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Meet the Sky
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James Goettsch is the president of Goettsch Partners
as well as the firm’s design director. He brings more
than 40 years of experience and is a Fellow of the
American Institute of Architects. Select projects
include the 33-story original building and 24-story
“vertical completion”at 300 East Randolph in Chicago,
also known as the Blue Cross Blue Shield of Illinois
Headquarters; the five-building, 300,000-square-meter
Sowwah Square office complex in Abu Dhabi; the
53-story 111 South Wacker building in Chicago, the
first-ever project certified LEED-CS Gold; and the China
Diamond Exchange Center in Shanghai.
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Abstract

Today, urbanism is synonymous with tall buildings, and because of their symbolic nature a great
deal of attention is given to how these buildings meet the sky. However, if you are concerned
about the urban habitat, you have to be equally concerned about whether or not buildings
provide a positive experience at the ground level. By focusing attention on the design and
technical advances related to the ground level of tall buildings, we can broaden the discussion
of how these buildings relate to our cities and evolve over time. Requirements for security,
accessibility and visibility/transparency must always be satisfied; however, providing amenities
and meaningful public spaces will enhance the urban environment.

Keywords: Lobbies, Plazas, Transparency, Openness, Security
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Sense Of Arrival

Today urbanism is synonymous with tall
buildings. Because of their symbolic nature,
a great deal of attention is given to their
defining characteristic: how they meet the
sky—a characteristic that is best appreciated
from a distance. Regardless of a building’s
height, however, if one is concerned about
the urban habitat, equal attention should

be given to their experience at the street
level, where the individual and building
meet, either as a pedestrian passing by or,
more importantly, as an occupant entering
the building. For a tenant, in particular, the
quality of a building begins with a“sense of
arrival”Four projects designed by Goettsch
Partners (GP) will be considered—all Class A
office buildings that are efficient, flexible, and
fully loaded with technology and amenities;
however, the focus will be on site design, the
ground-floor public spaces, and the resulting
“sense of arrival”

In architecture, it is clear that the perception
of quality is not fixed; tastes change with time.
During the real estate boom that ended in
the early 1990s, when Postmodernism was
fashionable, buildings were often caricatures
of earlier classically inspired buildings.
Postmodern high-rises were usually very solid,
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granite-clad objects that were inserted onto their sites without regard
to context. They seemed to be fortresses with a very clear separation
between exterior and interior spaces. Postmodern buildings tried to
recapture a sense of grandeur from the past. The visual language of
these buildings was rooted in history and did very little to embrace
contemporary life.

Ten years later, following the dot-com boom, the revolution in
technology and communications transformed our view of the world.
The infatuation with the past was replaced by the wonder in what the
future would bring. The tools of business and everyday life changed;
technology was no longer a threat to our individuality, it liberated us
and became rooted in our everyday lives. As technology became more
user-friendly, it became easier to accept the design of objects that
were very technical in appearance, whether they were cell phones,
computers, TVs or buildings.

During this period, the word “transparency” was used frequently and
in a positive way to describe full disclosure. Transparency provided a
sense of security because it implied that one could see or be aware
of what was going on. Transparency was embraced in business, in
government and, eventually, in buildings.

Advancements in glass technology made it possible to use the
material in ways that were previously inconceivable. The appeal of the
new Apple stores is one of the best examples, featuring minimal glass
enclosures, glass columns, glass beams, glass stairs, and even glass
elevator shafts. In architecture, contemporary modernism is universally
embraced by almost everyone and postmodern buildings are now
clearly anachronistic—they seem almost like cartoons.

UBS Tower
Chicago, lllinois USA

Completed just over 10 years ago, One North Wacker, now known

as UBS Tower, was designed during the period when tastes were
changing. Granite building enclosures had lost their appeal, and
stainless steel and metallic finishes became the norm. When One North
Wacker was designed, its appearance on the skyline (see Figure 1) was
thoroughly considered; however, the building’s distinguishing feature
is the way it meets the ground.

