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INTRODUCTION


Working in an office can be a matter of pride, the first evidence of social progression, of a move from physical labour to a more lucrative activity in a comfortable environment. Alternatively, it can suggest lives that are dull and circumscribed. Regardless of general perceptions of office life there are gradations within the spectrum of activities. Processes that require little decision making are ranked low and those that involve creative thinking, whether in fields of financial speculation or design specialism, are rated highly. Organisations, whether staid or progressive, need to provide an environment in which employees can happily and healthily spend half their waking hours. Whether in low ceilinged, ribbon windowed, purpose-built shells or in the resuscitated idiosyncrasies of an abandoned hulk, office workers perhaps have more time to consider the merits of their allotted place than the inhabitants of any other interior.


All offices should convince those who visit them that the organisation they house is reputable, and they should persuade potential employees that they would be happy to share the culture and ethos of their employer. While it is relatively simple to suggest efficiency and probity to outsiders with well appointed reception areas and meeting rooms, the expression of values must be taken beyond front of house to consolidate the loyalty of employees. Enviable working conditions are increasingly seen as an effective seduction and retention tool and organisations may have to find a balance between expenditure on salaries and upgrading the working environment. While a significant pay increase or promotion will always attract good staff, a better working environment that flatters the individual and promotes social interaction will counteract minor dissatisfactions that might otherwise cause employees to move elsewhere. The best offices are not necessarily opulent: for some businesses, some employees and some clients that could be inappropriate. Flamboyance may cause concern about inflated fees, and alienate employees who will expect a proportional rise in pay.


Social history and literature suggests that when office culture first developed in the nineteenth century workers were, if not grateful to their employer, then concerned enough about keeping their job to accept a harsh regime. However, if discipline was hard, the office interiors in which people worked were ornate and well appointed, because that was the habit of the time for all building types other than the most utilitarian. The tradition of well appointed working environments and authoritarian management continued into the twentieth century. There were utopian aspirations, of which one of the most convincing was Frank Lloyd Wright’s ‘Great Workroom’, in fact the administration office for the Johnson Wax company, which can only be described as cathedral-like. A battalion of secretaries, seated in regimented rows beneath a lofty ornately structured ceiling, served the administrators who occupied the mezzanine above them.


Pioneering work on the dedicated modern office building that glorified corporate culture and gave some respect to those who worked in it was a North American phenomenon, concentrated in the financial centres of New York and Chicago. The Empire State Building was the most attention seeking manifestation, but the Chrysler Building and the Rockefeller Center demonstrated the positive effect of lavishly appointed Art Deco interiors that elevated the spirits and the status of those who worked in them.


More modest offices continued to be routinely lined with dull brown wooden panelling. It was not until the post Second World War building boom, initiated by increased prosperity in North America and the necessity of repairing the cities of Europe, that a new aesthetic emerged: shaped by technology and economic expediency, the traditional trappings of success and respectability were replaced with something decidedly more mundane and significantly less likely to engender feelings of enthusiasm for their lot among office workers. The corporate headquarters for Lever Brothers, completed in 1952 on Park Avenue in New York and designed by the emerging, corporate, architectural company of Skidmore, Owings and Merrill, was seen to epitomise the efficiency of standardisation, both in building techniques and office management. Mies Van Der Rohe’s building for Seagram, completed across the avenue in 1958, was held to represent the epitome of steel, concrete and glass elegance and, with its front elevation set back from the pavement, it added the ‘plaza’ to the vocabulary of corporate architecture. Tall entrance lobbies became publicly accessible atriums, following the example of the first one in Kevin Roche’s Ford Foundation, completed in 1968.


The stripped-back aesthetic of the Modernist International Style remained the style of choice for corporate office blocks, whether for single or multiple occupations. The stacked floors, sealed permanently shut and augmented by air conditioning, became a universal solution. Demountable partitions of modular plastic laminate covered wall panels, with exposed aluminium frames under a suspended ceiling that concealed servicing ductwork: this became the vocabulary of the office interior. Proximity of desk to ventilating window was no longer a key consideration, and views were reserved for the higher ranking employees whose private offices were planned as multiples of the 1200mm (48 in) module for fenestration and partitioning. The mechanistic rationale of the demountable partition systems seduced architects and designers of the period, not only for the modular determinants that simplified planning decisions but by the promise of flexibility, the potential reconfiguration of the interior to meet changing needs of the business. Adjustment meant, in effect, refit, but the aesthetic sterility of the partitioning systems eliminated the likelihood of change bringing improvement.


