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Sir Norman Foster and Partners

Commerzbank , Frankfurt am Main

Norman Foster, who is one of the most consistent advocates of architecture based on
modern technology , achieved a world—wide reputation with the headquarters for the Hongkong
& Shanghai Banking Corporation in Hong Kong  Stansted Airport in London Century Tower in
Tokyo and his telecommunications tower in Barcelona. His most important projects in
Germany are the conversion of the Reichstag building in Berlin and the new Commerzbank
headquarters in Frankfurt am Main .

The Commerzbank building, situated in the middle of the city centre Is an exceptional
complex In many respects. The plan of the building, which including the aerial, is 300 m
high, is triangular in form with slightly concave sides. Within the transparent tower gardens
totalling 4000 sgm are set aside in a spiral configuration, stepping up throughout the building
as 15 m high climate buffers. The office floors are combined to create so—called >>>villages
<<. In conjunction with the gardens a central atrium, which is almost 160 m high, brings
daylight even to the offices in the centre. The balance of energy use achieved through most
advanced operating systems is much more environment—friendly than in other high—rise
buildings. It can be stated that the new Commerzbank headquarters is a landmark of
contemporary architecture comparable in its historical significance only with the works of a
Frank Lloyd Wright, Le Corbusier or Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.

The internationally known architecture and design historian Volker Fischer was Vice
Director of the Deutsches Architekturmuseumn in Frankfurt for over 10 years. For some time
now he has been building up a new design department in the Frankfurt Museum fur
Kunsthandwerk . In addition to his museum work he teaches history of architecture and design
at the Hochschule fur Gestaltung in Offenbach. After studying at the Fachhochschule in
Dortmund, Ralph Richter rapidly made a name for himself as an architectural photographer. He
has photographed buildings by Santiago Calatrava, Coop Himmelblau, Norman Foster Volker

Gienke, Uwe Kiessler and Alessandro Mendini
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Foster Associates, Hongkong & Shanghai Banking Corporation

headquarters, Hong Kong, 1979-86. (Photo. lan Lambot,)
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The building seen from Taunusanlage.
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Sir Norman Foster and Partners, head office of Commerzbank AG,
Frankfurt am Main, 1991-97. Competition project,

Volker Fischer
High Tech, Sky Tech, Green Tech. The new

Commerzbank headquarters in Frankfurt am Main

Design and realization

Norman Foster is one of the most consistent advocates
of architecture based on modern technology. Hz attracted
world—wide fame with spectacular buildings like the head—
quarters of the Hong Kong & Shanghai Banking Corporation
in Hong Kong, the third London airport at Stansted, the
Century Tower in Tokyo and the telecommunications tower
in Barcelona. His most important projects in Germany to
date are the Reichstag conversion in Berlin and the new
Commerzbank headquarters in Frankfurt am Main.

It is rare in the history of high—rise buildings for a
project to meet with so much approval even before being
built as the new Commerzbank headquarters in Frankfurt am
Main. Literally all the top—ranking architectural and general
magazines have carried reports on Foster's project. This is
not just because of the architect's international eminence, but
also because of the characteristics of the building itself. this
high— rise tower in the city centre is extraordinary in
architectural terms, but also in terms of statics and energy
use. At the same time it actually seems to combine things
that cannot be combined. this tower, 300 m high with its
aerial is perfectly integrated into a densely built—up urban
area — some of the buildings dating from the early 1870s
— in the centre of the banking quarter; in addition, it uses
generous . vertically staggered gardens to create extremely
attractive workplaces.

