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Essay:

The Design

Michael Speaks
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Driven by advances in building and information technology
and accelerated by the tumultuous period of global economic
restructuring that commenced in 2008, architecture practice
is today confronted with the necessity of fundamental
change. According to the “Building Futures™ group at the
Royal Institute of British Architects and US-based “Design
Futures Council,” a great deal depends on what happens in
China and other emerging markets, where many European
and US firms now have offices. And that is not only because
these are the most vibrant markets for architecture and
design services, but also because the demands placed on
practitioners in these markets are fundamentally changing
the way architecture is designed and delivered, at home and
abroad. Both studies suggest that all sectors of the
Architecture, Engineering and Construction (AEC) industry
will face increasingly fierce competition that will, of
necessity, force practices large and small to compete less on
cost and more on value. In the very near future, architecture
will be valued almost entirely based on performance —
economic, cultural, environmental. Technologies like
building information modeling and integrated product
delivery will enable all firms, even those competing solely on
the basis of cost, to design better buildings and deliver them
more efficiently. But in such a fiercely competitive global
marketplace, efficiency alone will not be enough to guarantee
market viability. The real differentiator will instead be
design, for design is one of the most powerful engines of
innovation and therefore among the most productive forces
of economic value creation.

That design adds economic value has been little disputed
since the economic “Bilbao effect” created by Frank 0.
Gehry’s stunning Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, which opened
in 1997. The museum, it has been argued, helped transform
the failing industrial economy of the city of Bilbao and the
entire Basque region into a thriving postindustrial economy
based on cultural tourism. Its success created an almost
insatiable global appetite for brand architecture, especially in
emerging economies — the UAE and China in particular —
where so called “starchitects” like Jean Nouvel, Zaha Hadid.
Rem Koolhaas and Norman Foster, were sought to design
buildings and sometimes entire cities. Demand was driven by
the economic, cultural and environmental value that these
and other brand names brought to Abu Dhabi, Guangzhou,
Beijing and Masdar City. The economic afterglow created by
the “Bilbao effect” burned brightly for nearly two decades,
culminating with the spectacular display of “starchitecture”
at the 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics. Shortly thereafter,
the world began to feel the initial effects of the recent
economic downturn, which prompted many architecture
critics in Europe and the USA to conjecture about the end of
“starchitecture.” As it turns out, that view was both
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premature and provincial; for developing markets in Asia
have been remarkably resilient and have continued to
support major projects designed by an expanding field of
architecture brand names including UN Studio, Asymptote
and MVRDV, to mention only a few.

Indeed, what European and USA critics were watching on
their television sets and computers during the broadcast of
the 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics was not the end of
“starchitecture.” It was instead the beginning of a period of
global economic restructuring in which the most ambitious,
formally innovative, performance based architecture would
announce the dramatic shift of economic power and
development activity from Europe and the USA to Asia.
Russia, the UAE and other developing markets. Though they
could see on their screens the new office and residential
towers, sport facilities, and sparkling new infrastructure,
these critics did not comprehend what it all meant because
they could only see what was occurring in China as an
extension of what had already occurred in Europe and the
USA. What they and many others were incapable of
comprehending was that the world was not flat, as Thomas
Friedman had so famously pronounced in The World is Flat
(2005), his account of how globalization was recreating the
world in the image of the west, flattening city, regional and
national economic differences into uniform American
sameness. From Europe and America they could not see that
the world economy was then, as it had always been,
developing unevenly, in different places, at different times.
and at different speeds, placing different demands on all who
live and work there. Rather than yet another stage of western
modernization, 2008 marked instead the onset of a distinctly
new expression of global modernization driven by an
unprecedented demand for quantity and the desire for speed.

