traffic plan that included
a large cloverleaf interchange right next to the Bundesbank site,
connecting Miquelallee with the new expressway to the Nordweststadt under construction at the time. After intense negotiations
with the city, it was decided to move the building site away from
Miquelallee, allowing for the creation of the publicly accessible Miquelanlage park and also providing more space for the ancillary
buildings by expanding the area to the north.
However, a consequence of this new arrangement was a change
in the orientation of the entire ensemble, with the main building
rotated by 90 degrees and now positioned west to east rather than
south to north. This realignment had considerable implications for
the building climate, as the south side of the building was now
exposed to the sun, with the north side almost fully shaded. In addition, only the upper two storeys – the executive and conference
floors – were to be air conditioned, with large sliding windows
serving to ventilate the rooms elsewhere. However, the decision to
change the orientation of the building also had further repercussions. Contrary to what had been envisaged in the competition,
access from the south via Miquelallee was no longer possible and
instead had to be diverted via Wilhelm-Epstein-Strasse to the north,
with the result that even today some visitors are put off by the
Bank’s apparent inaccessibility. The asymmetric position of the entrance hall is also the result of this changed orientation. 48

Site plan of 1 March 1965, ABB
The premises after the plans were redrawn, with the original plot
of the competition phase marked in red 48
41

The great ensemble
As the planning work was well advanced, searching for other
locations and architectural solutions was no longer an option.
Following the final decision in favour of a 220-metre-long building with 14 floors in August 1962, space allocation, floor plans,
construction elements, and time and cost plans were optimised.
To the north of the main building, a guest house was planned on
the west of the site, the Cash Management building on the east,
and a gatehouse on Wilhelm-Epstein-Strasse in between. As the
extension of the access road and thus the start of construction
was delayed by a number of years, the foundation stone laying
ceremony was not held until November 1967. The ceremonial
address was made by Karl Blessing, who became President of
the Bundesbank in January 1958 and remained in office until the
end of 1969.
For a period of more than five years, specifications were clarified,
urban design requirements incorporated and plans drawn up to

adapt the original draft design to the change in the building’s position. A further five years passed until the opening of the large ensemble, which is celebrated in retrospect as a successful outcome
of difficult decision-making processes. The cumbersome access to
the Bundesbank via the unostentatious Wilhelm-Epstein-Strasse is
perhaps the only permanent blemish resulting from the 90-degree
rotation of the compound. Given the banality of the approach to
the site, the main building appears all the more impressive. Upon
passing the gatehouse, the varied structure of the large main building holds the observer’s gaze, with the visual pull amplified by
the slight upward slope of the grounds. A cobbled road leads in
a straight line to the off-centre main entrance. The asymmetry is
surprising, as it does not comply with the principle of the façade’s
design. However, balance is provided by the compact Cash Management building located in front of the main building on the
left-hand side, which acts as a formal counterweight and ensures
the rootedness of the main building in visual terms. 49

North side of the main building 49
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The third component of the building ensemble is the guest house,
located to the right of the approach avenue; the staggered modularity of its forms, partially concealed by trees, presents a counterpoint to the two stringently geometric elements. 50/51
During the planning phase, intense work, precision and care also
went into designing the façade and interiors. To scrutinise the overall impression and effect of the outer form, large-scale models were
constructed for use in illumination tests and lit using lamps simulating the changing position of the sun. Particular attention was
devoted to the relief of the façade and its plastic effect, especially
as the depth of the façade structure was also intended to play a
role in protecting the non-air conditioned rooms on the lower levels
from the sun’s rays. 52
The same attention paid to the façade of the main buildings also
went into designing the interiors, bearing in mind differing tasks
and fittings and with a feel for the particular atmosphere specific to
the rooms in each functional area. To this end, large-scale models
were produced for different situations, ranging all the way from
the sober working environment of the offices to the two-storey
entrance hall and the elegant interior of the two executive floors.

