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= FORCED TO (MAKE YOU) FEEL

Although administrative tasks are linked to society since
Roman times (it was they who created bureaucracy), it is
not until the 19th and 20th centuries that office buildings
become a type of construction, and it is possible to say
that it all began with the building Frank Lloyd Wright
designed for Larkin (Buffalo 1903-1905).

As Wright says, this project constitutes his first attempt at
moving away from the building box, even though some of
his previous houses had already advanced in that direction,
with the presence of big awnings, openings in the roofing
and the overlap of layers in impossible balances.

In the Larking, Wright displaced the vertical
communications and installations towards the corners,
thus liberating the center where the work space is located,
an open space, isotropic and illuminated by a great interior
patio to which the upper storeys open. Wright had created
a building in which space was democratic, in which boss
and employee shared a work space; this alone constituted
a conceptual revolution. Another clear example of this
organizing principle can still be seen in the building that
Richard Rogers designed for Lloyds Bank in London (1986).

This quest for open space remained alive during the first
half of the 20th century, mainly driven by the Chicago
School, and even gave rise to companies specializing in

“office landscaping” , such as the Quickborner Team, led
by the brothers Schnelle and Hermann Dunst (1959), who
inquired into the possibility of improving the use of the
work space through furnishing. This led to the appearance
of movements like Birolandschaft in Germany (1959) and
Office Landscape in the USA, the latter under the auspices
of Robert Propst.

In 1968, Propst came up with an office organizing system
based on cubicles, the so-called " Action Office” . He
maintained that cubicle organization increased privacy
and therefore workers’ health, which in turn would lead
to greater productivity. Years later, Propst spurned his
invention; instead of increasing workers’ privacy, the
companies had perverted the system, using it to confine
employees to tiny 2 m2 cubicles.

We can say that to this date all the office headquarters
have followed the typological path opened by Wright' s
Larkin, looking for open and diaphanous spaces, in which
functionality and transparency and simply adaptability to a
company’ s growth have been the fundamental premises.

Probably the biggest challenge for an architect who wants

to design an office building is to convince the owners that
the better his workers live, the more productive they will
be; that a building is not a machine in which the employee
acts as a cog. Le Corbusier said that "working is not a
punishment, working is breathing” , and so we have to
convince them to invest in space, in light... As Alejandro de
la Sota said “where the sun enters, the doctor doesn’ t" .

Throughout the process of writing out a project, the
architect has to fight against the generalized idea of
some owners, who believe that profitability consists in
penning up employees. He has to do so by insisting on
non-tangible rights like light, space and even a walk
through the building in the manner of the Promenade
Architecturale of Le Corbusier. He has to do so by resisting
buildings in which maintenance reigns supreme. Surely a
well-designed building is easier to maintain too.

Despite the changes that the needs of office headquarters
since the beginning of the 20th century, such as greater
technical demands at the work space, an increase in
space designed for installations, the need to reduce the
building’ s carbon footprint, or the inexhaustible capacity
of adapting to different office requirements, for an
architect the end is always the same: to dignify the life of
its inhabitants.

This is why office architecture, and of course all the other
types of architecture, must always be oriented towards
light, not to the economic efficiency of each square
meter; it must also seek “non-productive” space and
not exploit every nook and corner of the building; it
must seek the workers’ identification with the working
space, the arousal of architectural emotion and joy. All
this can only be achieved through good architecture and
following the lessons of Sota: "I always liked to talk about
architecture as enjoyment; if we don’ t do it with joy it
is not architecture. This joy is precisely architecture, the
satisfaction we feel. The emotion of architecture makes
you smile, laugh. Life doesn’ t."

There are therefore no clear typological lines which assure
us that an office headquarter is optimal, as there are
no tables which can frame the necessary emotion and
sensibility for such a building. At the same time, a good
office building also has to provide answers to the needs of
the owners.

“Architecture is not four walls and a roof, but the air -
inside” (Lao-Tse)
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Marcos Ayala Calvo (Right in the Photo)

Architect and Partner, Arquitectos Ayala
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