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The Town Hall in Zug is one of the most 
significant secular, late-Gothic monu-
ments in Switzerland. It is, today, still 
the property of the municipality and 
plays an important part in the life of  
the town, as the local government seat 
(chancellery, court, council meetings) 
and as a centre for exhibitions and other 
cultural events, for which the Gothic 
Room provides a  tasteful setting.

History

Built between 1505 and 1509 by the 
 master-craftsman Heinrich Sutter, this 
 stately building stands on the corner  
of the streets known as «Fischmarkt» 
(Fish Market) and «Unter Altstadt» 
(Lower Old Town). Its present, uncon- 
ventional position is due to the fact 
that, during a landslide in 1435, the whole 
lower row of buildings, including the 
original town hall, sank into the lake. 
When rebuilding, it was evidently 
considered important to keep it in the 
old part of the town because, despite a 
 large-scale extension to the town in 
1477, the new hall was again erected in 
the old town.

Architecture

On the outside of this four-storey buil- 
ding one can see rusticated corner 
stones and a tile-covered, stepped-gable 
roof. The ground floor consists of 
irregularly spaced arches and an early 
baroque portal (1617) opening to the 
street, whereas on the upper floors the 
façades are broken by close rows of 
pedimental arched windows in three 
sections, carved in gothic style and yet 
strictly renaissance in the way they  



relate to each other. The building is impressive in its sheer 
dimensions and its stonework, changing from ashlar to light 
rendering. Even the narrowness of the street in which it 
stands, accentuates its monumental  size.

At first-floor level on one corner of the building, the 
bracket for a pitch-pan can be seen. The pan (used as street 
lighting)  disappeared only a few years ago. Underneath it,  

at one time, stood a pun ishment stone and seat, and a pillory 
(stocks). These can only now be seen on a drawing dated 1860.

The interior lay-out is typically that of a municipal build- 
ing in a small town. The ground-floor foyer, supported by  
a centre pillar, was once open to the street and  served as the 
market-place, while the first floor, of the same size and also 
open, was used as a council and court loggia. The second floor 
contained the small council chamber and an antechamber, 
and on the top floor was the council hall, covering the whole 
area of the building except for the stair-well. This council  
hall was the municipality’s «best room», so to speak. Here the 
governing, counselling and court  hearings took place. On  
all floors the building principle of this «window-house» is very 
evident. On each floor the transition from unbroken wall to 



virtually continuous rows of windows is 
made possible by consistent differentia-
tion between supporting and non-sup-
porting functions. Plain, free-standing 
pillars in various forms carry the weight, 
while thin sandstone slabs separate 
inside from outside.

Over the centuries the Town Hall  
has been adapted to the needs of the 
particular era. From 1724–26 the lower 
council chamber was refurbished. In  
the 19th century the council loggia was 
turned into chancellery and conference 
room to cope with increasing admini-
strative work, and in 1905 the ground-
floor was closed in. The renova tion work 
carried out from 1949 to 1952 made  
good previous fire-damage and gave the 
Town Hall its present appearance.



The Gothic Room

This room is one of the few council 
chambers of the late middle ages that 
has  retained its original location and, 
indeed, its original use.

It is a large wood-panelled room. All 
the walls are lined with wide, vertical 
panels, studded with large, visible nails. 
The ceil ing-panels – at right angles to 
the rafters – are secured in the same 
way. Both the length of the panels and 
the love of ornamentation dictated  
the cross-shaped, intricately-scrolled 
moulding across the  ceiling.

While the under-layer of the wall- 
lining is plainly functional, the second 
layer is artis tic: the battens over the 
gaps between the panels are lavishly 
carved, so becoming elongated responds, 
culminating alternately in spirelets and 
baldachins. The upper part of the panels 
themselves are decorated with a wide, 
elaborately-carved border out of a 
structured keel arch, backed with foliage-
carving in various designs.

Although the vertical pattern of the 
panelling is determinant on the walls, 
the fan tasy of the late-gothic woodcarver 
pre dominates on the wide beams over 
the  windows. If you look carefully, you 
will keeping finding new figures hidden 
in the intricate scrolling, and see that, 
between the arch-shaped windows, the 
wide panels running from the ceiling  
to the stone  mullions contain recesses 
for small  images.

Stained-glass lights are set in the 
win dows and inscribed by the donor. 
Right into the 18th century, Zug was a 
centre for this art of small-glass painting, 
which, thanks to the Swiss custom of 
endowing stained-glass, lasted for more 



than two centuries, at a time when figures depicted in stained- 
glass were no longer in demand in churches.

Over the door to the Gothic Room is a  heavily-carved  
oak transom. On the out side the Zug crest is depicted, and on  
the inside a relief of Christ standing before Pontius Pilate, 
washing his hands – possibly intended to remind those who 
hold office that they cannot extricate themselves from their 

responsibilities. The date, 1509, is legible on the inscription. 
On the left is an agitated group of henchmen with the Nazare-
ne, and on the right Pontius  Pilate, sitting with one leg 
crossed over the other on a raised throne, looking towards the 
beholder. True to late-gothic realism, the hand-towel on the 
wall has not been forgotten. The door is made out of two 
 pieces of thick wood, studded with iron carnation arabesques 
and open-work braces. The intricately designed iron door -
handle in the shape of a little merlon  tower, has been in service 
since the existence of the Town Hall.





The Council Chamber

This hall on the second floor exudes  
the spirit of the baroque era (1724). The 
elab orate ashwood wall-panels cul- 
minate in arches and ledges, on which 
stand old  tankards of Baar and Zug 

design, a reminder of the flourishing local 
artisan trade of the 18th century.

The pattern on the wooden ceiling, 
concentric to the octagonal ceiling-paint- 
ing, is repeated in the strip-flooring.  
The painting, a gift from Count Luigi Ferdi- 
nando Marsigli in 1706, depicts justice, 
temperance, prudence and fortitude as 
allegorical female figures. It was painted 
by an unknown master-artist from 
Bologna in moderate, subtle and muted 
tones.

The showpiece of the room is the 
beautiful, colourfully-painted, tiled stove 



dating back to 1699. This originally stood in the house oppo-
site, but was not allowed to be lit, as it was not in proper 
working order, and yet the owner still had to pay a tax on it. It 
was, therefore, sold to someone in Vienna, but in 1933 the 
Gottfried-Keller Trust succeeded in repurchasing it, and  after a 
thorough overhaul, it was placed in the Council Chamber, 
where it still stands.

Heinrich Pfau of the famous dynasty of Winterthur Stove-
Makers had painted the tiles earlier, in 1696, and the different 
subjects on one and the same stove are very unusual. The  
tiles on the lower part depict the Trojan war, on the tambour are 
scenes from Roman history, and on the back-wall pictures of 
hunting scenes and saints. On the upper cornice can be seen 
the owner’s inscription with the Vogt/Utiger marital crest.
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