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Abstract

Through the designs of Shenzhen Stock Exchange and the CCTV Headquarters in Beijing, the
paper illustrates the potential of skyscrapers in creating public meaning. This paper argues

that the skyscraper typology can be constantly reinvented to generate new meaning. The
reinvention of the skyscraper typology can create public meaning at two levels: at the physical
level, a skyscraper can generate a new public space in the urban context; at the metaphorical
level, a skyscraper with an unconventional gesture can coincide with the ambition of a city

to move forward. This paper further argues that skyscrapers should be designed as necessary
components within the urban context. The meaning / lack of meaning of each skyscraper is
dynamic - as the city evolves, a skyscraper acquires new meaning. This interaction is possible if
skyscrapers compete in terms of new ideas that respond to the context and push the skyscraper

typology beyond conventions.
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Framed by the term “skyscraper,’ the
skyscraper typology has been forced into

the ceaseless race to reach for the “sky!
Ultimate height has become almost the only
achievement the skyscraper aspires. The
one-dimensional competition skyscrapers
engage in has exhausted its typology, making
it a typology of mediocrity. Skyscrapers are in
need of liberation: liberation from mediocrity,
liberation from the “sky”” Reinvention of the
skyscraper typology asks for a shift of focus
from single verticality to interaction with

the context in which they root. The recently
completed Shenzhen Stock Exchange (SZSE)
(see Figure 1) and the CCTV Headquarters in
Beijing (see Figure 2) by OMA are skyscrapers
that reinvent the typology by focusing not on
height but the creation of public meaning.
This paper argues that skyscrapers are not
isolated tall objects that paradoxically create
isolation and a defensive environment

within density, but that they are necessary
components within a specific urban context.
The skyscraper is not a typology that has only
one dimension but instead can be constantly
reinvented to generate new meaning.
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Figure 1. Shenzhen Stock Exchange, completed 2013. Source: (c) OMA Photography by
Philippe Ruault.
B —: RIE#58 5 T; T201343% T, & J&: () OMA Photography by Philippe Ruault

Figure 2. CCTV Headquarters, completed 2012. Source: (c) OMA Photography by
Philippe Ruault.
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Ruault

Public Meaning of Skyscrapers

The reinvention of skyscrapers does not happen in an autonomous
realm of vertical architecture but within an urban context from which
skyscrapers derive their public meaning. The public meaning (or

lack of public meaning) of each skyscraper is dynamic and changes
depending on the city it is shaped in — as the city evolves, a skyscraper
acquires new significance. The skyscraper typology can create

public meaning at two levels: at the physical level, a skyscraper can
generate a new public space in the urban context, as illustrated by
the SZSE project; and at the metaphorical level, a skyscraper with
unconventional gestures can coincide with the ambition of a city to
move into a new erg, as illustrated by the CCTV Headquarters project.

Shenzhen Stock Exchange - A New Public Space

The Shenzhen Stock Exchange, located in Southern China city
Shenzhen - the fastest growing city in China, is an example of a
skyscraper with public meaning at the physical level. Conceived in

an architectural competition in 2006 and completed in late 2013, the
46-story (254.8 m), 265,000 m2 SZSE headquarters is one of the many
skyscrapers in Shenzhen's Central Business District, which began its
development only in the 1980s. The compressed history of Shenzhen's
development, which skipped many stages of architectural movements
since the movement of modernism, has deprived the context of
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variety, making it a city dominated by the recent skyscrapers of
mediocrity. Confronted with one of the most typical design briefs of
creating a tower with a podium, OMA adopted the simple but bold
gesture of raising the podium to 36 m above the ground, thereby
creating a generous public plaza all around and underneath the
building, making SZSE the heart of the Futian District, a true financial
center which can be approached by all citizens of Shenzhen, China
and beyond (see Figure 3).

Overview of Design

The SZSE building includes the Shenzhen Stock Exchange's offices,

the ceremonial listing hall, the financial international conference
centers, Chinese art galleries, a technical operations center, the SZSE
Data Center, the SZSE canteen, and a clubhouse. The building also
contains rental offices, a registration & clearing house, a securities
information company, and a retail area. All the stock exchange functions
of the building, including the listing hall and all the Stock Exchange
departments, are located within the raised podium, which is a three-
story cantilevered platform floating 36m above the ground. The three-
story raised podium has one of the largest office floor plates with an
area of 15,000 m? per floor, allowing for a level of collaboration between
departments that the Stock Exchange did not have in the old building,
which was divided vertically into 2,000 sg. m floor plates. The raised
podium also accommodates an international financial conference center
and exhibition spaces. The SZSE executive offices are located just above
the raised podium, leaving the most top floors in the tower leasable as
rental offices and a dining club. The raised podium of the building also
increases SZSE's exposure, “broadcasting” the virtual activities of the city’s
financial market. The building can thus be read as an emblem of the
stock market: the speculative euphoria that drives the market lifts up the
podium to 36 m above the ground (see Figure 4).

