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Black 333, a Ciritical Review of its Second Life

Before adressing the subject of my lecture, | should express
some modesly in relation to the other contributions on this
conference. Not to say | am the herefic in a group of
experts. In mos! presentotion we have seen fill now, the
subject hove been monuments of modernism — who's archi-
tectural and historical importance is evident. And we
enjoy the ingenuity with which such projects have been
testored or even reconstrucied. The cases | om going fo
show have more to do with a daytoday practice, where
the existing may have some value, but not fo the degree
that the way you should cope with that value is obvious
from the start. Moreover, the case of the Blaak tower is an
extreme in the specire of what you can do with an existing
premise: We have turned it into a completely new build-
ing with its merits and its defaults, Henceforth the word
*crificale in the title.

From 1987 untill 1992 my office has been involved in the
complete renewal and extension of Blook 333 but |
became a member of the design-team only in late 1988,
when the design slage was said o be nearly complefed.
31 years old, and working free lance three days o week
for Kraaijvanger, | soon turned out to be the project archi-
fect, changing whatever wos conceived before, The result
can theretore be seen as the product of my imagination,
for better or for worse. Since its completion in 1992, the
assessment of the metomorphosis of Black 333 has tured
for the worse, primarily for two reasons: Firstly, the new
facade, made of pointfixed, heat strenghtened glass,
proved fo be deficient. Although only & out of 600 pan-
els actually came down (which in a normal industrial pro-
cess is an accepfable fallout] the whole building was
wrapped in nets, just two months after the official reopen:
ing. | need to say, that our office was not to blame, but it
is only after moking the glass bridge in our office building,
that | con express a cerlain pride in being the architect not
only of one of the most advanced confemporary glass con-
structions, but also of the greatest glassdisaster in Dutch
history.

Secondly, and maybe inspired by examples like Blook
333, we have seen the rise of a new appreciation for the
heritage of the sReconstruction Periode (de Wederop-
bouw) that is so typical for Rotterdam — and for our office
The great benefit of this is the growing owareness for the
merits of the existing. Inspite of our increased whealth,
buildings of the past are not easily reploced by something
better. But the appreciation sometimes verges towards nos-
lalgia, neglecting the fact that the relished objects of the
fities offen have technical problems that need to be
tepaired. With the knowledge and the position | have
now, | would above all challenge the starting points of the
project, namely, that the existing building was not seen as
a source of inspiration, but s a structure that was cheaper
o renew than o replace.

The original building ~ formerly known as :De Hoofdpoort
- was designed by our office between 1958 and 1961
The concept was derived from the Lever-Sunlight building
in New York by S.O.M. It consisted of a concrete skele-
fon structure with free floors around o central core that con-
loined all the necessary services. Around this structure a
thin, single layer of glass in steel windowframes was
wrapped, with a system of allemoting high and low open-
able windows. Being the first postwar sykscaper in the
area, the building dominated for long its environment.

Of course, the building wos much too hot in summer on
one side and much too cold in winter on the other, An out-
side sunscreen was added latey, the first automatic system
in the Netherlands. In all its simplicity, the design of the
focade showed a very otfractive combination of transpa:
rency, depth, and a rich variely of scale. The design of the
ground floor might have been a bit weaker, showing little
contrast with the fower above while polentially being the
socle. Al the comers the facade had been closed like with
blinkers. The interior had become obsolete, with an ubig:
vitous, musty smell of the fiffies.

The metamorphosis of Black 333 consisted of four main
interventions, oll of them determined before | become
involved: The replacement of the original fagade, the
reconfiguration of the centrol core, i.e. the elevators, the
building of three more Hoors and the extension of the
ground floor on two strips of nomansland adjocent to the
building, These extra two melers contain a parking for 57
cars and an extension 1o the main hall.

Before turning to the fagode, | will briefly explain the other
parts of the operation: The exchange of two landings and
the back-o-back elevators for a central hall with four mod-
emn elevators is by any standard an improvement. But it
was a radical infervention — big toys for big boys. We
learned how concrete can be sown like plywood. The
original structure had naturally strenghtened over the years
and by means of a light weight prefabricated construction,
the maximum we could add were three more floors. The
critical factor was a large perimeter beam on the second
floor that separated the tower from the somewhat recessed
socle. This beam allowed o double disfance of the col-
umns on the ground- ond first floor [from 3.25m 1o
6.50 m). We had to reinforce these columns by odding
prefabricated strips. The extension of the 1 34loor building
by new floors ment that the penthouse on the 14th floor
had to be demolished, much to my regret. It was one of
the most peculiar and specific places in Rofterdam, con-
taining a large boardreom and a tiny cppariment for the
buildings’s concierge. The idea of living on the building
you are managing and the shomelessly small dimensions
of the oppartment showed an old fashioned commitment
that would deserve preservation. And the penthouse beau
tifully topped the building. The new plantroom failed to
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designed betwesn 1958
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as possible. The solution came trom lightly finted green
glass that combined a sufficient ZTA with a high transpe-
rency, while avoiding the greyish veil from inside. [Today's
gloss technology with invisible coatings has advanced
incredibly in only five years time, :and could have pro-

vided the same characteristics witheut finted glass).

The effect we pursued was fo express both @ horizontal
and a vertical arficulation of the facade. The horizontal is
evident in almost any office building with 30% windows,
but the verfical had fo be created by the alternating sirips
of crepy and furquoise glass. Because of the neutral gre
and moreover the crepy surface, the fagade changes with
wheather conditions and the hour of the day. This
dynamic, or rather comeleon-ike feature must be known to
regular passersby. Basically the idea was to replace the

literal fransparency of the ornginol — that means in |'eu|ih,r
looking into @ shallow space of max. 50 cm deep— by a
virtual  tronsparency, where columns were »shining
ihroughe the outer enamelled skin. So after all the main
architectural theme of the building remained the same, i.e.
the wrapping of the structure in a thin layer of glass.

Conclusion

Blaak 333 has turned into a completely new building that
works much better than the former one. lts climate and
inner logistics have improved dramatically as did the inter-
ior decoration. | believe the lower level — the socle and the
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mos! important — @s in any renovation project —

are the following initial questions: Can the old inspire the

new or should it deserve preservation? Does the composi:
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fion of the building team allow sufficient influence for the

designer and room for an open process and the necessary

research® Are there any technical requirements that deter-

mine the result and might have to be challenged? (In case
of Blaak 333 the standard 30% window ratio.|

My conclusion as an architect is not that keeping to the
ofiginal of mediocre postwar architecture is befter than
replacing it fabulo rasa. But the choice should be a con-
cious one. Once that choice is made; it generally doesn't
matter what'you do, but how you do it.
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