50 Guest house, view from the west
51 Guest house, shell

The product of numerous studies in draft and model, the face of
the building as we know it today constitutes a differentiated network of horizontal and vertical structural elements. The impression
of straightforward horizontal layering of floors which dominated in
the firm’s earlier projects is overlaid here with the vertical ordering
of pillars which slightly jut out on all storeys and are – in turn –
intersected and symmetrically accentuated along the façade by the
structures of the two access towers housing the lift shafts. Across
all of the floors, the supports are clad in precast concrete to provide
protection from the elements. The effect created when looking
at the building head-on is one of two vertical joints, reducing the
width of the pillars to the eye and slimming them down at height
– like pinstripes of concrete.
The smooth surfaces of the ceilings of each floor look as though
they have been slotted into a shelf between the pillars, akin to slim
balustrade bands that seem to delimit the area of small loggias
beyond the glass frontage of the offices and conference rooms
and create a link to the exterior. In contrast to the typical administration buildings with their hermetically sealed outer skins of glass
and metal, this building, together with its physiognomy animated
with light and shadow, reveals from afar that it was born of the advanced architectural debates of the 1960s, when versatile concrete
was in vogue as a material of choice for realising artistic aspirations
for architecture and creating unique, non-repeatable designs. 53

Illuminated model of the façade 52
Main entrance with projecting roof 53
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The fluid terrain of the grounds, with the downward incline to the
south, was designed as far as the border with Miquelallee by the
Giessen-based landscape architect Ernst-Ludwig Sommerlad, who
worked in close collaboration with the architects from the outset.
The entire site underwent a remodelling. Sommerlad created an
artificial hill for the high-rise structure, which, in addition to making
it appear as a “city crown” presiding over the Grüneburg park, also
meant lighting for basement-level rooms. This can be seen in the
south side of the model, demonstrating the light exposure for the
canteen, which was later extended with a domed glass ceiling set
in the incline of the slope. 54
While the northern half of the site between the approach avenue
and the Cash Management building features clear geometric green
spaces – there were no plans to include a car park there originally –
a landscape park adjoins to the west of the avenue, surrounding
the building with ever greater fluidity towards the south. With its
varied topography, a pond with a bridge, diverse flora and subtly
created settings for sculptures from the Bundesbank’s art collection,
it offers a lyrical counterpart to the hard-edged geometry of the
architecture. The division between the publicly accessible Miquelanlage park and the Bundesbank‘s premises, bounded here by a
modest steel fence, appears casually unobtrusive. With soft undulations, the landscape garden flows smoothly through this barely
visible border. 55/56

54 Model of the main building, south side with park and canteen

Miquelanlage park after its opening 55
Bridge in the park 56
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57 Entrance hall with room installation by Jesús Rafael Soto

Opposite this natural soft area to the south of the main building,
and the space for relaxation and leisure that it provides, the hard
forecourt to the north serves as an access and entrance area. Entering the two-storey reception hall, visitors are greeted by an atmosphere of poised composure on an unusual scale. Monumental in
height and through the power of its concrete pillars, this impression
dissipates in the light-filled hall on account of the narrowness of
its footprint in the building’s slender corpus. The installation by
Venezuelan artist Jesús Rafael Soto, which was planned before construction began and subtly plays with the perspectives and hard
edges of the room, contributes to the effect. Added to that, the
hall furnishings – including the iconic Barcelona chairs with their
barely visible chrome-plated steel frames and leather-upholstered
cushions that appear to float atop them – appear to be an homage
to Mies van der Rohe’s celebrated “flowing” room concept, which
he presented to the public in Barcelona in 1929. 57/58/59

Top of a stairway in close-up 58
Façade support in close-up 59

Draft office floor plan, Heinz Scheid 1962 60
Corridor with cupboard walls and overhead strip lighting 61

The hall was originally intended to be much larger. In earlier floor
plans the foyer took up the entire midsection of the building. However, with a concern for temperance and palpable understatement,
the Bundesbank’s Directorate prevailed against the architects’
wishes, allowing only the four western-most of the ten central
grids, i.e. less than half, to be purposed as the two-storey entrance
hall. Even in its truncated form, the hall with its fragile installation
offers a unique spatial experience, fully unexpected in a sober functional building housing a German Federal authority.
It had quickly become clear to the architects that, alongside such
exquisite innovations of interior design, planning functional one or
two-person offices for some 1,000 employees would be the core
focus of the design. The single-occupant office constituted the cell
from which, working outwards, they developed the grid system and
the logical layout of the entire building. The result was the structure
incorporating an entrance floor, eleven normal storeys and two executive floors. In order to be able to give the offices interchangeable
designs, the rooms on the south and north sides were also treated
as if they were identical. For this reason, there is to this day still a