The barrier between interior and exterior disappears through the use
of a highly transparent, cable-supported enclosure utilizing low-iron

Figure 1. UBS Tower Exterior. (Jon Miller © Hedrich Blessing Photographers)
H1. LB A RAT KBS OBAAT A Jon Miller ©Hedrich Blessing#®#)
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Figure 2. UBS Tower Lobby. (Jon Miller © Hedrich Blessing)
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glass with a non-reflective coating (see Figure 2). The lobby becomes
a part of the streetscape, and the streetscape melds with the lobby.
The same high-quality materials used on the interior are also on the
exterior. The effect is enhanced by raising the ceiling height to 12.5
meters, which expands the visibility into and out of the lobby.

Working on the design of the plaza surrounding the building, a
series of massive circular granite seating elements and mounded
tree planters were developed. The plaza and planters accomplished
multiple objectives:

« The circular benches become a popular seasonal meeting spot
(see Figure 3).

« In the summer, the planters add greenery not only to the
horizontal plane but also vertically.

« Year-round the planters, as an assembly, provide an intriguing
sculptural element.

« Although not the original purpose, the planters serve as
effective security barriers—a requirement for many tall
buildings following the events of Sept. 11.

The transparency and sense of openness were a major part of One
North Wacker’s appeal, but the selection of high-quality materials,
exceptional detailing, and unique lighting concepts were also an
integral part of the composition. While Class A office tenants are
primarily concerned with efficiency, economy, technology and
amenities when selecting a new building, overall visual impact, the
lobby quality, and plazas and public spaces can become a key part of
their selection process.

Swiss financial services company UBS eventually signed on as the lead
tenant for One North Wacker, and the developer, before completing
construction, was able to sell the building for the highest per-square-
foot price of any downtown Chicago office building since the late ‘80s.

111 South Wacker
Chicago, lllinois USA

In the US., a developer must prelease 40-50% of a building in order
to get financing. This process makes the competition for big tenants
fierce. Following One North Wacker, the next big tenant looking for
space in Chicago was professional services firm Deloitte, and they
made it known that they were looking for a building similar to One
North Wacker.

The John Buck Company, developer of One North Wacker, came to GP
again, asking the firm to work on a site at 111 South Wacker Drive and
hoping to secure Deloitte as the lead tenant. Whereas the site for One
North Wacker was a very open, half-block parcel, with street frontage
on three sides, the 111 site was a quarter block with adjacent buildings
tight against the property line on two sides. To get the floor-plate size
that Deloitte desired, the typical plan needed to cover almost the
entire site. This configuration would have seriously restricted views

on two elevations and offered very little opportunity for public open
space at grade, making it difficult to replicate the attributes of One
North Wacker.

Realizing the need to satisfy Deloitte’s desire for an interesting as well
as efficient building, the developer asked to raise the first office floor
12 levels above the street, thereby eliminating most of the lower floors
that would have had restricted views and, instead, placing those floors
on top of the building with dramatic skyline views.

The design team considered three different ways to elevate the

Figure 3. UBS Tower Planters and Seating. (Source: Goettsch Partners)
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building and settled on the use of a simple pedestal (see Figure 4)—a
concept that allowed for the reuse of existing caissons and foundation
walls from a previous building on the site. The existing caissons were
united with new caissons by a five-meter concrete mat that supported
the core of the building.

As the design evolved, the team looked for a way to resolve the

lobby and take advantage of the very high public plaza. With Chicago
offering many examples of public art associated with major buildings,
the decision was made to include a major art installation at the
building’s base. The developer sponsored a competition and paid
three world-class artists to develop proposals, with the work of Olafur
Eliasson ultimately selected.

The project was going smoothly, and the size of the project increased
as the client became more confident in both the costs and the
opportunity for pre-lease commitments. Then, the events of Sept.

11 changed everything. Many people questioned whether high-rise
buildings were a thing of the past.

Uncertain of the unique design proposed, Deloitte still wanted to
proceed with a new building but asked that the design be revised.
Emotions won out over reason during that period, and there was no
opportunity to explain that the original design was likely more secure
at its base than the design that later replaced it.

At first, it was difficult to think of a redesign because all of the site
characteristics that influenced the initial concept remained in place.
However after some time, the design evolved, keeping the first office
floor 12 stories above the street but filling the area underneath the
office levels with eight floors of car parking and a four-story lobby.
Initially, the drive ramp to the parking levels seemed to be an obstacle,
but in time, it developed to form a signature design feature for the
building. The resulting circular ramp then became the generator for
the architectural details, paving pattern and lighting design (see Figure
5).

