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Schneider: As a working harbour, the Westhafen had a very
brief history. Over a period of roughly one hundred years, the
dock supplied Frankfurt with goods but it soon became evident
that the harbour district was undersized and inadequate. | think
it was in the early 60s or 70s that the original harbour operations
started fo abandon the buildings, and these then became storage
warehouses. After that, the harbour was used by Sehring Beton,
then a main supplier of concrete to Frankfurt and the surrounding
region. It was a great location for them, with optimal access to the
quayside for the boats carrying gravel and the transport lorries.

From the city’s point of view, it was clear that they could no longer
afford fo neglect such a valuable plot of land, located so close to
the main station, and a gateway to Frankfurt on the desirable side of
fown. This then initiated a discussion about what else might work there
- offices, shops, cultural activities — what was feasible? In this context a
corporation was set up - | think it was the first Public Private Partnership
in Germany in which a public authority joined forces with private
investors. It isn't an easy thing for a city to do and they have to be very
clear about the two hats they are wearing. As a municipal authority
on the one hand, they have to ensure that everything conceming the
building regulations, the infrastructure and how the land is developed
is properly managed. On the other hand the city is also part of this
investment company and a stakeholder in any economic success. In
that sense things were also easier for the investors, not least because
they and the city were in the same boat!

Discussions at the early stages essentially revolved around numbers.
To what extent should the land be built on? How many 100 m?
can one squeeze out of it and how should the ratio of residential
accommodation to office space be handled?

At the time, our office was located approximately 100 m from the
Westhafen. We thought it a crying shame that people only ever
talked about numbers, but never about images. How was it then
going to look? So, being incredibly naive, we decided to present
them with our vision of how it might be and soon realized that with
both the investors and the city, we were knocking at an open door.

We wondered how one could ever reconcile the very disparate
urban demands of leisure space on the one hand, and a
reinterpretation of the docklands on the other. How do you come
up with a coherent and intelligible concept that makes it clear that
you are leaving one area and entering the next? This transition,
or threshold, expresses itself in spatial terms - one section is
theoretically still part of the flood zone for the main, the other
is development area. We endeavored to define this transition
very clearly. The park along the embankment finishes, and then
you arrive at another level where these harbour buildings start to
emerge. We decided not to try and resolve this within a single
building but through a more open plan. At the time we pictured it
in terms of three pebbles - just like in a Japanese garden. If you
first build all three structures, it hints that something else will follow.
It's a transient space between one area and the next. That's why,
at the beginning, we put all our effort into designing these three
structures, the Westhafen Tower, the Bridge Building and the House.
Behind this we envisaged individual blocks of apartments. That was
a fairly natural thing to do. You build blocks on the pier and then
design something that is orientated towards them, a comb-like

arrangement, opening up fowards the Westhafen basin. Given the
depth of the plots, this is a reasonable approach. Itll be attractive
50 a lot of people will move there, and of course everyone would
like some sense of being in contact with the river. So you try and
come up with an urban structure that is closed on the street side
but opens up to the south, towards the harbour basin and the river
Main. It was a logical arangement.

Schneider: It's evidently often better to raise some buildings off
the ground. We wouldn't do this with all our projects, and raising it
doesn't necessarily imply it's a building of particular significance.
Sometimes it's because you don’t want to impinge too much on
the site. There are all sorts of reasons. With the Bridge Building we
did this because the ground conditions for the foundations were so
bad. There were only very few places that could take any load.

Cuadra: The Bridge Building is the Bridge Building, the Tower is
the Tower. | also really like the place, its urban quality. The way the
Tower is accessed from the upper level, while also continuing down
to the lower level. And the third structure, the Westhafen House. |
understand this building in terms of its urban role, but if you were to
ask me where you enter it, | could hazard a guess, but actually I'm
not entirely sure!

Schneider: From the point of view of the overall design this is
indeed the “third” building. The Tower is relatively one-dimensional,
a circle or dot continuing upwards. The Bridge Building is two-
dimensional. It rises, but is suspended between two staircases.

Funnily enough, as it stands, this third building has nothing to do with
the sequence one, two, three, but is informed by its urban context.
Spatially speaking, it was more something that developed from the
plan. It has three corners since, from an urban planning point of
view, this is where the harbour starts. The sharp corner points towards
the city like the prow of a boat and the other two corners define
the depth of the ensuing blocks that follow on from this building.
At the beginning, we always said the whole area around this plaza
should act as a prologue to the rest of the Westhafen development.
The Tower and the Bridge Building are both prominent structures,
reminiscent of the area’s former use as a lock. The other building
basically poses the question of how you start to make the transition
from these individual statements to something else. Then there's
also a formal game. While designing the Bridge Building and the
Tower we soon realized that in a triangle you have a geometrical
shape that might help us to resolve some of the impending issues.
With the Tower, we had both the problem of the windows openings
and the issue of how to make a building appear round without using
curved panes of glass. In the Bridge Building it was the construction
framework, and one knows from building bridges that triangles or
lattice trusses are quite an efficient way of supporting heavy loads
over long spans. The Westhafen House was different. Due to its
location, we felt this third building needed a formal relationship to
the other two buildings. That's why it simply plays around with the
idea of a triangle, but not in the same way the other buildings do.
You don't see it so clearly in the elevation, but more as a fish-scale
motif. How does one make the transition from a normal windowpane
to a ventilating element and at the same time solve the floor beam
edge condition? In the end the solution was to design something
that was similar, without being the same.