clear difference in temperature between the two sides. This is accentuated by the absence of air conditioning for the offices, aside
from those on the executive floors. The decision to eschew climate
control may seem Spartan to today’s sensibilities but the fact that
perceived luxury was shunned and employees instead given the option of opening an office window by hand at any time is in keeping
with the measured image cultivated by the Bundesbank. 60
To allow for interchangeability of the offices, the rows of the structural supports were positioned outside of the offices themselves,
shifted outwards in the form of supports for the façade and inwards
to the hallway. A system of filing cabinets and wardrobe lockers of
the same width as the supports, housing them so that they sit flush,
serves as a partition wall in the corridor. Above the cupboards, a
strip of glass exposes the long corridor to natural light. The cabinet
wall is punctuated at regular intervals by supports and doorways
down the 200 metre length of the corridor, which is partitioned into
three sections by the lift vestibules. Every detail bears the hallmarks
of the same close attention paid to the single office as the smallest
module as well as to the structure as a whole. 61
49

Not only the built-in cupboards, but the entire interior design of the
Bundesbank’s Central Office was the brainchild of ABB’s architects.
The firm’s self-set mission was to provide the complete package for
projects, from planning and procurement to fitting out and completion. A dedicated unit took care of designing all the necessary
fixtures and fittings for the Bundesbank, ranging from furnishings
for the office floors to the two elegant executive floors. Amidst
aesthetics of a high order across the board, hierarchical distinctions
are discernible here too, from the size of the rooms and their furnishings to subtle differences in the choice of materials and colour
schemes. 62
The interior designers produced detailed working models of all the
rooms occupying the top two floors. Each chair and desk was built
to scale, modelled and photographed in innumerable variations.
The two uppermost floors are connected by a sculpturesque spiral
staircase made of stainless steel, a unique feature that only appears once throughout the entire building, meaning that it received
particularly close attention. Heinz Scheid described the one-piece
stairway, manufactured in a tricky process, as one of the few elements for which the Bundesbank was willing to accept high costs
without objection. 63

62 Working model for the executive floor
63 Spiral staircase between the 12th and 13th floors

The crowning feature of the building is without question the top
floor. When looking at the façade from the outside, it is plain to
see that the storey boasts a higher ceiling height. This, in combination with the balustrade-free floor-to-ceiling glass frontage on
both the north and south sides, reveals the particular significance
of this level. It houses conference and dining rooms, including the
splendid dining room designed by French artist Victor Vasarely as a
work of spatial art in its own right. The floor plan of this exclusive
conference level is disentangled. A broad corridor, the northern
interior wall of which is clad in bog oak panelling, runs the length
of the glass-fronted south side and draws the eye with stunning
cityscape vistas, while the rooms on the north side, all of various
sizes, look out toward the Taunus. None of the meeting and dining
rooms is exactly alike and some feature highly elaborate interior
design. Square wooden modules, all hand-manufactured by a carpenter, are fitted to the ceilings following the same grid patterning

Vasarely Saal 64
Small dining room 65

but forming shapes of different depth – a formal interplay that is
at its most spectacular in the two small dining rooms. The pearls
of the Bundesbank’s art collection are also displayed on this floor.
The nonchalant presentation of key works by Max Ernst, Karl Hofer,
Hans Hartung, Ernst Wilhelm Nay, Georg Baselitz, Hartwig Ebersbach, Isa Genzken and Katharina Grosse – to name but a few of the
artists – leaves the viewer stunned. Visitors are invited to embark
on a journey back in time through seven decades of German art
history. From its establishment in 1968, the Bundesbank’s art advisory council counted among its members the architect Hannsgeorg
Beckert, who was well-versed in all areas of the visual arts. Au fait
with the current trends in international modernism – and assisted
by his young staff – Beckert’s projects always went with the times.
Fully aware of the Bank’s high aesthetic standards when it came to