In order to maximize the building’s sense of openness at grade, the
45 floors of the tower perimeter columns were transferred above the

Figure 5. Street view of 111 South Wacker Base. (James Steinkamp © Steinkamp Pho-
tography)
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lobby into two large columns spanning 25 meters on each side of
the building. The building core, clad in white marble, remained as the
dominant form at the street level, and the effect was, in some ways,
similar to the original pedestal design. The lobby was enclosed with

a one-way, vertical cable-supported glass wall, also utilizing low-

iron glass with a non-reflective coating. The selection of the marble
and granite, the use of stainless steel and metallic aluminum, the
fittings of the glass wall, and the lighting all worked well and were

Figure 4. Early pedestal design scheme for 111 South Wacker. (Source: Goettsch Part-
ners)
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complementary to the overall design concept. As with One North
Wacker, the distinction between inside and outside is blurred, with the
radiating lobby floor pattern extending through the glass and out into
the public way (see Figure 6). Although the floors above the street level
cover almost the entire site, the feeling at grade is remarkably open.

As a real estate venture, 111 South Wacker was a complete success.
Sold shortly after it opened, the building set yet another per-square-
foot pricing record for a downtown office building.

155 North Wacker
Chicago, lllinois USA

Based on the success of the previous two Wacker Drive projects, The
John Buck Company asked GP to work with them on a third building,
also along Wacker. The market had adjusted to the post 9/11 world,
and with the disappointment of not being able to carry out the
previous core-supported building, the client encouraged the design
team to be creative, as they once again began their search for lead
tenants that could make the financing and construction possible.

The project started off well. Based on knowledge gained during the
original design of 111 South Wacker, the initial concept for 155 North
Wacker utilized a core-supported structure, with partial floors at the
lower levels that rotated around the core. This design generated a
spacious and intriguing streetscape, along with complementary
ground-floor public spaces (see Figure 7).

With the building design taking place during a period of rapidly
increasing construction costs and a somewhat declining real estate
market, the initial concept faced challenges. In order to make the
project viable, the design team had to reconsider the concept under
the existing financial conditions and eventually redesign the building.
Ultimately, the redesign was able to maintain the gesture of the large,
open public space with a three-story outdoor arcade running along
the south side of the core and providing an enhanced experience for
passersby as well as building tenants (see Figure 8).

The building’s two main entries are set within three-story, minimally
designed glass walls on the east and west sides of the core. The design

Figure 7. Rendering of early design scheme for 155 North Wacker. (Source: Goettsch
Partners)
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Figure 9. 155 North Wacker Base. (© Tom Rossiter Photography)
9. b & 77 B 1555 J& 3 (JAX BT Tom Rossiter#® §2)

of the ceiling, floor pattern and materials of the arcade flow seamlessly
into the lobby, again in an effort to minimize the barrier between
interior and exterior space at the ground level (see Figure 9). The
elevator vestibules are entered from the lobby and look directly onto
the public arcade.

The street furniture and plantings in the arcade are designed to
complement and enhance the space. A public pocket park, completed
as part of the project, serves as an extension of the arcade (see Figure
10). The park features very mature trees, custom granite benches, and
patches of grass for seasonal lunchtime visitors.

Sowwah Square
Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates

Shortly after completing the three Wacker Drive buildings, GP was
approached by Mubadala Development Company, a wholly owned
investment vehicle of the government of Abu Dhabi, to participate in
a design competition for an “iconic, world-class mixed-use waterfront
development!The development was to be the future international
business and financial center of Abu Dhabi and would include four
office towers totaling 180,000 square meters, a stand-alone stock
exchange building, substantial retail, and parking for 8,000 cars. Two
five-star hotels were to be added to the project at a later date.

This competition coincided with the time period when questions

were being raised about the excessive exuberance of many buildings
in Dubai. Mubadala wanted iconic, world-class office buildings, but
they also wanted them to be rectilinear, buildable and efficient. Based
on the Dubai model, these objectives seemed to be at odds. Two of
the buildings were to be 20 stories, and the other two were to be 26
stories. The stock exchange building would be three stories and total
20,000 square meters. The complex, overall, was to be built on an island
which, up until 2006, was nothing more than a patch of sand with no
buildings and no existing infrastructure or context of any kind.

