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The Blue Glow: Design Office Reinvents Architecture for IBM e-business

Late in the evening a blue glow emanates from the eighth floor of the IBM building in Chicago,
Mies van der Rohe' slast skyscraper. Glancing up, the casual passerby sees the ethereal light and
concludes that computing power worthy of the Matrix is being flexed; avirtual worldisin
operation. Should that passerby be lucky enough to visit that space, the IBM Center for e-business
Innovation designed by Design Office (DO) in collaboration with Imaginary Forces and executive
architects Hellmuth, Obata + Kassabaum (HOK), those suspicions would be confirmed. DO, led
by principals George Y u and Jason King, and their collaborators have designed a bold and elegant
project that conformsto sci-fi prophet Arthur C. Clarke' sthird law, creating a space in which
technology is so advanced it is indistinguishable from magic. In so doing, they have reconceived
architecture not only in form, but in practice as well.

Both IBM and architecture have changed agreat deal since the late 1960s. The old IBM focused
on hardware, from mainframe computers to the Selectric typewriter. But that IBM went extinct in
the 1980s, as the economy shifted from products to services. Today, IBM no longer makes
typewriters and mainframe sales make up only 3% of corporate revenue. Instead, services account
for 37% and e-business for 50%. IBM stylesitself as the world’ s largest e-business firm, areliable
partner and a sound investment even as shakier dot.com ventures wither.

IBM’s Chicago Center for e-business Innovation is one of a series of such installations aimed at
corporate clients. Each center acts as a briefing environment in which IBM proposes a complete
solution embracing creative website design and online sales strategies together with an electronic
foundation of servers, software, and network technology. In these centers IBM doesn’t so much
deliver asales pitch asan individually tailored consultation, developing a strategy in collaboration
with the client.

If the goals of the IBM e-business center are twenty-first century, so isthe story of its commission.
Seeing the Chicago facility as a prototype, IBM e-business Strategy and hoped to create atotal
experience, combining technology, media content, and environmental design. DO and Imaginary
Forces responded to IBM e-business Strategy and marketing's call for proposals with a solution
that amplified the media presentation with innovative architectural design.

Bringing in DO led to a delicate situation. IBM Real Estate had a standing contract with HOK to
design their offices in the American Midwest. In contrast to the usual value-engineered, maximum
for the minimum commission that IBM Real Estate demanded, this would be a plum project. Had
DO positioned itself as an avant-garde firm specializing in high design, a clash between the two
offices might have resulted. Instead, DO came in as a highly specialized architectural design



consultancy hired by IBM e-business Strategy and marketing to provide an experience
synthesizing environmental and technologica design. With DO based in Los Angeles and HOK
operating out of a Chicago office ten minutes from the IBM building, HOK provided on-site
services, acrucial role given the technological complexity of the commission. The project also
turned into an opportunity for HOK. As DO designed the public experience at the e-business
briefing center, HOK drew on that design for the e-business offices. Once other IBM officesin the
building saw the space, they put pressure on facilities for redesigns of their own, bringing in new
work to HOK.

DO’ stask was to create a distinctive environmental experience without taking away from IBM’s
show. Here too, had DO adopted atypical approach, they would have run aground. Recently,
much attention has been given to the “ creative office,” in which design acts as a stimulus to incite
innovative thinking. Va uable as a means of boosting productivity, the creative office has fallen
out of favor due to a perception that many of the designs were overly heavy-handed. DO had to
take advantage of the creative office s lessons while not upstaging the IBM message. Similarly,
“branding” the space by focusing on hammering home IBM’ s corporate image could have been
disastrous. IBM marketing needed to make visitors feel that they, not IBM, were the focus of the
experience.

DO responded with a compelling and ethereal environment, tweaking the space subtly to create a
heightened state of awareness. Throughout, DO blurred the boundaries between their architectural
design and the media content developed by Imaginary Forces and IBM. DO’ s architecture became
aform of mediaitself.

The visitor isfirst struck by the dissolution of the space’s surfaces, making the environment itself
seem to be less enclosed by traditional walls than by software itself. DO alleviated the heaviness of
the building’s Miesian core through the addition of amultiple layered wall system: drywall painted
silver gray is covered by Plexiglas diffuser panels topped by roll fiberglass. The floor is made of
uncolored resin filled with glass chips on top of off-white painted concrete while anew,
performative ceiling adds an array of shifting planes to make room for the various high technology
devices needed within the space. The resulting space feels considerably lighter than any other in
the building.

A series of large plasma screens attract the eye. Walking from screen to screen, the executive
interacts with the presentation through touch-screen technology. Motion sensors activate audio
tracks as the executive moves closer to the screens. The main bank of screensin the entry hall
rotates on a mechanical system designed by DO to function either as a single presentation or as
four individual workstations.

The briefing room is where the visitor will spend most of their time. Here, an active ceiling
conceal s projectors that beam information onto the table surface. Designed by DO and Imaginary
Forcesin collaboration with KB Manufacturing, a high tech custom manufacturing firm, the table
conceals an array of technology devices facilitating the user’ s interaction with the multimedia



presentation.

Design Office’ s project demonstrates that just as IBM has found a successful market in the
hydra-headed synthesis of e-business, so, too, the forward-looking architectural practice unites
design, adelight in playing boffin, keen market awareness, and the ability to draw together ateam
that can address all aspects of the task. The result is not only a convincing space but a convincing
new model of practice.