purchasing works of art, he was able from the outset to bring on
board well-known contemporary artists in the planning process for
fitting out the new premises.
Even before opening, a competition for an entrance hall design was
held and two additional pieces of art were commissioned. With
his design for a room in Op Art Style – at that time all the rage –
Victor Vasarely succeeded in mounting a spectacular installation. In
designing the ceilings and walls, the architects incorporated motifs
from the Op Art and Pop Art movements, which were flourishing
simultaneously, in order to lend a fresh accent to the dignified gravity of the executive and conference floors. The mentality of the
age was shaped by confidence and a thirst for discovery, and this
found colourful expression in architecture and the visual arts. 64/65
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Changing directions in building culture
The plans drawn up for the Bundesbank building ensemble before
the foundation stone was laid in November 1967 are the product
and expression of a new phase in the Federal Republic of Germany’s development. Reconstruction had for the most part still been
a fragmentary and artisanal, non-industrial affair. As this era drew
to a close, the period of expansionary urban growth took on a new
quality around 1960. After the experience of aerial bombing during
the war, the urban planning model of a spacious, structurally diffuse urban landscape partitioned into manageable neighbourhoods
by strips of greenfield and with separate areas for work, housing,
recreation and transport had found broad consensus among architects and town planners and been well received by the general public. In 1957, the international architectural exhibition Interbau drew
the eyes of the world to western Berlin; the large-scale panorama
“The city of tomorrow” (“Die Stadt von morgen”) presented a vision
of the future centred around a concept of urban development that
was in touch with nature and stood in contrast to the gargantuan
ensemble of Stalinist architecture in the East. But the flipside of this
expansive, encompassing vision was already in evidence. 66/67
Growing prosperity, progressive suburbanisation and increasing
volumes of traffic between centres and surrounding areas were
accompanied by an amorphous urban sprawl, with new residential
and commercial areas springing up geared towards the idea of
the “car-friendly” city. In 1959 the Deutsche Werkbund, an association of artists, architects, designers and industrialists, addressed
this issue in its campaign against “the great landscape destruction”. It used exhibitions, radio broadcasts and the press to great
public effect, coupling the matter with calls for an approach to

66 Exhibition board from Interbau Berlin 1957

Shell of the main building, image used for the invitation card
to the topping-out ceremony on 2 July 1969 67

urban development that was more sparing with resources and for
compactly spaced buildings in keeping with the concept of decentralised concentration on a regional scale.
Under the banner “Renewal of our cities”, the 1960 general meeting of Germany’s Association of Cities (Deutscher Städtetag) centred on this debate, focusing on the shortcomings of the reconstruction efforts and upcoming measures to bring modernisation. In
his introductory speech, succinctly titled “Urbanity”, the internationally renowned economist Edgar Salin, who hailed from Frankfurt
and taught in Basel, was sharply critical of how core cities in built-up
areas were undergoing a loss of significance in cultural terms. The
root of this, Salin argued, lay in the progressive separation of urban
functions and the tertiarisation of centres coinciding with urban
exodus and displacement and resettlement of their residents in
newly created large housing estates on the peripheries. Salin cautioned against misuse of the term “urbanity”, a concept with a chiefly
historical meaning, in contemporary planning debates. However,
with urbanity often being linked with high-density construction
from then on, he was unable to prevent the misunderstanding becoming entrenched, which soon begot the buzz phrase “Urbanität
durch Dichte” (urbanity through density), a rallying cry for a long
overdue reorientation in town planning.
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68 Ulm University of Applied Sciences, Behnisch & Partner 1963

At the peak of Germany’s economic wonder, when the full employment threshold had been reached, there was catching up to
be done in all social spheres; the time for modesty was over. On
the heels of the economy’s rapid growth, construction boomed
beyond the capacity of traditional formats, resources and methods
to cope. While high-rise buildings were sprouting in city centres
modelled on American central business districts, large housing
estates of a new kind were being created on the margins of urban
areas, hosting enormous residential blocks and growing populations. In the shape of typification and prefabrication, principles of
industrial mass production were applied in a host of major projects
including the Neue Vahr in Bremen, Cologne’s Chorweiler, Munich’s Neuperlach and the Märkisches Viertel in Berlin.
This was particularly true of school and educational buildings,
which were planned according to new assumptions created by
the large cohorts of children born after the Second World War.