Interaction with the City

While SZSE accommodates all the stock exchange functionalities and
represents the Chinese stock market, the building is designed not only
for the Shenzhen Stock Exchange but also for Shenzhen. SZSE engages
with the city by the following different aspects: the public plaza at the
base and the landscaped roof garden created by the raised podium, the
cantilevers of the raised podium that frame different functional views

of Shenzhen, and the textured glass facade that reflects the weather
conditions. All these aspects together make SZSE a tower for Shenzhen.

Public Plaza and Roof Garden

A typical tower and podium design, with the podium anchoring
the tower at grade, could have isolated the public from SZSE. The
podium at grade would have shielded the core of the building,
limiting public access to the institution. To enhance public access to
SZSE, OMA reinterpreted the typical design brief of creating a tower
and a podium and derived a concept that defies the architectural

Figure 3. The raised podium of SZSE has created a generous public plaza all around and
underneath the building.
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Figure 4. Program of SZSE. Source (c) OMA
B . R BTE S R4 AT K IR: () OMA

Figure 5, 6,. The cantilevers of SZSE frame different typologies and functionalities of the development of Shenzhen. Source: (c) OMA Photography by Philippe Ruault.
EE, NEXFOEY, ol ERIEEIKZRE A5 KR Ao i iy KB 2K . K IR () OMA Photography by Philippe Ruault
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convention of “a solid building standing on a solid base! By lifting the
podium, a welcoming entrance to SZSE directly related to the core of
the building is created, and at the same time, a public plaza is formed
right at the center of the Shenzhen’s CBD. What could otherwise be an
extremely private building acquires public meaning by generating a
new public square, which is used not only by tenants of the building
but also by the public at large. At the public plaza, one can also see
how the cantilevers of the building frame views of Shenzhen. The 18m
cantilevers in north and south directions and the 36m cantilevers in
east and west directions provide unique perspectives to look at the city
(see Figure 5, 6), and frame different typologies and functionalities of
the development of Shenzhen in the past 30 years. At the top of the
raised podium is a roof garden with a landscape pattern inspired by a
European medieval carpet and classical Chinese paper cut, symbolizing
the crossover between the Chinese and Western societies especially
prominent in the Shenzhen Special Economic zone. The roof garden,
open to public, also echoes with the ambition of Shenzhen to become
one of the greenest cities in the world (see Figure 7).

Facade

SZSE has adopted a generic square form and a glass facade that

make reference to the surrounding homogenous glass towers. The
building breaks away from homogeneity through not only the raised
podium but also through the subtle treatment of the fagade. The
robust exoskeletal grid structure supporting the building is fully
wrapped in patterned glass, which could both reveal and conceal the
structure depending on the different perspectives. The neutral color
and translucency of the facade also change under the different weather
conditions. The fagade is a canvas for the sky of Shenzhen, and the
building had different appearances under different weather conditions.
SZSE is a building that constantly reacts to Shenzhen at the most literal
level — it changes with the city's weather day by day (see Figure 8,9, 10).

An Impetus to New Forms of Architecture

Located at the meeting point of the north-south axis between Mount
Lianhua and Binhe Boulevard, and the east-west axis of Shennan
Road, Shenzhen’s main artery, SZSE engages the city at multiple
scales and levels. The ease of access to SZSE and the new public
square allow for, or even encourage, new possibilities in Shenzhen's
CBD, both in the financial world and in the social realm. The building
portrays itself not as an isolated object but invites interpretation and
interaction: it is a geometric building, “a generic” one that conforms
with its surroundings; it is a massive building that seeks attention from

Figure 7. Podium roof garden, SZSE. Source: (c) OMA Photography by Philippe Ruault.
-t BB g B TALE . IR () OMA Photography by Philippe Ruault
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Figure 8, 9, 10. SZSE's facade changes with the city’s weather day by day. Source: (c) OMA Photography by Philippe Ruault.
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the city; it is a building that provides personal and intimate frames

to look at Shenzhen; it is a static tower for financial institutions; it
generates a dynamic space for everyone in the city. Through constantly
creating new relationships within the urban context, SZSE becomes a
skyscraper that constantly reinvents itself. It is an impetus to new forms
of architecture with public meaning.

The CCTV Headquarters — A New Public Image

The CCTV Headquarters in Beijing was conceived in the new millennium
when China was juggling with the meaning of its ancient power and
new prominence. One of the principal ideological state apparatus,
CCTV, and thus its new headquarters building, embodied the vision

of China to at the same time open up and preserve its core traditions.
The CCTV Headquarters, which reinvents the skyscraper as a loop, is

a building with public meaning at the metaphorical level: by pushing
the skyscraper typology beyond its typical vertical limit, the building
captures a moment of history in China's development, when the country
had a strong urge to move into a new era with new connections to the
world. Therefore the project encapsulates the audacity of the country to
change, and it broadcasts the ambition to the world.

