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Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis and IBM Information Systems Center, by Esther McCoy
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I first met Gunnar Birkerts in 1964 and was impressed
by two things about him: the singleness of his purpose
and the duality in his work. He lived near Cranbrook
Academy, and one day when we walked together on the
handsome, extensive and somewhat wild grounds I sens-
ed in him some absolute need to refresh himself often
in the presence of nature—not an American character-
istic, and it served to remind me that he was born in
Latvia. :
From that time on I began to pick out in his work
an elegance of spirit and a poetry that was peculiarly
northern in its crispness.

In his office he was more like any good, young dedi-
cated architect. However, he did not have the compul-
sion, typical of one who had spent ten years working in
the offices of other architects, to establish at once a strong
personal style with which he could be identified.

He was hard to classify neatly. At that time, his
built work fell into two categories, the sculptural and the
technological. He had taken the best of both worlds.

There was still in his style the evidence of the train-
ing in crafts from his schooling; there was evidence of Eero
Saarinen in whose office he spent five years. There was

FEMAERES > MARBER TEIIEARE o FEREDEE
B ( Eero Saarinen) HBEHHEENEELZEFTEF ; B4
BALIE i BBk ( Aalto ) fESHAVRRTE o ML FE » HEE
RSB E P MBI RELTHER » —ERARY » —&EE
SER > B —Bh B MAVERET A &y F DN b T 0 o

fl A EERE LR RER B AR R » RS EEERER
BHEGSMAGER T UAREBEEBEAAE - TR R T
EEfE BRI ZRER o

RSB LYY » BMENES » HHNESHES ZBK
ik 1) O R BE R o | LY

B GRSRATA IBM BEARRKPOBER TRGE | — R
B — @t B2 MEBLaEE ) » —RR 7 —b g e Sk A
Fik o AREBEBTEERERFE > b MREMES > 22 R
BHRBMARE S > MBI F S T ka T A8 o

also a love of Aalto. From Aalto’s church in Imatra he
had learned, he told me, that there can be two sets of
rules, one for the interior and another for the exterior.
This bit of wisdom made his design life a lot easier and
enriched it as well.

One personal prejudice accounted for some of his
sculptural walls. Proximity to glass made him uncomfor-
table, so he found ways to baffle it and at the same
time satisfied a need for giving dimension to walls.

There were these conflicts. Out of them arose the
tensions which have always made his buildings so ar-
resting.

The Federal Reserve Bank and the IBM Information
Systems Center illustrate two things: an ability to state
a program in a wholly new and dramatic way, and a de-
gree of skill in refining a skin building that is truly re-
markable. The bank falls into no category; indeed it seems
to detach itself from the body of his work. The design is
at the service of a brilliant and unique piece of engi-
neering, and the engineering grew out of a contradictory
and imprisoning program.

From the plan of the bank it is clear that the build-
ing is split in two. Structurally and functionally, the
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underground security levels and the administration/clerical
offices above are distinct. Birkerts explains the split as,
“On the one hand it wanted to be opaque and protected
and on the other it wanted to be transparent and com-

municative.”
As the plan indicates, clear space was needed for

the subterranean part in such abundance that it was hard
to locate enough supports to hold up the eleven stories
of offices. The alternate solution of spreading out hori-
zontally above the below grade was impossible; the site
is part of the Gateway Center urban renewal area which
called for open space in front of the building to connect
with Nicollet Mall. The underground levels could spread
under the entire 2.5-acre plaza but the structure above
ground had to be compact and vertical.

The very nature of a Federal Reserve bank made
it impossible to locate a loading dock above grade; the
transportation monthly of mountains of currency, checks,
bonds and other valuables demanded an enormous amount
of circulation space below grade for the movement and
storage of armored transports. Each of the many opera-
tions in the handling of valuables consumed more space
than if conducted openly.
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Once Birkerts committed himself to a suspended
building and settled on the catenary arch, he accepted
the full dramatic consequences of his decision; to have
avoided it would have been a kind of retreat of which
he was no more capable than of not going forward in
the perfecting of a skin building.

Yet, oddly enough he deprives the arch of its linear
character and gives it the substance of a wall. He is
pushing the glass forward below the catenary, flush with
the outside face of the mullions to protect it from the
temperature changes, and above the catenary, he pulls
the glass behind the mullions. As a result, the glass wall
becomes expressive of the enclosure as well as of the
structure. And the two qualities of light that play over
the different planes of glass are as welcome here as in
a Renaissance building.

The primary structural members are the two cate-

‘naries braced by two 20-foot deep trusses which are tied

into the support towers by four massive steel weldments.
The granite faced end towers, H-shaped in section, were
designed to resist wind loads on the long facades. The
entire side walls to their eleven story height are brought
into service to produce the required rigidity for the braced
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catenary structural frame. The floor loads are transferred
to the catenaries by being tied into the vertical structural
members which are in compression above the catenary
and in tension below it, being respectively columns or
hangers.