A comprehensive master plan had been developed for what was then
known as Sowwabh Island. The plan called for the island to be almost
doubled in area through land reclamation from the tidal basin, and the
master plan divided the island into six separate districts that included
residential, medical, hospitality, retail and commercial uses. The island’s
infrastructure was being planned and construction began during

the process of the design competition. A new podium level was also
being created, to rise 14.5 meters above the original level of the island.
The area below the podium was to be utilized for building services,
through-traffic and parking.

The word “iconic”had become commonly used when discussing
aspirations for projects in the Middle East. Buildings like the Burj

Figure 10. 155 North Wacker Arcade and Park. (© Tom Rossiter Photography)
I 10. b & 72 B 1555 2 Jir A0 2 |1 (BRAT BT Tom Rossiter# #)
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Khalifa and the Burj Al Arab became obvious examples of such iconic
structures. As the design team contemplated the competition for
Sowwah Square, it was a stretch to think that one could create an
iconic image with 20- to 26-story buildings, not to mention a four-story
stock exchange.

The challenge was how to make a dramatic architectural statement
with buildings of a modest size and height, and with the financial
center site area designated for 13,800 square meters. Using the master
plan as a point of departure for the design process, the team looked
at simply placing the four office buildings and stock exchange on the
site and found that the footprint of the buildings would cover 34% of
the area, before even accounting for significant vehicular circulation.
In short, there would be very little site area left to develop a plaza
worthy of an “iconic” complex. As a result, the design team started to
investigate the idea of lifting the building masses above the ground
plane, in a manner similar to what the firm had done in Chicago.

In raising the four office towers, the perimeter columns are designed to
transfer into the center structural core. This approach made it possible
to limit the solid building masses at grade to just the elevator and stair
enclosures and the structural elements of the center core. With this
design, the team found that the site became very open, spacious and
visually connected if the typical office floors were raised nine floors
above the podium ground plane. One side of the core became a
covered exterior entry, and the other side of the core accommodated
interior office lobbies. Defining the lobby enclosure opposite the core
was a very high, two-way cable-supported net wall with low-iron, non-
reflective glass. This minimal expression created a feeling in the lobbies
as if they were not enclosed at all—almost behaving as exterior space.
The amount of the site that was covered by solid masses is 6%, and
the remainder of the site is visually very open. Both the open exterior
entry and the glass-enclosed lobby are shaded by the office floors
above. Raising the office floors above the ground plane and expressing
the structural transfer of the perimeter columns into the center core
with the building mass gave the buildings a simple elegance and
recognizable form that would not have been achieved with a more
conventional structural concept (see Figure 11).

The expression of the building core was also reinforced by the
difference in the building enclosure (see Figure 12). The core element
is enclosed with a double-glass wall utilizing return air to temper the
space between the glass walls and reduce the overall heat gain. The
remaining surfaces of the office floors are shaded with horizontal glass
louvers that respond to the sun’s rays by rotating and shading the
direct light as the sun moves around the buildings. The interior office
spaces further benefit from electronic daylight harvesting.

Using a similar design approach to raising the towers, the entire stock
exchange building was lifted five floors above the ground plane and
supported on four massive structural columns, which contain the MEP
risers, service elevators and exit stairs. To make the stock exchange
building even more monumental, the horizontal surface of the podium
under the exchange was lowered 14.5 meters to the natural grade,
providing the exchange with the impression that the massive form was
hovering eight floors in the air, supported only by four large piers.

The combined effect of elevating the office floors as well as the
exchange is enhanced by the landscape design of Martha Schwartz.
The design features varying three-dimensional landscaped forms that
rise above the plaza and provide vertical and horizontal surfaces of
green in a manner similar to the dome-shaped landscaped forms at
One North Wacker.

Figure 11. Sowwah Square Tower Base. (© Michele Nastasi)
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Figure 12. Sowwah Square Base and Enclosures. (© Michele Nastasi)
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Conclusion

The most unique aspect of these buildings is not their profiles in

the skyline but rather their presence in the urban streetscape. Each
building was conceived to merge interior and exterior at the base,
providing a similar experience whether you are a pedestrian passing
by or a tenant entering the building. By extending the same paving
materials from the lobby to the street, using transparent enclosures so
that the richness of the lobby materials become a part of the public
realm, and using quality materials and detailing throughout the plaza
areas, the value of the public realm is elevated to the same level as that
of the building itself. The quality of a building begins with a sense of
arrival.
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