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City Hall Of Hope / Pittsburg puts past, future in new building
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2000-02-05 04:00:00 PDT PITTSBURG -- Fani Hansen strides to the front of the auditorium she designed, her

paisley pants a rich burgundy hue that match the color of the chairs reserved for the public.

It is a narrow room made spacious by walls of azure-blue glass. Outside to the north stretches the Sacramento-San Joaquin
River; south, the green hills that climb toward Mount Diablo.

Hansen steps onto the dais, sits in the tall leather chair reserved at City Council meetings for the mayor of Pittsburg. She settles
in. Looks out at the chamber.

And like a proud mother, she beams.



"I think this is absolutely glorious," proclaims the Tiburon architect. "The open environment will help them make good

decisions."

There's nothing old-fashioned looking about Pittsburg's new City Hall, a muscular steel-and-glass structure alongside Highway
4. During construction it was likened to a stadium, three stories of girders and columns that form a north-facing arc. Now, in a

certain light it shimmers like a spaceship that just touched down.

But don't be deceived: It's a throwback to the days when hopeful architects saw buildings not just as boxes to be occupied, but
as forces for good. Can a single creation, an $18 million home for bureaucrats and police officers, lift up a city that has
struggled for respectability for decades? For Hansen, who came of age in the '60s, the answer is a resounding "What else?"

"It represents very much the city of Pittsburg, the history and the land and the diversity of the people," she says earnestly, no
boasting. "It promotes togetherness."

The diminutive Bulgarian-born

architect has specialized in schools and other public buildings during her small firm's 20-year life. She won a national

competition in 1995 to plan a new civic center and then design a new City Hall.

By their nature, city halls are high-profile gigs for architects; no matter how tight the budget, your client wants to show off. But
this is especially true in the case of Pittsburg, long a working-class town either dismissed or ignored by outsiders, now making

the awkward transition to suburbia.

"We were looking for a building that would be welcoming and open, one that wasn't just another gray box that people work in,"
says Supervisor Joe Canciamilla, who was on the City Council at the time. "The idea was to say that this is a city that

acknowledges its past but isn't trapped by it."

Canciamilla hedges as he speaks, not wanting to sound too touchy- feely. But he readily admits that working with Hansen was

a change from the grinding norm of council hearings.



"It'd be funny -- you'd have all these people wanting to move the agenda along, and Fani would answer a question about the
color of the tile by talking about when the Earth was molten lava," Canciamilla says. "A status report that for anyone else would
take 15 minutes, would stretch on for two hours."

If Hansen was enthusiastic then, imagine her ardor with an actual building to walk through.

The red paint on the curved stairway "ties everything together," she says, "almost like a dance through the space, very

important." The Brazilian blue granite in the lobby "summarizes how one sees our planet from the moon. .. ."

"We need to educate the next generation to respect the Earth," she says.

The fountains outside? A gesture to Pittsburg's fishermen of yore. The steel and exposed ducting? An homage to local industry
past and present. The leafy ferns in the north side of the lobby underneath the stairs? An invitation to the public to come inside

from the outside plaza.

Which is also why the north side of the building steps down toward a future extension of City Park and is softened by a
succession of sloped green roofs: "The building from here, it almost hugs you."

As you might imagine, not everyone grasps that grand implications that Hansen poured into every square inch. So far, though,
the reviews are upbeat -- and from the harshest critics imaginable, folks who live across the street.

"The look is totally different. . . . It's a feather in our hat," says Eva Giovacchini, who lives with her husband, Bruno, in an

immaculate bungalow on Davi Avenue.

They're at the building's rump end, an ungainly mechanical area clad in metal sheeting. She admits that not everyone is a fan
("my neighbor two doors down, he has no use for it"), but "I still love it."

After showing off the City Council chambers, Hansen discusses the atrium murals she designed with tapestry artist Helen
Webber. They use text and images to tell Pittsburg's story, the one Hanson sees as a proud struggle of people working

together, pulling each other up when hard knocks have them down.

She points to one behind the elevator, a seascape. "See the mother whale pushing her baby toward the sun," Hansen says.

"That shows the need for families to support the next generation."

It will be interesting to see what the next generation thinks of Hansen's work. Personally, I just hope that the people who

govern from it live up to her high hopes.

GRAND OPENING
The grand opening of the Pittsburg Civic Center will be held from 1 to 3 p.m. today at 65 Civic Ave., one block west of Railroad

Avenue. Parking is available off Power Avenue.
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