This is the tallest office building in Europe by a long
way. it brings together a large proportion of the bank's
departments from all over the city in 3500 workplaces in the
Kaiserplatz block. A building of this kind has to take two
entirely different scales in the cityscape into account. The
Commerzbank tower is firstly another visual landmark on
Frankfurt's dynamic skyline  attracting attention not just
from practically everywhere in the city and all the access
roads  but also from 15 or 20 kilometers away, thus
contributing to and focusing the corporate identity of both
the municipality and the bank . but there is also a block—edge
development, designed by Foster as well  including a plaza
with a glazed roof, a multi—storey garage, shops and
dwellings . surrounding the tower and thus integrating it into
the urban structure

After preliminary organizational enquiries, a site study
and a proof of building mass tolerability for the municipality,
the Commerzbank decided in 1989 to concentrate on one
site. immediately adjacent to its existing 109 m tall two—
block skyscraper dating from the 70s, Iin Neue Mainzer
Strabe. Then on the basis of a building mass study , allotting
just under 100 000 m? for the high—rise building, a com—
petition for twelve invited participants was announced in

May 1991 for the area between Kaiserplatz and the Grobe

WORLD ARCHITECTURE COLLECTION 4

Gallusstrabe  Neue Mainzer Strabe and Kirchnerstrabe.

The bank's extremely precise set of requirements, the
so—called >>briefing<< was a helpful control instrument for
this competition. It defined in advance the bases for the
planning, the area required for the bank 's different departments,
how they should be interlinked and also the projected
requirements for communications and organization. This >>
briefing<<< meant that the architect could design in for the
users and with an eye to precise needs. He could work to
a sophisticated catalogue of criteria consisting of technical
economic and ecological parameters. architectural design was
only one element among many. Ecology was a crucial factor
here. On this subject we read. >>To underline the seriousness
of our company philosophy and the credibility of our
environmental commitment as part of the Commerzbank
philosophy , it is consistently and continuously required that
an ecologically directed high rise building should be erected
<< . This briefing paper was then also used as a framework
for assessment and orientation in the preliminary examination,
before the jury reached its decision.

A decision about the ideas competition as a co—
operative process was made in late June 1991. The jury,
chaired by Prof. Roland Ostertag (Stuttgart/Braunschweig) ,
reached its decision by addressing the overall concept In
terms of the task set urban development design or integration,
height development, proportions, the street space created,
the distribution of mass and the quality of the open spaces.
They also assessed in consultation with various experts,
green planning and structural physics, support—structure planning
and services £ fire protection and workplace quality, the
interior and exterior access concept, financial aspects of the
realization process and the resulting costs. Foster's first
design kept fairly precisely to the given guideline height of
about 185 m — the actual built height made the building
more slender and thus met the wishes expressed by the

municipal authorities after the competition.
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The building in its urban context

After assessing and comparing all these evaluation
criteria the jury recommended that designs by Foster and
Partners  London, and Christoph Ingenhoven Architekten
Dusseldorf  should be developed further . In late September
1991 the bank board discussed the projects of the two first
prizewinners and decided to follow the jury vote on the
original i1deas competition and to build the design by the
British office. In fact Foster's project was not just a solution
that was as elegant as 1t was novel and open to development .
It was also more innovative from the environmental point of
view than those of his fellow competitors. The design was
then optimized In a revision phase lasting several months
in terms of economics, technology law , ecology and urban
development . At this stage Foster and his colleagues were
most concerned with the spatial relationship between the
high—rise shaft and the base zones surrounding it, the
technological fire protection facilities, the height of the

individual offices and the foundation concept for the new

building in relation to the existing older high—rise structure.

Contrary to widely held popular opinion the architect In
charge is by no means the only designer for a building of
the size of the new Commerzbank . But he probably does put
his stamp on the architectural language In general and on
many details  even though in the architect's office itself each
project is kept moving by a group of collaborators, who In
Foster's case themselves work largely independently. In the
London office these were above all Spencer de Grey K one of
the partners, and John Silver. The advanced support' structure,
the principal aspect behind this building's dominant aesthetic,
is by the Ove Arup Partnership, one of the world's leading
engineering offices, also based in London, with whom Foster
had already worked on several projects.

But others were just as important In realizing the
project as the team of architects and of engineersthe bank's
iIn—house building department under the direction of Horst
Gruneis . NERVUS Generalubernehmer GmbH of Dusseldorf and

the Frankfurt branch of Hochtief AG with its director Friedrich
Racky ~who has a great deal of experience with highrise
buildings, as general contractor—they had won the contract
for completion to the handover stageand, not least, the
specialist engineers for technical equipment | electrical | facade
and lift technology,6 for test statics and surveying, for
landscaping, fire protection etc.