In 1957, the Sputnik shock had triggered an international debate
about the West’s need to catch up in terms of training engineers
and technicians, and this had far-reaching consequences for national and state education policy. That same year brought the
establishment of the German Council of Sciences and Humanities
(Wissenschaftsrat) and an agreement by the Federal Government
to support academic institutions. This gave the go-ahead for new
higher education institutions, which were supposed to be up and
running as swiftly as possible. One pilot project which garnered
international attention was the University of Applied Sciences in
Ulm, which started life as a competition and, in 1958, was constructed in a short space of time as an ensemble of industrially
prefabricated elements. Planned down to the last detail at the
Stuttgart office of Günter Behnisch, the bare aesthetic of the
university buildings was – as proclaimed by the architects themselves – intended to fit with the level-headed purpose of an engineering college. 68/69/70

Ulm University of Applied Sciences, drawing by Carlo Weber 69
Isometry of modular construction 70

Its technical perfection and clear layout meant that this ensemble of
concrete skeleton structures became a touchstone in the development of assembly methods which, in the wake of the rapid push
for modernisation, were then used in the construction of a plethora
of future schools and educational facilities. Fuelled by the debate
on the German “educational disaster”, there was a surge in the
number of students in the 1960s. The growing demand for space
meant that buildings had to be designed to be as multifunctional as
possible. Applying the most rational expectations possible in terms
of planning and construction, different approaches to prefabricated construction elements were tried out at a range of locations.
These approaches included the highly acclaimed, standard-setting
“Marburg system”, which was developed from 1961. Its trademark
feature was a sophisticated shell offering an unobscured view of
bare concrete elements coupled with sharp contrasts in material, all
set into a deep façade relief. The young architects of the university
building office were inspired by the creations of Japanese architects,
who had succeeded in transforming the design principles employed
in their country’s centuries-old tradition of timber construction into
well-proportioned exposed concrete structures.
This approach opposed, as it were, the tendency toward wholesale
standardisation that had dominated mass production in the 1960s.
Countering the hegemony of the right-angle, a countermovement
evolved that instead sought imposing locations with distinctive
architecture and an unrepeatable aura of uniqueness. In buildings
of autonomous sculptural quality, concrete’s all-round malleability
could be put to use in an infinite number of different ways, in contrast to the production of uniform elements. The emergent designs
for cultural and church buildings, which ushered in a wholly new
spatial experience that went beyond the commonplace and which,
from today’s perspective, are associated with the brutalist school
of architecture, opened up the field for such experiments with an
individual take on design, and even on art itself. Some examples of
this are cited below, all regarded as milestones of this era.
The bunker-like municipal theatre in Ingolstadt sits in a bend in the
River Danube, its polygonal configuration nonetheless allowing it
to blend harmoniously into the adjoining old town. The exposed
concrete, planked with raw boards, is visibly imprinted with the
grain of the wood and thus enhances the building’s sensory appeal.
55

71 Municipal theatre in Ingolstadt, Hardt-Waltherr Hämer 1966
72 Church of Reconciliation in Dachau, Helmut Striffler 1967
73 Berlin Academy of Arts, Werner Düttmann 1960

Following a competition in 1959, Hardt-Waltherr Hämer, previously
employed by Gerhard Weber as the site manager for the Mannheim National Theatre, and well aware of the exigencies imposed
by theatre construction, used this building project to compellingly
mirror the expressive desires of a fresh generation of architects that
self-assuredly incorporated the impulses pouring from the wave of
Expressionist architecture seen around 1920. 71/72/73
The same is true of Gottfried Böhm. With his Pilgrimage Church of
the Virgin Mary, Queen of Peace (Wallfahrtskirche Maria Königin
des Friedens) in Neviges, Germany, begun in 1963, he created a
monumental crystal-shaped concrete sculpture; resembling a high
tent, its interior provides space for liturgical celebration. In 1967,
Helmut Striffler built the Church of Reconciliation (Versöhnungskirche) on the site of the former Dachau concentration camp, creating an unforgettable place of silent contemplation which leads
its visitors along a multiply pleated wall of raw concrete and down
gently sloping steps into the recessed chamber of the church,
where they can find calm.
In a period of bold experiments, the beginning of the 1960s heralded a liberation from the past rigid rationalism of expediency, while
remaining rooted in the functionalist design school in the broadest
sense of what was now deemed classic modernism. The school
also encompassed a variation on “organic” functionalism that was
introduced in the 1920s by Hugo Häring and Hans Scharoun as the
genesis of architectural forms deriving from everyday procedures
and actions. This strand of the new approach to construction was
exemplified by the vivacious designs of Hermann Fehling and Daniel
Gogel. Their work includes the Max Planck Institute for Human
Development (Institut für Bildungsforschung), designed in 1965,
and the Institute for Hygiene and Microbiology (Institut für Hygiene
und Mikrobiologie) from 1966, both in Berlin, to name just a few.

