The Duty to Build Beautiful

Can beauty be found in office
buildings?
by Robert Kerr

In a world where so much of life is consumed in an office and commerce
drives much of society, it is a paradox that we are surrounded by so many
dreary, ugly and bizarre buildings. Beauty should be considered as much
for offices as for homes, given the necessity for new offices across our
cities and towns. Indeed, many of the considerations made in relation
to the Building Better, Building Beautiful Commission Interim Report (“Interim
Report”) are relevant to this discussion. The concept of the ‘three scales of
beauty’ that lies at the heart of the Interim Report – beautiful buildings,
beautiful places, beautifully placed – can just as easily be applied to offices.
Offices often feature prominently in our towns and cities due to their scale
and are frequently used as landmarks. The way we are working, the nature
of an office environment, and the integration of these buildings into our
urban centres is changing and this gives pertinence to this revaluation of
why beauty in an office is important. A continuation of building offices
designed in isolation of context – both architecturally and socially – driven
only by financial return, risks missing the added value that can be achieved
from well-rounded designs. Beautiful offices will improve productivity,
well-being, identity, and our townscapes. To take the opening quote of the
Interim Report by Octavia Hill, ‘We all want beauty for the refreshment of
our souls’. This is as apt for the environment in which we work as it is for
our homes.
The value and economic priorities placed on those commissioning
offices differs from those building homes. The need to serve a specific use
class and to maximise the space available on a plot have historically been
key drivers, and yet this should not preclude beauty in commercial spaces.
Any argument to beautify these often-perceived utilitarian buildings
requires careful financial pragmatism, but beauty does not need to be more
expensive. It does not need to be more complicated; detail need not be
more embellished or materials more expensive, indeed some of the most
beautiful structures are the sublime in their simplicity. Beauty has social
and economic value and, given the fact that the assets of any business are
its people and economic considerations are sharpest in commerce, that
this sector of the market has ignored beauty for so long would seem an
oversight.
Beauty is more complex than the opposite to ugly, however, through
reference to where damage has been done, it is easier to assess how
‘beautiful buildings’ might be designed. Office buildings, as with
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houses, can quickly erode and disfigure the local identity and character
of streetscapes if the detail is not considered. Fundamental consideration
of height and scale in composition give a steady base on which to build
beauty. Taking buildings higher than the surrounding urban form scars
a skyline, or creates narrow canyons that funnel air and cut out light,
impacting the enjoyment of those around. A lack of appropriate scale,
or monolithic facades challenge the humane scale that allows familiarity
with form. The absence of detail in a façade, something to break up the
massing of these large buildings, that either stretch along the street or
tower seemingly forever above exacerbates the overbearing nature of
these structures. The manipulation of planes of the facade, the vertical and
horizontal faces of the building, allows a play of light and shadow to give
a sense of depth, rhythm, or hierarchy, helps integrate offices into their
surrounding context. Considering buildings’ interaction at ground level,
the way they touch the ground, is vital, especially for those skyscrapers that
are particularly striking. It is after all, the first four to six storeys that have
the biggest impact on our streetscapes and can shatter coherence and unity.
Some alignment of these all-important storeys with offices of the nonskyscraper variety can help integrate a building with the local character.
And yet many offices today seem to ignore any such consideration, almost
in wilful disregard and shouting out for unwanted attention. A similar lack
of care or consideration of the materials used, the tone or grain, can have
similar effect. Glass just does not ‘reflect’ context.
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The Flatiron Building, New York. A building of striking form, composition and use of
detail. Even the surrounding context maintains a sense of unity with different style
and façade treatment. Image Credit: ‘Flat Iron Building 6’ by ahisgett is licensed
under CC BY 2.0.