Had anyone watching the 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics on
television or computer screen looked carefully, they might
have caught a glimpse of North Star Mixed-use Development,
a smart pair of 100 m commercial and retail towers, and
among the first completed buildings designed by Andrew
Bromberg, one of the most talented architects to have found
his design stride on this new speed and quantity driven
frontier of global modernization. Trained in the USA,
Bromberg began work just more than 10 years ago in the
Hong Kong office of global architecture giant Aedas.
Bromberg was hired specifically to elevate the design profile
at Aedas, and was given the opportunity to work with clients
and in contexts mostly of his own choosing. This rather
prescient decision by Keith Griffiths, Chairman of Hong Kong
office, has resulted in the creation of the prototypical
architecture practice of the future: extremely talented,
committed design talent guided by a brilliant, charismatic
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design hand, supported by the technical, financial, and
managerial resources of a 700+ member office in Hong Kong
and a global network of thousands. And what drives it all is
Bromberg’s zeal and singular commitment to design. Any
survey of Bromberg’s work, including the one in this issue of
atu, would attest to this fact. When Bromberg flexes his
formal and compositional design muscles, as is so evident in
projects like the stunning West Kowloon Terminus (2009—
2015, atu current issue, p. 20), there is no denying the
brilliance of the design hand.

Shaped by the demand for quantity and speed, Bromberg’s
design intelligence has been sharpened and refined by the
almost incomprehensible number of competition and design
projects he has guided over the last 10 years. Soon after his
arrival at Aedas, Bromberg began to enter numerous
competitions in China. He and his team won on a regular
basis, but were unable to advance the projects. The designs,
including a beautiful master plan for the city of Xi'an (Yin
Xin Development, 2005). were often formally exuberant,
which initially proved overwhelming to local officials. He
learned, however, that though projects like the Xian Ziwei
Mall (2003) were challenging, the design was not the
problem. It was, rather, that he often failed to reveal the
process and explain the project in detail. When he did so,
they began to win with greater regularity as occurred in their
very next project, North Star Mixed-use Development (2004
2008) in Beijing. Whereas in China the prototyping exercise
of competitions allowed Bromberg to develop a catalogue of
invaluable design knowledge, in the UAE, where the market
was highly speculative and developer driven, this kind of
knowledge was less important than the initial design concept
expressed in a sketch or image. After Bromberg decided to
enter competitions in the UAE he set out to design a fictional
catalogue of towers to include in a competition brochure.
Reality, however, outpaced fiction: before Bromberg could
begin the catalogue, he entered a competition to design the
corporate headquarters for the developer DAMAC in Dubai.
He had only three hours to make the initial design and one
week to refine and revise it once approved. Even so, he and
his team won the competition.

The DAMAC project is emblematic of the time demands
placed on almost all of the projects Bromberg and his team
design. Designing at speed is not exceptional; it is expected.
His team, in fact, seems to delight in the challenges
presented by the time constraints placed on all their projects.
The pace in Bromberg’s studio requires rapid and numerous
iterations: experiment, failure, experiment, success,
experiment, failure, experiment, success... The failure rate is
high, but so too is the rate of learning and knowledge
creation, and so, then, the rate of success. Bromberg also

gives his team a great deal of freedom to follow their own
design interests within the studio and learn new skills. His
team is almost an extension of Bromberg’s design
intelligence ~ both his knowledge base and the means by
which knowledge is produced, codified, shared and utilized.
Bromberg’s real genius, however, is his ability to very quickly
make designs that retain their integrity while undergoing
numerous changes. Rather than develop numerous iterations
of a similar design, as is more common, Bromberg instead
sketches a single strong design idea that is altered, as
required. This approach has proven invaluable in the many
fast-tracked projects in the UAE, as was the case in the design
of Ocean Heights I (p. 133), a swirling 300 m residential
tower completed in Dubai in 2010. After Bromberg won the
competition the developer wanted an additional 10 floors
and required renderings the next day so that they could
begin selling units the following week. “When you do a
competition of this kind,” Bromberg observed in an interview
in 2007, “you better get it right the first time.”