Overview of Design

Located in Beijing's new Central Business District, close to the
intersection of Chang’an Avenue and the Third Ring Road, the 234 m
CCTV Headquarters, designed through an international architectural
competition in 2002, was partly completed in 2008 when the Beijing
Olympics drew the world’s attention to the new Beijing. The building
was fully completed in 2012 after which the large move in started.
The 473,000 m? headquarters building, visible from large parts of
Beijing when sky is clear, comprises two main towers connected by

a 75 m cantilevering Overhang in the sky and a common Plinth on

the ground. The form of the building facilitates the combination of
the entire process of TV-making in a loop of interconnected activities:
The Plinth houses the production studios; tower 1 serves as editing
area and offices; tower 2 is dedicated to news broadcasting; the
Overhang accommodates the administration and leadership program.
Incorporated into the building is a Public Loop, which takes visitors on
a dedicated path through the building, revealing everyday studio work
as well as the history of CCTV. The Public Loop culminates at the edge
of the cantilever, with spectacular horizontal and vertical views towards
the CBD, the Forbidden City, and the rest of Beijing (see Figure 11).
Aside from the CCTV Headquarters, the site also accommodates TVCC, a
theatre-hospitality center with a hotel, the circular broadcast center, and
the Media Park conceived as an extension of the green axis of the CBD.
The Media Park can be open to public for events and entertainment.

A Site for Discourses

The CCTV Headquarters has stirred up both hopes and skepticisms
since its design was revealed. Ceaseless debates about the building
took place during the more than ten years in which the building
moved from the drawing board to reality, and the debates are still
ongoing. While some perceived the building as an emblem of China’s
genuine will to change, some read the building as merely a landmark
with meaningless boldness manifestation of the country’s power.
While the building was designed to be perceived differently with
different perspectives, with both strong and soft, prominent and subtle
aspects, some only read the building as a singular megaform detached
from the city. While combined TV production activities streamlines
communications and the sharing of information, some viewed the
collective building as a magnified ideological state apparatus for
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Figure 11. CCTV Headquarters is a skyscraper reinvented as a loop, accommodating the
entire TV production process. Source: (c) OMA
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singular opinions. While the Public Loop and the Media Park were
meant to facilitate interaction between CCTV and the general public,
the delayed opening of both has ironically led to the institution’s being
perceived as not ready for change. All these controversies around the
CCTV Headquarters render the building a site for both architectural
and social discourses (see Figure 12).

Media organizations are apparatus for dissemination of ideas, but
most buildings of media organizations are ‘mute, failing to explore
their urban potential. The CCTV Headquarters is different by tying
together architecture and media. The medium is the message: the
CCTV Headquarters houses the media production activities; it makes
statements; it generates discourses. Regardless of whether the CCTV
Headquarters is physically open to the public for the time being, the
building has already launched a public debate about the openness of
CCTV or China in general. The CCTV Headquarters is a building that
registers the wish of Chinese people to have a more open society, and
it records the responses of the state to such a wish under various socio-
political conditions. The public meaning of the CCTV Headquarters
hinges not only on how open physically the building is to the

public, but also on the continuous discourses that it can generate.

In the contemporary Chinese context, only discourses can question,
challenge, and clarify the meaning of “public”and “opening up. Only
discourses can identify for China its genuine needs and the appropriate
approaches to move forward. Since its formal completion in 2012,

the CCTV Headquarters has continued to be a site for discourses. The
building has been serving its purpose to create public meaning at the
metaphorical level. The CCTV Headquarters is not only witnessing but
also participating in the opening up of China.

Shifting Meanings of Skyscrapers

Both SZSE and the CCTV Headquarters are skyscrapers liberated

from the race to reach for the sky. They have revealed possibilities

of skyscrapers in creating public meaning in the urban context:
innovation in the skyscraper typology is not solely about technology
and going higher and even higher or becoming more green and more
green; it is also about how the skyscraper, as an architectural typology,
can engage with the context in unique ways to register history, to
address current situations, and to generate future forms of architecture.

Engagement with the ever-changing context enables skyscrapers to
constantly acquire new meaning. The public spaces created by SZSE will
have layers of histories as it begins to be filled with different activities
over time. Interaction with the city led to the multiple identities of SZSE:
itis a skyscraper in the CBD; it is the home of an important international
financial institution; it is the public plaza for the CBD of Shenzhen; it is a
site of collective memories of Shenzhen people.

The CCTV Headquarters, capturing a unique moment of China’s
development and embodying the discourses about China'’s architectural
and social movement, will serve as a significant reference point from
which new discourses are and can be generated. The discourses will in
turn continuously shape the meaning of the building as history evolves.

Both SZSE and the CCTV Headquarters have reinvented the skyscraper
typology not by looking up at the sky but by looking specifically

at their own context. They have launched a dynamic assortment

of possibilities for skyscrapers, making the paradoxical statement:
reinvention of skyscrapers is not about skyscrapers but everything
around the skyscrapers. It is not about static aspirations but dynamic
interactions that push the skyscraper typology beyond its limits.
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Figure 12. CCTV Headquarters is a site for both architectural and social discourses.
Source: (c) OMA / Jim Gourley
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