The catenary, used here for a span far shorter than
its capability, opens up a new way to take advantage of
air rights. “This can be the future way of designing ur-
ban structures,” Birkerts says. A system which requires
contact with the ground only every three or four hundred
feet is useful in layering a city.”

The solution for the bank, without precedent, called
for a special building procedure: the truss was hoisted,
then two hydraulic cranes were lifted to the top, and they
shuttled back and forth along the truss lifting structural
members into position. The proposal for adding five floors
to the building in the future is also without precedent.
The addition would rest on the same support points of
the end towers.

The same light steel skeleton would be used, but
the catenaries could be reversed and become arches, and
the vertical structural members below the arch would
become hangers in tension and above the arch, columns
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in compression.

The plaza rises from zero point at the mall to 20
at the building — a grade creating sufficient height for
entering the underground levels; the sloped plane gives
the plaza a sense of enclosure. The granite-paved plaza
becomes a sort of bowl, without horizon, in which people
relate easily to others. Symbolically, it is a granite moun-
tain that has been planed down, and the valuables of the
entire middle northwest are securely locked into the
granite stronghold below. The plaza drops away sharply
a few yards beyond the building, which places the build-
ing entrance at the sidewalk level on Marquette Street.
The understatement Qf the entrance is relieved by a de-
tached circulation tower which bisects the arch. Bridges
connect it at each floor to the main building.

The security measures on the plaza side are incon-
spicuous — only two unaccented car entrance ramps des-
cending to the security levels. But something is missing
in the plaza facade. Finally you discover what it is.
There is no entrance. Birkerts has never been one to over
-elaborate an entrance (see how neatly he recesses the
IBM entrance) but a facade 330 ft. long without one im-
poses an atmosphere of security.
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This absence has the effect of transforming the build-
ing into a symbol. Viewed from a height and at a distance
(the view photographers prefer) the building has some
of the imagery of a civic monument, perhaps even a com-
memorative gateway spanning the entire site. Strengthen-
ing this illusion is the narrowness of the building (66 ft.)
and the elevation of the tiers of offices 24 ft. above the
plaza. However, the normal way of seeing the building
is from the plaza, among trees, where the entire build-
ing is not seen at a glance.

To Birkerts, the bank is symbolic of the strength of
the northwestern region which the Federal Reserve Bank
serves—the vast plains of the Dakotas, the majestic moun-
tains of Montana. The fountain to him is, symbolically,
a spring of water seeking its level, representing the two
great rivers born in the region, the Mississippi and the
Missouri.

Interesting to me is the fact that the building should
be a bank, for this is a building type in the U.S. that is
traditionally conservative and avoids forms which do not
have history on their side. Not since Louis Sullivan’s small
banks for midwestern cities early in the century have
bankers shown a comparable willingness to experiment.
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Yet in a sense Birkerts’ bank has its historical roots.
It is closer in conception to the Treasury of Atreus at
Mycenae than are the Beaux Arts-inspired Federal Reserve
banks in the U.S. (The Birkerts bank replaced such a
one.) The engineering of the bank and the ancient trea-
sury was aimed at producing clear space for hoarding
treasures underground.

The IBM Building is a scale recorder, while the
bank is a scale maker. The bank fits more in the scale
of grain elevators, those forms without antecedents which
rise up from the earth in the flat wheat country. (Note
that the grain elevator has no entrance to justify to the
eye the heroic scale.)

While being the most dramatic, the bank is also
the most cerebral of Birkerts’ work. Many of the sub-
tleties of the IBM Building, on the contrary, can be en-
compassed with the senses. The trees reflected on the
surfaces evoke an immediate response, and the deeper
involvement comes from the two intensities of reflectivity
of the skin—glass and polished aluminum.

IBM is one of the many corporate offices which has
moved to the suburbs. A dozen or so corporations will



+HENE BT EYE > tASBREBA A% AlETE
R AR o BAMEM KM 3L K B T I Eh D -
Bl £ 3 AR SIS B M R & T 88 0 BEEFRIB HEITAME
22 o
. SEW1972%Ef 1BM KR —EERE  AMAKED -
B S A R R L = VA SR A o B il U B R 3
7N R A AE A T P 4 SR i 8 DR R T o o DA X LB Skl
AL 58 2 51 B B 2k 5 5 AR Ze I OB AE o AL € BEBS L RO BRAULT f
RAKZERE » AZR7ESE ERBF AR o BN E &R RAL
fo— HL B0 FE ~ ALEKTER °
KT 8 (A0 = (RS 1 7 8 O B 20 R S AR B i /TN R Y IR
G127 IBM BEEh RV RN - MASHAR T BRERSR
MEE A A PR —— R i A ER A RO RB R T By — R
(b o A AMAC L AR 4 BHER M E BRI R £

acquire a large acreage and build offices in a park-like
controlled setting. But the complex of which the IBM
Building is a part is on land heavily wooded and with
such natural attractions as lakes and great outcroppings
of granite. Birkerts inserted with a subtle hand a tech-
nological building which has no trace of sylvan character.
Yet it is not an urban building; for the time being, build-
ings with reflective skins are not set down on mean sites.