Specialist manufacturers, like Steelcase and Knoll, with greater commitment to ergonomic efficiency than employee satisfaction, dominated the market for, and shaped the look of, office furniture. It was only in the hermetic executive zone, typically on top of the tower, that the palette of finishes was expanded. In Europe, however, alternatives were emerging. The ‘burolandschaft’, or office landscape, movement, which began in Germany in the early 1950s, presented a more worker-centric model. Each employee was given the psychological security of low level screens, normally a modular screen 1200mm (48 in) high, around their work place to which personal memorabilia might be discreetly pinned alongside official memos. Tall plants in big plastic tubs would punctuate the expanse of floor and middle management might share the space.


The principles of ‘burolandschaft’ were applied in the low ceilinged floors of conventional office blocks. The spaces, screens and furniture continued to look distinctly corporate but the next significant development offered a quite different option. In 1972 Central Beheer, an insurance company’s office complex in Apeldoorn in the Netherlands designed by Herman Hertzberger, rejected the omnipresent horizontality and materials palette. It stacked work places around tight, toplit atria. Walls, high and low, were unpainted concrete blocks set into an exposed concrete frame. Workspaces were intimate, enclosed by solid walls but with long views across the internal voids. Workers were encouraged to display personal effects. The justification for the concept continued to stress the capacity to deal with organisational change, but that flexibility was delivered in something that was the antithesis of fragile demountable partitions and acoustic tiled ceilings. Centraal Beheer is now known for its humorous advertising, and it is interesting to speculate whether something already in the corporate mindset led to it commissioning this extraordinary break from office building tradition, or whether the spirit nurtured by the building led to the campaigns.


The example of Centraal Beheer was assimilated, but the manifestations that followed it were restrained and much closer to the general corporate model – unsurprisingly, because its particular aesthetic was hardly universally applicable. Only in a few offices for the creative industries were alternative organisational structures and aesthetics employed. The acceptance of the importance of employeeorientated working environments as generators of productivity and loyalty did however permeate the sector.


Physical evidence of the stratification of management levels and the separation of management and managed staff have been diluted. Flexible working hours and relaxed dress codes recognise the individuality of the employee. Subsidised or free canteens, now more likely to be designated cafes or restaurants, are offered as expressions of concern for employee welfare: the idea of the organisation as family and the social ethos they embody has influenced the aesthetics and layouts of office furniture. Frivolity, sometimes witty sometimes not, is replacing gravitas, sometimes pompous, sometimes not. It might be that the infantilisation of society in general, identified by some social commentators, is invading office culture. It may be appropriate for some activities but the more sober professions do, and presumably will continue to, appropriately, abstain.


Whatever the status or perception of particular office activities, the whole of the sector has been transformed, as fundamentally as every other aspect of daily lives, by digital technologies – not only in the way work is carried out but in the new roles that have been created and old roles that have become defunct. The computer has eliminated the need for many of the lowlier support activities. As the problems of making neat versions of text have been eliminated so typing pools have disappeared, and those who once generated workload for typists now work directly on their own keyboards. Digital communication and information transfer have largely eliminated the need for telephonists and post rooms and, while the paperless office has not become a reality, the sifting and methodical storage of hardcopy has been drastically reduced. Such support staff now fill other roles, moving up to become ‘personal assistants’ or sideways to perform in call centres.


One fundamental change is that the basic work tool, the computer, is also the basic recreational tool. This has the advantage of diluting the capacity of what is a piece of equipment with extraordinary capabilities to alienate or inhibit those who use it, and this blurs the distinctions between work and leisure. The ageing workforce that struggles to adapt nears extinction.


A culture of the office as a second home, perhaps even superior to the first, is prevailing, and in the offices devoted to the development, application and support of digital innovation, a playground aesthetic has become the norm. The entrepreneurs of digital industries are young, those who have grown up playing digital games and for whom the development of software is a continuation of play. Those who are now leaders were recently innovators and they understand instinctively the free-range ethos of creativity. Never having operated in a culture that persuaded them otherwise, they are committed to the premise that, to flourish, creativity needs to be treated with what to traditionalists would seem to be indulgence. It is an article of their faith that they do not belong to the culture and environment of the traditional office and they express it first in their dress codes and, when they achieve success, in the interiors they commission. Fortunately for the interior designer, those interiors continue to be gratifyingly physical.




A RED OBJECT, SHANGHAI


3GATTI


The brief was to convert a former factory building into offices, with versatile spaces, meeting rooms and a small café. The floor-to-ceiling height of the existing shell prompted the idea of two mezzanines that hugged the existing windows, connected by two bridges. The resulting central void made feasible the creation of the extraordinary free-standing ‘red object’ and the opportunities for it to be viewed from different angles and from different heights.


While the red object is flamboyant, the planning and realization of the remainder of the accommodation is rational. The layout of office furniture relates sensibly to windows, columns and beams. The new reception desk lines through precisely with a corner of the mezzanine above it. If the floor plans of the meeting rooms are perhaps a little tight the compression is justified because it leaves more space around the object and allows a more emphatic sculpting of its exterior surfaces. Meticulous planning has also squeezed a small kitchen into the object at ground level and, like the door to the meeting room, it is located away from the entrance so that the abstract purity of the object is not diluted by an overtly practical component.