Unité d’habitation in Marseille, Le Corbusier 1952 74/75

In stark contradiction to the usual “straitjacket” imposed on buildings used for research and scientific purposes, each function was to
be given its own powerful shape, all integrated into an overarching
body. This intention is also well evidenced, albeit within a different
formal repertoire, in the ensemble of buildings making up Berlin’s
Academy of Arts (Akademie der Künste), which opened in 1960.
For this endeavour, Hans Düttmann designed a range of houses
that he then combined into a coherent whole, doing so with an eye
for careful composition and collision. Here, too, as in the projects
outlined above, the contrast arises from the materials employed,
which in this included the following: concrete, tiles, timber, steel,
glass and broken slate as a floor covering – an alluring tactile aesthetic that tempts the observer to touch the surface thanks to the
diverse building materials used.

In 1960, the art historian Wolfgang Pehnt, in his study of the concurrency and inconsistency of current trends, raised the question
of “What is Brutalism?”, which began to make the rounds in the
architectural debate. Experts closely associated this concept with
the term “béton brut” used to describe raw exposed concrete, a
technique which was consummately deployed by Le Corbusier, in
particular, to enhance the sculptural impact of his buildings. In this
material-related context, the meaning of the word was perfectly
clear to experts, but it actually stood for a lot more. 74/75
As Pehnt pointed out in September 1960 in the art magazine “Das
Kunstwerk”, in languages other than German, the word “brutal”
was not branded with negative connotations alone, but also open
to interpretation as denoting spontaneity, directness and immediacy.
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From 1953, “New Brutalism” began to be viewed in England more
as an inner attitude and display of rebellion among young architects
who wanted to give fresh impetus to the now established modern
architecture with its smooth façades. By displaying structures and
materials in a visible way, even going as far as installing pipes, electrical cables and technical equipment on bare walls, without plaster or cladding, they wished to give buildings and their elements
a sense of immediacy. The calls for authenticity in building also
encompassed the recognisability of functions and their intertwinement, sometimes strongly accentuated through colour.
Over a period of two decades ending in the late 1970s, a colourful
array of buildings sprang up, which were labelled “brutalist” despite a lack of any apparent overarching features that fell within a
shared category of style. With their futuristic, machine-like aesthetics, large-scale projects such as the University Hospital in Aachen
and the International Congress Centre in Berlin bore witness to the,
at that time, still limitless expectations regarding the simultaneous
achievement of social and technical progress that had driven brutalism forward. In his seminal 1966 book “The New Brutalism: Ethic
or Aesthetic”, the English writer Reyner Banham had confirmed
the impression that this new guiding principle should not be associated with expectations of a different international style, but rather
with the pursuit of a new ethics of building incorporating social
responsibility. Despite the differences in the details, this intellectual
attitude can still be sensed today when looking at the cream of the
crop of buildings from the 1960s and 1970s, often embodied in
abrasive and provocative architecture.
Paradigm shift
If, in the course of the past half century, the main building of the
Deutsche Bundesbank has also come to be seen as bearing proud
witness to that brief era of brutalism and is now frequently cited as