Something else to be taken into account is that be—
tween a competition design and the building as finally
realized the client makes many requests for optimization,
which do not become concrete until building is under way .
In this respect there are architects that are open and those
that are not so open. Foster—and this too is a characteristic
of his work that should not be underestimated—was not only
prepared to co—operate, but in relation to the bank's in—
house building department's wishes and requirements, posi—
tively eager to co—operate. Openness of this kind shows not
least an understanding of architectural realization processes,
linking a high degree of ability to integrate with the
architect's own horizon of understanding.

Even in the first version, long before all the revisions,
the design of the Foster office had a number of captivating
features. A dynamic building is placed on a ground plan
consisting of an equilateral triangle with rounded points and
slightly convex, support—free side facades about 60 m long.
The staggered sections of the facade rise in a spiral between
the three service cores at the corners of the building and
around a triangular atrium whose sides are about 17 m long.
This atrium makes the potentially dark centre of the building
light and bright. The head of the tower ends irregularly and
asymmetrically . in response to the spiral figure of the shaft.
The spiral impression is created by nine glazed gardens, each
staggered in terms of the next. These not only give the
building increased external rhythm and transparency, but
together with the atrium 160 m high and rising through 43
storeys they mean that the character of a mere office tower
is avoided inside as well. The jury said this in their
appraisal. >>The characteristic feature of the competition
entry relating to the spatial development on the Kaiserplatz
side is supported by the corner—emphasized structural elements .
The suggested green levels are directly linked with this
vertical effect as they work strongly against it. The fact
that this articulation is achieved using green terraces makes
the design's ecological approach particularly clear. Another
char acteristic is that the ecologically oriented conception of
the building is planned to be visible from a distance. It was
in terms of these basic principles that the particular contri—
bution of this design was assessed in the competition, . . .
The idea of the internal light shaft rising through the whole
building is expressly welcomed because it means that most

of the inside workplaces relate to the urban space In some

way <<
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View of the building from the Frankfurter Hof.
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Such technically advanced, indeed brilliant exploitation
of today's possible building techniques and the way Iin which
they are manipulated to produce a building configuration that
1s highly successful aesthetically requires years of experience
in using such materials and in planning buildings of this kind.
Foster first made his name with large, neutral containers for
space like the operational centre of Fred Olsen Lines in
London 1969.770 the administration building of Willis, Faber
&Dumas insurance company in lpswich, 1871-75 and the
Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts in Norwich, 1974 to 19/8.
But it was above all the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking
Corporation headquarters in Hong Kong, 187986, that showed
him to be a master of minimalizing elegantly all that is
technically necessary. Foster transends functionality and a
building's intended use with a paradoxically graceful monumen—
tality. it Is no coincidence that critics have called his
buildings >>cathedrals of capitalism K << whose beauty, as in
Gothic architecture, derives from an engineer's calculation of
aesthetic consideration. Foster's architectural language, in its

utilitarian elegance and pragmatic refinement, is like the
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Extenior facade of the tower with individually controilable

sun protection.
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Atrium facade of the tower.
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fuselage and frame ergonomics of an aircraft. [t is not as
expressive as that of Santiago Calatrava, nor as muscular as
that of his former partner Richard Rogers, nor as glassy and
insectoid as that of Jean Nouvel Foster is more sober and
more pragmatic than all these colleagues, but this does not
mean that his creations dispense with poetic power which In
his case is always underpinned by a sense of rational and
aesthetic calculation. His language is to a certain extent
post—industrial, always exploited to the bounds of the
possible with the aid of computer—generated calculations. |t
has a quality of command that seems to be taken for
granted style—forming and secure in taste, without being a
style in the restricted sense. Functional requirements, users'
requests  however complex and complicated these may be,
are the beginning rather than the end of a design idea for
Foster—a beginning from which shape, form and spirit can
then develop. It is certainly no coincidence that such an
approach has achieved such commanding refinement in the
land of Paxton's Crystal Palace. And perhaps the psycho—
logical infrastructure of a large architect's office is also a
contributing factor, Here numerous projects that have to be
handled simultaneocusly are developed in independent teams,