Andrew Bromberg has already designed and will build some
of the most brilliant new buildings of this century. And he is
still very young. There is, then, no denying the design value
added by his hand. It is a value that accrues to his clients. to
Aedas, and indeed, to contemporary architecture. But what is
even more impressive and, indeed, is likely the expression of
anew kind of design genius that could only have emerged at
this time and in this place, is the design mind of Andrew
Bromberg. It is, in fact, what sets him apart, even from the
“starchitects” against whom he now matches his hand.
Bromberg’s early competition experiences in China gave him
a way to think designs and indeed buildings as prototypes,
where each created new design knowledge that, in turn,
helped him to more quickly and more skillfully design the
next. Bromberg also thinks designs parametrically, a skill he
honed with the many towers he designed in the Emirates. He
has an almost preternatural ability to see hundreds of design
moves ahead. More recently, especially in the projects he is
now designing in Singapore, he seems to have put these two
halves of his design mind together. One cannot help but
believe that these two ways of thinking design — by
prototyping and parametrically — are connected and mutually
reinforcing; that Bromberg’s constantly changing body of
design knowledge enables the speed of thought necessary to
see that far ahead while such foresight reciprocally enables
the rapid creation of new design knowledge that, in turn,
allows for even greater speed of thought. If the demand for
quantity and the desire for speed continue, we will be seeing
Andrew Bromberg and his team for a very long time to come.
The only question remaining to be answered is “how will the
others catch up?”
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2002 2002 2002 2003

Beijing International Plaza The Landmark Office Tower Tamar Hong Kong'’s Zhongguan International
Beijing, China Hong Kong Government new HQs Plaza
Hong Kong Beijing, China

2003 2003 2003 2003
Sichuan Financial HQs Goldentfield San Lin Foshan Media Center Luo Xi Development
Chengdu, Sichuan. China Residential & Commercial Foshan, China Guangzhou, China
Development

Shanghai, China

2004 2004 2004-2005 2004-2008
DAMAC HQs Union Square West Kowloon Cultural District North Star Mixed-use
Dubai, UAE Dubai, UAE Kowloon, Hong Kong Development

Beijing, China

2004-2010 2005 2005 2005
Ocean Heights 1 Al Reem Island — Mixed-use Sheth Headquarters Sorouh Concept Masterplan
Dubai Marina, Dubai, UAE Development Mumbai, India Abu Dhabi, UAE

Abu Dubai, UAE
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2005
Yin Xin Development
Xi’an, Shaanxi, China

20006
Solidere Development
Beirut, Lebanon

2007

Remizovka Masterplan
Almaty, Kazakhstan

2009-2015
Express Rail Link, West
Kowloon Terminus
Kowloon, Hong Kong

Dance and Music Center
The Hague, the Netherlands

2005-2006 2005-2008
Jebel Hafeet Resort

Dancing Towers
Abu Dhabi, UAE

Abu Dhabi, UAE

2006 2006
Atlas Mills Corporate Towers
Mumbai, India Bangkok, Thailand

2007 2007-2012
Khor Dubai Wharfage Mixed- Civie, Cultural & Retail
use Development Complex
Dubai . UAE Buona Vista, Singapore

2010 2010
Chongqing Twin Towers
Chonggqing, China



2005-2010 2005-2010 2006 2006
Crowne Plaza Hotel Boulevard Plaza Mixed-use Development of Arabian Performance Venue
Huizhou, China Dubai, UAE New Media Dubai, UAE
Dubai, UAE

2006-2011 2006-2012 2006-2013 2006-2014
U-Bora Tower Empire Tower Pentominium DAMAC Heights
Dubai, UAE Abu Dhabi, UAE Dubai Marina, Dubai, UAE Dubai, UAE

2007-2013 2008 2009 2009-2013
Pazhou Exhibition Complex Kutuzovsky Prospekt Leningradsky Development Sandcrawler Building
Guangzhou, China Moscow, Russia Moscow, Russia Buona Vista, Singapore
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2010 2010-2014 2011 2011-2015
Zendai Bund International Sanya Residential Capella Hotel and Residences Kunming Cultural
Finance Center Development Jakarta, Indonesia Development
Shanghai, China Sanya, Hainan, China Kunming, Yunnan, China
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Andrew Bromberg and Jun Mitsui

Models of Architectural Practice
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representative of Pelli Clarke Pelli Architects in Japan. about their respective

practice within their firms.

Jun Mitsui (JM): [ believe we share
some similarities as architects in large
corporate firms, even though we come
from different backgrounds. I studied
in America and worked for Cesar Pelli
for 10 years. Then I decided to go back
to Japan because [ felt there were more
opportunities to apply the knowledge
and skills I acquired in America. [
understand that you were born and
educated in America. How did you find
yourself in Asia?