a prime example of this strand of modern architecture, its inclusion
can be justified by association thanks to several of the edifice’s
characteristic features. The structure of the concrete shell is clearly
discernible in the building’s striking cube-like design, while its individual elements and their joining are easily visible in the recesses of
the façade. Like inserted towers, the two adjoining shafts housing
the lifts split the front of the façade by means of two compact
structures, and at the same time reinforce the illusion of depth in
the façade relief. This combination of different functions is depicted
by the contrasting materials and shapes used. On the south side
of the building, resembling a semi-immersed giant glass tube, the
subsequently expanded space housing the staff canteen bulges out
into the surrounding landscaped garden.
Exposed concrete is on prominent display, but here it is not the
rough surface of the “béton brut”, with its rugged traces of formwork that is celebrated, but the refinement of a smooth-cut reinforced concrete which, thanks to the addition of selected types of
regionally sourced rock, boasts a fine-grained surface. After stripping the formwork from the interior and exterior, these varying
nuances – sometimes sanded, sometimes hammered and sometimes blasted – give each room its particular atmosphere and haptic
effect. Concrete is exposed not only on the façade but also inside
the building – in the lobby, stairwells and offices.
Overall, the – figurative – sense of the coarse and unfinished, otherwise common to the Brutalist Style, has been omitted here in order
to honour the precision and integrity embodied by a central bank.
The structure and many details suggest that this building should be
regarded at most as a moderate version of a technically and aesthetically ennobled brutalism, superposing and fusing the current
trends in architecture at the time of planning to an accomplished
whole. The concept underlying the design was one of differentiated

functionalism, specifying different layouts, installations and atmospheric qualities for the various working and common areas. The
precision of the construction, the manufacturing of its elements
and the furnishing of the building could be measured against the
latest developments in modular construction methods, which were
tested, above all, in university construction.
As mentioned above, the architects at ABB always went with the
times, even in the international debate, and were able to extract the
essential from the latest trends and put it to work in their designs.
A one-dimensional classification of the building as “brutalist” therefore fails to do justice to the wide array of other aspects which, in
their entirety, give this project its unique and special character. Yet
it must be stressed that the Bundesbank’s building is not only an
outstanding document of architectural history but also, above all, a
testimony to a brief period in the history of the Federal Republic of
Germany in which a paradigm shift in building culture was ushered
in – and which was brought to an end around 1970 by profound
political and economic upheaval.
In the late 1960s, during the transition from the period of extensive economic growth when, post-1945, labour, capital and land
were in plentiful supply to the subsequent period of intense growth
when the availability of skilled labour began to dry up, cities started
to woo physically and socially mobile workers. Urban developers
hit upon and implemented the idea of using a city’s “image”, highlighting its special features, as an urban development instrument
to “steer” residential preferences and to gain a competitive edge.
A significant urban landscape with a rich history as a unique selling proposition proved to be high up on the list of emotionally
effective factors relating to attractiveness and local patriotism. The
urban landscape analyses developed using the latest methods of
social psychology were followed by measures designed to create

Cover photo of the brochure “Historic preservation
and preservation of historical buildings”, 1975 76

an image of the city, mostly in public areas, in order to visually
strengthen places of historical importance, supported by the
soon-to-be-contemporary “post-modern” architecture with historical references. Emotional identification with local buildings became
an economic factor. 76
The findings of the Club of Rome’s report, “The Limits to Growth”,
published across the globe in 1972, the subsequent oil crisis and
the experience of economic recession triggered a change in mentality dubbed “the wave of nostalgia” by “Der Spiegel” magazine
in 1973 – a term which soon caught on. The optimism of the
1960s faded. The grand gestures of bold projects, such as the tent
landscape for the Olympic Games in Munich in 1972 or the Berlin
Tegel airport, which opened in 1974, were followed by glorification of small-scale projects under the motto “small is beautiful”.
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The European Architectural Heritage Year in 1975 marked a turning point in the development of post-war modernism in Germany.
A campaign was launched with the plea “Preserve our heritage”
showing frightening images of modern high-rise buildings, hideous
housing estates and deserted city centres contrasted with the rich
variety of historical cityscapes to illustrate the qualities of threatened old buildings and pre-modern urban design. The increasing
appreciation of traditional buildings led to a variety of careful
urban renewal initiatives, which were very well received by the
public. At the same time, the “tear down and build up” approach
to modernising towns and cities practised hitherto was encountering growing resistance. German doctor and writer Alexander
Mitscherlich’s now widespread criticism of the “inhospitability of
our cities”, which by then had gained currency, was increasingly
directed sweepingly at the unloved legacy of the 1960s in general.
“Béton brut” came to be associated with brute ugliness. Over a
further decade, the cultural depreciation of this brief era deepened. In 1989, Heinrich Klotz, founding director of the Deutsches
Architekturmuseum, concluded: “During the 1960s, we produced
cityscapes, especially in the Federal Republic of Germany, which
are not only the embodiment of inhospitality, but also the very
personification of the grotesque; caricatures of their own nothingness carved in stone.”
Some 50 years on, it is now time to rediscover the often-disparaged
era of the 1960s and to honour the qualities of their building culture in a nuanced manner. After decades of historicising urban design in retrodesign and torturous debates about reconstruction,
the younger generation, in particular, has started to hold a style