In his earliest skin building, the 1962 Marathon Oil
Building in Detroit, he wrapped the skin over functional
projections rather than hanging it as a curtain; the 1970
Contemporary Arts Museum for Houston wrapped metal
and glass around a box to create the form behind the
skin. His Dance Instruction Facility, now under construc-
tion on a New York State University campus, is a Con-
structivist conception which bends glass to angular shapes
to strip-light all the interior spaces.

His 1972 IBM Building is also a box, with hollowed
out entrances; the skin is of sandwich panels which are
an enclosing foil pulled over the form. What sets it apart
from his earlier skin buildings is the sculptural flow of
the skin in and around and out of the entrances, and
the use of polished aluminum and clear and reflective

BREBKEEBERE  BE L HBE A DHRER o #x
LB M 2RO MH R HE T UBNREMAS o i
S R S ME R L A B A — R GE - A AR TR | — i
BERNAR  EHPmE&M [BM AFRRE R —MEEr R
R oo

ERBEENEFEENGAY  AENEYITBGIHEEREZ
S o DREVBEARANERRNES | [ THIERL
BEAEBFNEAXIEREHAOESR o |(LBR—ERE -
o} 1 B ER MR A B K BE R TERR - #8 A BB IR Z2f0 536 > B
BRSO RS BE B R BE AR (8 TTHMEIRAIRIKE o (PRENEY
SEFR DA T B IR 57 K 53 AR 38 S Y B R R » UG B A B 8RAT
K& [EH BFIBCZE © ]

EAEHRENBBEREREYH DB ERE RN Z—
» (B TEIy 5L Fy e B8 » MR (UPGRE Y 12 1B KSR S » 0 ftl A 4 4

glass to express function of interior spaces. The red
enameled stripe, which dwindles to a line as it becomes
a horizontal, represents a floor plan sketched on the ele-
vation—computer areas are bounded on the exterior and
interior in red—red floor tiles, red ceilings.

There is a felicity in the three circular grilled win-
dows in the red stripe separating the two intensities of
reflectivity that has rarely happened in an IBM Building.
They are somehow representative of the evolution of st-
ructures housing computers. The evolution follows closely
the popular attitude toward computers. First there was
the columned temple in which one approached the pre-
sence of the machines in heavy, soft bootees. Then as
the computers were successfully bred for toughness and
sophistication there followed a muscular expressionism
in concrete, suggesting newly-achieved power. Birkerts
reflects the new state of the art in which the computer
is a friendly household god, a likeable presence. His build-
ing is not only as sophisticated as this generation of com-
puters, it has a lightness and humor playing through it.
This is new both for Birkerts and for IBM.

And color plays through it. Planes of color direct
the user from one core to another. The blue core—re-
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ception and information—"punches through the roof, dis-
appears behind a shiny skin and reappears in the entry
slot,” Birkerts says. Red is the symbolic line which on
the exterior skin carries through the interiors in floors
and ceilings of halls, separating the people spaces from
the computer spaces. Walls of the mechanical core are
painted bright green, and other cores are gray. (Birkerts’
use of color seems to be midway between Arata Isozaki’s
color coding for his library and color released into air in
his bank in Oita City.)

The formed plastic seats in the lobby are one of
the few sculptural plays in the building, and the pedestal
seat/tables with rounded tops, which are as shiny as
plastic pin cushions, are in the same genre as the metal
pipe seats encircling the trees in the plaza of the bank.

In these two buildings Birkerts shakes himself free
of Aalto, Saarinen and memories of the past. Another
factor has entered his design, however—his own studies
over the past five years on layering of cities — a study
done on a Graham Foundation grant. Before actually
starting the study he was already deeply involved in an
ecological approach to building, an involvement which
was at the root of his first master plan for Tougaloo
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College. The charge there was to build a tightly knit
urban college on a site with many variations of level.
Elevated pedestrian and vehicular ways joined the build-
ings at various levels; his layering permitted unrestricted
growth and created a tight urban environment. A parti-
cular advantage of the layering was that he did not have
to zone ahead of time and the response to needs could
come as they arose.

The layering he proposed in his Graham study
placed all services and roads below green surfaces and
spaces for people, a meticulously worked out solution
which no one has taken advantage of except Disney World
in Florida—not a test case because an entertainment center
has none of the complexity of a city.

Birkerts works with the immediate information of
technology, but these two buildings are unique to archi-
tecture as well as to Birkerts. The IBM Building pro-
mises a long perspective into the future, while the special-
ized program of the bank may not come Birkerts’ way
soon again. When it does, he will look for the unique and
difficult aspects of the problem because, as he says, “if
they are recognized they can be the character-generating
ingredients that give the architecture individuality.”
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Structural Skelton
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Exterior Wall Detail

Steel Plates
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