Andrew Bromberg (AB): [ first came
to Asia to enjoy Asia. I was traveling in
Myanmar when I decided that [ wanted
to live in Asia, in either Hong Kong or
Tokyo. The day after I returned to
America, a firm contacted me about a
possible position in Seattle. When |
wenl to their website I discovered that
they had an office in Hong Kong. So [

was back in Asia a month later.
Somehow I got here at the right time
and then my career started to take off.
It was a very quick decision.

JM: When did you move to Hong Kong?

AB: At the end of 2000, which means
it has been over 10 years now. When |
began working in Hong Kong,
everybody was busy preparing for the
Beijing Olympics. Once that was
complete, I focused my work in the
Middle East designing a number of
high-rises in Dubai. My work load
started to become more demanding in
Asia and I pulled out of Dubai before
the recession hit in 2008. T would like
to believe that I was savvy, but I have
to admit that I have just been lucky.

JM: My situation was different because

I started in a recession. When I came
back to Japan in 1990, the economy in
America was slowing down. For Pelli’s
office to survive, we had to seek work
abroad. Luckily, we won two
compelitions in Japan. I nevertheless
decided to stay, but soon after that the
economy in Japan entered a recession.

Corporate vs. Individual Identity
JM: T would like to discuss the issue of
individual identity within a corporate
environment. | have my own company
- Jun Mitsui & Associates Inc.
Architects — but at the same time I
represent and manage projects for
Cesar Pelli in Japan. I have known
Cesar Pelli since I was his student at
Yale University, and we continue to
have a very close relationship.
currently have two staff members
working at the New Haven office, and |
see them quite regularly. Altogether |
have 50 people in my office, which,
however, is nothing compared to Aedas.
How do you manage as an independent
designer within such a large corporate
firm?

AB: In terms of size, Aedas is the 2nd
largest in the world. We have over 700
people in Hong Kong alone. But in spite
of that, the size of my team is similar
to yours. We have around 45 to 50
people, which is the size | prefer
because it allows us to have a very
close, family-like relationship.

[ believe we still face similar issues
because there is only so much a
corporate firm can do in promoting one
person. Aedas must promote all of their
offices. Fortunately, I enjoy the types of
projects we are working on and we are
gelling more exposure for the work we
do. We benefit from having the
resources of a large corporate firm. The
teams share their staff, and the overall
organization is quite flexible.



JM: I think it is important that you find
the right balance. For Aedas, it is in
their own interest to promote Andrew
Bromberg. It gives the company some
identity. Otherwise you face the same
problems as one of the largest
architecture office in the world that has
60.000 people, and yet it has no
outstanding designer. Of course, the
company has an established name,
which works well within the Japanese
context, but the fact remains there is
no single face to identify with.

AB: A few years ago a good friend of
mine, Tateo Nakajima, who works for
Artec Consultants, encouraged me Lo
build my own individual brand. He had
a lot of experience in working with
famous architects on theater projects.
His point was that clients for civic
projects prefer the individual designer
over the corporate design firm. It gives
the project more familiarity and
character.

JM: This is an important strategy in the
Asian market. Clients prefer to have a
face with whom they could associate.
Without an outstanding individual, it is

difficult to approach the firm.

The interesting thing is that this is not
the case in Japan. Clients tend to fear
the eccentric designer, thinking they
will lose control of the budget and the
project. A corporation with strong
credentials is more reliable, which is
why you have companies with
anonymous individuals.

Working Abroad

JM: | was surprise to see that you have
built your status to this point within 10
years. Now you have extensive
experience and a strong team to
support you. Considering the future of
Asian market, where do you see your
projects going?

AB: Until the economy shifted 2 years
ago, | was starting to get excited
because I was gelling opportunities all
over the world. The work was so
international that despite having lived
in Hong Kong for 10 years | was only
working on the West Kowloon Terminus
(a+u current issue, p. 20). I liked this
because the constant exposure Lo
different cultures suits my instincts as a
traveler.

Once the global recession set in, I found
mysell working more vigorously in
Asia, especially in China.