A beautiful office should not simply copy what is around it. Emulation,
working with the same language, or style, might be the correct solution
for a brief, but to blindly copy and not understand the language or intent
of the original will inevitably lead to a poor design that will be filled with
unresolved details. Bringing order to the parts that make up the whole does
not need to be determined by an argument for a specific style, it should
provide the freedom to achieve a beautiful office with differing stylistic
approaches. There are plenty of rightly award-winning towers of elegant
design that challenge the use of materials in innovative ways, or push
engineering to the limit. These are fine but in reality, are a select minority.
There are many more that try to copy what has been done around them,
based perhaps on the estate agent’s premise that if it worked next door it
will work here, but fail to realise that these buildings work because they
are designed well in all their elements.
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Turning to the second string of the three scales of beauty, we can no
longer consider designing our office buildings in isolation, as a singular
building to serve a sole function. This is not just the use but the way the
office will impact on those buildings and communities already around it.
This is important in creating a sense of place but also in how the design of
an office integrates the public realm into and around the office building.
Offices have a strong a role in creating beautiful environments, and of
strengthening and developing the local culture and character. The Royal
Institute of British Architects (RIBA), in evidence given to the Interim
Report, stated ‘local culture is … critical in determining what will be
considered beautiful in a particular area.’ Indeed, the aspiration of Policy
Principle 2 of the Interim Report, ‘beauty and the spirit of place defined
and demanded locally’, would apply as much for offices - and indeed if
offices did so integrate this would only strengthen the beauty of place.
Encouraging better local culture, promotes a sense of collective identity
and in turn improves the value placed on beautiful offices.
Work patterns, the nature of office and the way we work together are
all changing. The research carried out by ADAM Urbanism with Grainger,
Tomorrow’s Home, highlighted the shifting trends in the pattern of work. The
impact of this is seen in the desire for more flexible working spaces, the
integration into other uses and the need for more flexible office space,
not just in size but in possible uses. Making office buildings beautiful,
pleasant, healthy, happy places, will have a wider effect on all around, not
just for those who use these structures. There are important physiological
and psychological considerations in the design of offices and to fail on
either is to fail in the environment created.
Flexibility is vital to ensure long term use can adapt to changing trends.
Flexibility will, however, change the way that offices are designed, and we
are seeing this in the additional facilities that are now built into designs.
Communal spaces inside can spread to the outside. As a result, there is
an understandable increase in focus in the importance of space around
and between buildings of all types. It is realm which we all share and to
which we all respond. Therefore, the interaction at ground level, not just
in the building design as set out previously, also has an importance in the
argument for beauty in this context. The urban realm, the spirit of place
around offices, is changing and is changing for the better in encouraging
more beautiful offices. The increased flexibility of work, including the rise
of working from home, is breaking down the Euclidian zoning that has such
a negative impact on our towns and cities. Commerce is being successfully
integrated into residential uses, sharing these new spaces to make for richer
places, increasing the diversity of people, extending offerings available to
communities, and increasing profitability for businesses with extended
business hours. Beautiful offices will integrate the whole lifestyle of those
working and if well designed can only improve health and wellbeing. The
beautiful offices of the future are not just a vision for the company that
occupies them but the people who work there and live around them.
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The integration of mixed use buildings with public realm to create a vibrant,
beautiful place. Image Credit: “Brindleyplace sunshine” by feltip1982 is licensed
under CC BY-ND 2.

Consideration has already been set out on the value of context in the
design, of how these buildings contribute to the spirit of the place and how
valuable the surroundings are to inform the design of beauty in offices.
There is a final piece of analysis on how office buildings might be beautiful,
and that is to take a wider view of the pattern of office development,
their integration into the broader urban context and their impact on
sustainability. Bill de Blasio, Mayor of New York City, announced in April a
plan to ban glass and steel skyscrapers in the name of climate change. This
bold statement poses an interesting question as to whether something that
damages the environment can be beautiful or if these choices of materials
and their subsequent poor environmental performance are right. At the
core of most skyscrapers are many million tons of concrete, which has in
itself a very poor environmental credential, so should we also be limiting
height? This is not probably feasible in the current commercial world, nor
with the pressures on space and premium of land available in the most
desirable places for offices, however, it is a question that will be debated
further in the years ahead and this conversation will develop.
The pattern of tall towers is perhaps most pertinent in consideration of
the way beautiful offices sit in settlement patterns. Tall buildings serve a
purpose in the right context, however often these buildings are conceived
in isolation. They are often designed to be ‘iconic’. There is no shortage of
architectural awards given to skyscraper proposals, and no doubt much
creativity is poured into the concepts. However, many fail to consider
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practicalities of the people living and working in them, the context in
which they will sit, or indeed how they will be perceived when placed
alongside countless tall buildings whose designs seem more focused on
their form than the way they might sit in their wider surroundings. We
now have cities full of buildings and proposals that take on gratuitous
forms, a trend to find a metaphor in form – The Octopus, The Cheesegrater,
The Cucumber – form often driven by the need to push the space available
in the constraints of light, air or views. Oliver Wainwright’s description of
the Nova Building in Victoria in 2017 as ‘a bright red preening cockerel’
tells you all that is needed on the intentions of this building. The judges
of Carbuncle Prize described how it ‘sets a new benchmark for dystopian
dysfunction’. While these buildings will always be commissioned, many
with commercial success, the fight to outcompete the next will inevitably
challenge the premise of beauty, blighting the cityscapes and identities.
Beauty has an intrinsic value both monetarily and culturally. Challenging
the status quo to build for conventionally assessed profit, writing off detail
as additional cost and flexibility as additional complexity, fails to see the
possibility available to those commissioning offices. Just as the 1909
Planning Act aimed, ‘To secure the home healthy, the house beautiful, the
town pleasant, the city dignified and the suburb salubrious’, so the context
of beauty of an office must be found in a sum of the parts, not just of a
concept in form or aesthetic. Perhaps the mantra for the future might be,
‘To ensure the work space balance, the office beautiful, the spirit of place,
the city status, the commercial respect.’

Form centric, ‘Iconic buildings’ dominating and looming over cities. The offices in
the foreground demonstrating how offices of different styles can be successfully
integrated into the cityscape. Image Credit: “The Walkie Talkie 20 Fenchurch
Street” by MarkGarth is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 2.0
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