While the object has plasticity it also has the solidity of traditional construction. The inner structural core of brickwork walls and concrete floor eliminates the resonances of lightweight construction and allows the bulbous bulk of the finished outer skin, of plasterboard on timber studwork, to be hoisted above floor level, creating a slot that conceals the light source that washes across the resin floor and, since it also stops short of the ceiling, the object presents itself as a wholly independent entity. All its exterior elements are fine-tuned. The acrylic windowpanes, which sit framelessly in deep slots, make only the most perfunctory references to the rectangle and are equally disdainful of floor levels. Door openings similarly disregard the rectangle.


The reception desk acts as a stylistic bridge between the expressionistic object and the rational mezzanines. Its spray painted MDF skin on its steel frame reads as substantially solid and its white base is both a continuation of the balustrade of the stair and facetted like the object. The raw concrete of the original columns and the new stair relate convincingly to the simplicity of the mezzanines. White paint provides surfaces that reflect the red of the object and the colour not only dramatises its presence in the pristine white context but, traditionally, symbolises joy and luck in China.
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The mass of the tower, the shape and location of its windows give no clues to the nature or function of its interior. Its heavily facetted and hypersmooth red skin contrast with the comparative restraint of the existing columns, the only other vertical elements.
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Ground Floor Plan


1 Reception desk


2 Meeting room


3 Work area


4 Kitchen (recessed into tower)


5 Storage


6 Stair to mezzanine
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First Floor Plan


1 Void


2 Meeting room


3 Bridge


4 Mezzanine work space


5 Stair to ground floor
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Section


1 Atrium


2 Meeting room


3 Work area
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Although its vertical face helps explain the thickness and modelling of the tower’s skin, the door leaf and the windows cut into it conform to its anarchic geometry. The threshold slab, like the tower itself, floats above a shadow gap.


[image: ]


On the upper level users continue to have an intimate relationship with the particularities of the tower’s shell.
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The reception desk, second major new element, has some of the tower’s panache and acts as a bridge between it and the orthogonal organisation of the rest of the interior.
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Vertical brick walls and a reinforced concrete floor provided the core structure.
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The brick was rendered and the facets roughly marked out on it in chalk.


[image: ]


Plywood sections provided a solid armature on which the facetted planes were built.
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Pre-fabricated sections were used for the more complex sections.
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The plywood was covered with plasterboard and joints and screw head recesses filled for final refinement of the form before painting.
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A similar construction sequence was followed for the reception desk.
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A white undercoat was applied to seal surfaces before the final coats of red.


[image: ]


Light, reflected off the red surfaces, tints the white walls and floor.




RED TOWN, SHANGHAI


TARANTA CREATIONS


Ergonomics, unimaginatively applied, make insipid interiors but creative ambition, prompted by the vagaries of an awkward site, finds a way to transcend the prosaic. Red Town, designed within a former metal works for and by its occupants, was seized upon as an opportunity to explore the creative process and demonstrate practical abilities.


The occupants wanted an adaptable and informal work place and found it in their pragmatic response to problems presented by existing roof trusses. If they deployed a conventional floor to ceiling height on the ground floor the bottom member of the truss would sit about 800mm (31½ in) above the upper floor and users would be obliged to clamber over it, but the insertion of the upper floor just above the bottom member of the truss meant that only the more accommodating angled struts needed negotiation and the 2200mm (87 in) floor-to-ceiling height gave adequate headroom. The potential for occupying the zone between lower ceiling and upper floor evolved into recessed workstations, each for two designers who would tuck their knees under the floor plane, which doubled as their work surface. This removed the visual interference of chairs, desks and storage so that the floor level reads as something nearer to an unbroken plane. A bench built into a side wall and cushions scattered across the floor become places for the more informal, but fundamentally crucial aspects, of the design process.


While this interpretation of the working environment would be enough to establish the interior’s identity it is even more emphatically defined by the less pragmatic expression of the stair, which wholly dominates the entrance level. Described as a ‘water drop’ it appears to hang from the ceiling, like a drip on the point of falling. Its skin of thin plywood panels laid over timber framing makes complex three-dimensional curves that, with joints filled and sanded for a glossy finish of silver paint, melds seamlessly into the ceiling. Its curves are reflected in a bulbous high green table, designated for informal meetings, and the serpentine edge of the raised floor along the window wall on which sit the workstations. A narrow stairway cut through this seeming solid curves slightly in response to the bulbous form that contains it. Each tread is cantilevered from a central spine and lit beneath so that it appears to float within the hollowed out core.
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