There are also triangles on the building facade. The fish-scale effect is
similar to that at Braun, which also has a scaly appearance when the
building is being ventilated, but here it's more static. There you have
the fascinating effect of how very different it looks from either side.
We thought this would be a very appropriate solution here. We were
still thinking of starting off with one pane at the front, and continuing
on round, rather like fish scales — all pointing in the same direction
on each side. But that isn't the case here, they continue in the same
direction all the way round. You perceive it in a different way. When
you look at it you can see both the smooth and the projecting side of
the scales. We were once there with Peter Cook, visiting the Westhafen.
He told us he liked the Westhafen House best. For him, the appeal
lay in the fact that it had no easily explicable rationale. It is simply
making a less dogmatic statement. What we achieved here in terms
of urban planning was to start with three individual buildings and
enhance the quality of the external space that links them. To some
this might seem a terrible approach because it contradicts the basic
laws and parameters of urban planning where you always have to
have a defined edge condition and a defined space in the middle!
Here there is no clearly delineated spatial volume and you don't feel
protected, but it's a space that is looking for connections beyond itself
and one that invites you to step into the constellation — more like Pisa
than St. Mark’s Square in Venice.

Schumacher: The whole Westhafen idea came about as part
of Frankfurt’s bid for the 2004 Olympics in 1987. It was going to be
a rowing course. Then that idea evaporated. Several competitions
followed and one idea, among others, was fo fill in the entire harbour
basin to create space for new development. There were investors, but
nothing legally binding, and then we were asked too. We came up with
a touchingly name proposal. For the front plots — the most valuable
land in the Westhafen- we planned something that comprised a third
less floor area than everyone else was suggesting for the same site.

So we went in with our proposal to erect a circular tower, 100 meters
high, the Bridge Building and the Westhafen House. They are all very
different projects but there's a relationship between them, they create
a family. We then presented this proposal to a group of 20 or 30
people at the OFB. The political parties were also there and that was
the first time anyone said they thought it could be done, that it made
sense. Then, as far as | can see, the idea just stuck. The only trouble
about our scheme was that there were now fewer square meters than
before. But then indeed at some point they reached a decision to go
for "quality, not quantity”.

Cuadra:What a great starting point, recognizing that it was all about
the quality of the urban space.

Schumacher: Exactly. As an urban planning project, the Westhafen
was very gratifying.

Cuadra:Were you initially commissioned to design only the Tower?

Schumacher: We had come up with this ensemble and first there
was this heavyweight object, the Tower. Purchasers had to be found.
Who was going to build it? What happens if an investor comes along
and says he wants us to make it square? So in designing the Westhafen
we had already provided them with a development plan. That was
unconventional. Normally that task falls to the city planners.
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Here, however, it was the other way round. We presented this thing
and then it was officially endorsed. At that point we hadn't even signed
a confract and someone else could still have come along and built
it. Then they organized another competition and in order to build this
tower for the investor, we still had to win it. But four or five architects
were also invited to participate. That point marked the birth of the
whole Westhafen project, but it was still another four years until we were
commissioned to design the Tower! We benefited from the fact that an
investor had been found. The Mann family had just sold their furniture
business and were looking to invest their money elsewhere. They
bought info all three properties and it was only logical that we should
then design all three buildings. We think the triangle facade makes it
more attractive. It lends the Tower an abstract quality.

The triangle came from the Tower, the Bridge Building emerged from
its construction framework. The Bridge Building has a peculiar shape,
but in terms of spatial articulation it works well in the Westhafen.
"What on earth is that building?”, you ask yourself as you cross the
Friedensbricke. All you see is a building composed of triangles!

Cuadra: Supporting the facade?

Schumacher: Yes, in this case it's the inner facade that is structural,
the concrete panels. The Bridge Building elevation is semi-closed.
The closed section is made of concrete and in fact these triangles
incorporate the beams.

Cuadra: In the skyscraper the triangle is hidden in the facade, and
in the Bridge Building it's lurking in the structure and the facade. At the
Westhafen House you discover the triangular element in the floor plan.

Schumacher: And also on the facade fo some extent. The Westhafen
House is ventilated only along the edges. It has a scaly skin that runs
the whole way around the building and where the floor levels intersect
the facade you have triangles. So there are analogous shapes always
shimmering through in subtle variations!

Schneider: At the Westhafen Pier the building consists of five blocks
supported on a plinth. The plinth resulted from the fact that this site only
had a B or C rating and, unlike the rest of the Westhafen, it was thought
impossible, or too expensive to build an underground car park. So
first we have this defined base plinth that accommodates parking, on
top of which we placed five blocks. Of course we could simply have
designed these blocks as functional boxes with a flat, unarticulated
elevation. But since the investors kept insisting it was such a terrible site
and that being so close to an ugly power station we would never be
able to attract any tenants, we thought that solution was too obvious.
It was one of the first properties that filed up completely, thanks to its
unusual architecture. But what about the typical tenant? Who would
ever have thought that tenants of all shades would move in there,
on that site? Apparently such projects can indeed attract and inspire
people.

Cuadra: I's a Manhattan location!

Schneider: Exactly, and of course that's what makes it so incredibly
charming and attractive. However, if you say you not only want to
attract people who appreciate it but also those who can pay for it,
that's where things start to get difficult.