What is interesting about China is how
much it has changed over the past 5
years. The clients have become much
more savvy and appreciative of the
design process. It is also encouraging Lo
see emerging Chinese architects. The
local design inslitutes are becoming
more sophisticated and promising.

JM: [ still remember when | was there
10 years ago, China was a difficult place
to work in. There was no guarantee of
quality and occasionally we did not get
paid. But when I started to work there
again 3 years ago, | was impressed 1o
find that they could do business at the
international level. Still, I see there are
cultural differences, which can be
frustrating at times. Feng shui plays a
prominent role, and their lifestyles and
building processes are not the same.
There is also the language issue. I have
no problems in presenting in English or
in Japanese. But when I work with
Chinese clients, I worry about how my
words are being translated. I do my
best to choose simple words and to




control the pace of my presentation.
But I feel something is lost.

AB: [ think it is essential to make your
personality come through. While I
cannot rely on the translator to convey
my sense of humor, I can try
maintaining eye contact to ensure that
the connection is there. In fact, |
sometimes feel that words are
overrated. Having said that, |
occasionally prefer to have a translator
because I am forced to use a few words
to build a simple narrative, which is
another important way to connect with
clients.

JM: What do you feel you can bring to
a place through your design as a foreign
architect?

AB: This is a difficult question. You
always hope that you can bring
something to elevate the human spirit.
All my work, including the commercial
ones, prioritizes the civic value of the
project. Fortunately, I have discovered
that civic value generates commercial
value, which makes it easier to
convince the client. Regardless, I want
to try to make the world a better place
by giving something to the people.

I am now working on a 3000,000 m?
project in China, Sanya Residential
Development (p. 108). At the end of my
presentation, the client approached me
and gave me a hug in front all the
people. It was one of the most special
feelings that I ever had. I was shocked
at that moment, but I believed it was
because we were able to deliver

something that was very special for
them within the beautiful site of the
project.

JM: I agree with you. It pleases me to
hear that my clients in Japan are happy
with their buildings. I hope this is also
the case with my projects abroad. The
problem, however, is in controlling the
quality of construction. How do you
manage this in foreign countries?

AB: This is a perpetual struggle. [ am
never satisfied. Recently we are seeing

whom I am very close to in Singapore
and in Dubai. This gives me a lot of
comfort and ensures a certain level of
quality.

Design Infrastructure

JM: How does the collaboration work
between the international offices of
Aedas?

AB: Generally speaking, each office
would have their local projects; however
we do collaborate with each other on
overseas projects when certain expertise

If you are going to build something that has

never been seen before, it is your responsibility

as the architect to make sure that the clients can

profit from it.

better results in Singapore and even in
China. But when I think back at the
projects we did in the Middle East, 1
have to remind myself that we had no
time to develop the design. It is all part
of our ongoing education.

JM: Do you make frequent visits to the
construction site?

AB: Currently we have 12 projects
around the world. If I were to visit each
site, I do not think I will have any new
projects. In this sense, I am fortunate
that Aedas always has local offices.
Even though I have 45 people in Hong
Kong, there are 10-12 people with
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is required or there's a particular design
opportunity. Personally, I go back and
forth quite freely depending on the
level of design the projects or clients
require. Financially this could be a little
complicated, but we do our best to
work to each other’s benefit. For
instance, with the Civie, Cultural &
Retail Complex (CCRC, p. 46), the
Singapore office takes 90% of the
construction fees and the Hong Kong
office takes 90% of the design fees. We
have a 10% overlap where they helped
us in the beginning and where we will
help them in the end.

JM: Once you have established the
design support infrastructure around
the world, then the company can bring
in very talented people and make them
active immediately. Otherwise it could
take years or even decades to establish
oneself as an architect. Also, not all
architects have strong business
instincts. But once the infrastructure is
provided for, as in a big company, the
designer can focus on what he/she is
best at.

AB: This infrastructure is especially
valuable in Asia, where you do not have
the design phases you have in Europe
or in America. Still, I rather have fewer
projects and do them well. This is why
I have a relatively small team. I do not
feel comfortable making concept
designs for different offices at the same
time because I cannot monitor all the