interlinked but still producing friction and competing with
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Floor plans (plaza level and typical floar as team office

and as’combi office)

each other. Here work sequences, planning processes and consultations have to engage with the precision of clockwork. In this

way for merely fantastic mental meanderings, the |'art pour |'art of >>style works<< economical and logistical boundaries are
set, whose internal laws probably rub off on the design characteristics in which the energy balance of the building and also
economic optimization strategies have equal value rather than being subordinated. Foster himself asked about this in the context
of the Commerzbank, states things more precisely. >>The form of the building is strongly influenced by energy considerations.
lts compact plan form and use of natural ventilation, together with high performance external wall creates a very favourable
energy equation for the Bank. ... Space in the heart of a prosperous city is always at a premium . This is reflected in high land

values, So there is always the pressure to maximise a precious site. With a small footprint this pushes you high. It was

not the intention to create the highest building in Europe—to be honest, we only realized afterwards . <<
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View of the banking quarter of the town with the new

Commerzbankbuilding across the River Main.

BLRITHMBEFS. BHEESHBERAREE
ERABRIT D RTRESAOHNE TRIFSR B
FERNTHEEX N TENBABS. EE—BWER
RARREARN, EHAHEBRESNERVUSTIERHF X
RIRBREN ARSERENIEPLIANZFHER
M, ERXR-NERERAI12AM, BRRYMA
m'RBERR, MBETHRANA—ERE AN
e, ESEAFHEE 1000 ARIRETI ETE,

REBAT. LLMAXRRIEFRAUS. RE#E
1T AR R DU RETE IR RS AR
RE, BN, REEBEINBRDRIBEERELE
MRTEE R Z EA EHTRRMEE. HAMT RN
DAERAMHRLRNL. BAXNRE, 1995 F&F
FRERBERRLRTHE/NEEEZ RN —EE
FOBE#TT KBRS, NEBILRE T LR
BEIE. SIEMIEMER. K4 300m’ —KEr E ]
REETEMREMN—FRERHK. MEME 2K 60m
MR, ERBADAZTHRET. EAMBNET. &
FMABNRARE, EHEFZRIRITIHN - RS8R
FRERGERE THRETRT., EBET R4E. /)
B ERER R RS,

el T

RERE N 0 M0 o iy
W VLB )
J. imwsre 1T

o LSRR 2 By

1R D RO B0 A% 0 Y 8

IR
L Y

bl b T T
PERREDAR O AR e N
RS i 0 B e

IEEm Ry

B o

]
L] ]|

SUBER R

o bt 0T R

G ilmn:mmum‘ *
EBRRRR RN
it

= sl “'ﬁ"ﬁ" "“"‘ »r':"."-i'v_' s

COMMERZBAN

i

m

Jvivey Uity

I B

e

Of course Foster's office set up a branch in Frankfurt
shortly after the project started. Here Uwe Nienstedt, Foster's
project architect, supervised the architectural side of the
building project. This was essential for clearing the thou—
sands of questions that arose in the course of the project
together with NERVUS and Hochtief within the fixed schedule.
After all this was a building with a gross floor area of about
120000 m? and a gross cubage of 540 000 m®, which was
to be completed in only 36 months—with the result that at
the peak of activity there were over 1000 people warking
on the site at the same time.

Many decisions, for example about the visual quality of
certain surfaces or lighting systems, can only be made
competently and satisfactorily by 1.1 simulation. Also, the
effect of many working details can only be assessed when
they are observed in dimensions cor responding to the future
built reality. This is also true of general and technical
structural details and the office furniture. For this reason, in
spring 1995 the Commerzbank took an empty factory in a
suburb of Frankfurt and built a section of a standard floor
with adjacent lift area on area of 300 m’—in fact they built
only half a full floor area, but a mirror doubled it, giving a
clear sense of the full length, a good 60 m. Here the office
dividers, materials for interior detailing, various lighting
variants and Danish designer Per Arnoldi's signing system
were simulated, Lavatory areas, a small kitchen and parts of
the emergency staircase were also set up.
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