of architecture that is authentic yet also allows the energy and
creativity of the designer to flow in higher esteem. One sign of
this is the Deutsches Architekturmuseum’s initiative to document
the international impact of this movement under the motto “SOS
Brutalism” and to protect endangered buildings from being torn
down. What a relief that in this struggle for recognition the Bundesbank’s main building sets standards for appreciating the quality
of buildings from this era and preserving them for posterity. As the
Bundesbank’s campus continues to evolve, the building will be a
reference point and backbone, interacting with the architecture of
our time.
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NILS THIES
AT SECOND GLANCE: PHOTOS OF THE
DEUTSCHE BUNDESBANK’S CENTRAL OFFICE

The beauty of the main building at the Deutsche Bundesbank’s
Central Office is not immediately apparent. It is hard to see from a
distance, and cannot be appreciated as a whole at close range. Its
interior remains completely hidden to most people.

L South side of the main building

As an employee, I am permitted to enter; as a photo editor, my job
is to document what I see; and as a photographer, I can make new
discoveries. What good fortune! The first images I captured were
rather traditional: the Frankfurt skyline from the 13th floor, the
façade of the main building or the conference rooms, for instance.
Over time, however, I came across different angles, not least in
discussions with my colleagues: the workshops in the basement;
the play of light in the stairwell; the unfamiliar ceiling elements.
I am fascinated by the building’s design, both inside and out, because even though particular materials and shapes recur constantly,
unique details can be spotted everywhere. This is something
that can only be discovered by truly engaging with the building.

Over the past three years, I have taken in excess of one thousand
photographs as part of my work with the main building of the
Central Office and the surrounding campus buildings, some of
which can be seen in this book. The pictures collected here form a
cross-section of my photographic examination of this unique workplace. At the same time, they are to be viewed as documenting a
state of being that will soon no longer exist once the large-scale
construction project to renovate the main building and erect new
buildings is launched. My work as a photographer will continue
during the construction phase, but it will then encompass different
themes.
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PP South side of the main building
L Main entrance to the main building
R Main building from the east
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L/R Western stairwell
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L View from the 13th floor of the main building
R Conference room on the 13th floor

71

L North-side façade
R Seating area on the 13th floor
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75

PP South façade of the main building
L/R Ceiling elements in a dining room on the 13th floor
77

L Conference room on the 13th floor
R Reflection in a window of the guest house

79

81

PP Cash Management building
L/R Standard offices
83

L Main building from the south-west
R Main building from the north-west
85

L/R Firing range (practice facility for security staff)
87

L/R Underground car park
89

L Office supplies distribution room on the first basement floor of the main building
R Corridor in the main building
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L/R Side entrance to the guest house
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L Main entrance to the guest house
R Ceiling of the guest house lecture hall
95

L Dining room of the guest house
R Terrace of the guest house
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L/R Entrance hall with installation by artist Jesús Rafael Soto
99

L Main building from the south-west
R Dining room designed by Victor Vasarely on the 13th floor of the main building
101

L/R Dining room designed by Victor Vasarely
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L Main building from the north-east
R Telephone room in the guest house

105

L Outside view of the canteen
R Stairwell on the southern perimeter
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L Connecting structure between the main building and the Cash Management building
R Connecting structure between south building 4 and south building 5
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L/R Filing cabinets in the Historical Archive
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L Main building from the south-west
R Main building from the north-west
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L Exit of the underground car park
R Reflection of the main building in a window of the Cash Management building
115

L/R Canteen
Overleaf Main building from the south
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119

L Central Bank Council conference room with a tapestry by Max Ernst on the 13th floor
L/R Staircase connecting the 12th and 13th floors
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L On the 13th floor
R Main building from the south-west
123

R View of the Frankfurt skyline from the fifth floor
L Inner courtyard of the guest house

125

L North building pillars
R Façade of the main building at night
Overleaf View of the Frankfurt skyline from the 13th floor
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