A new
horizon

How would you make the vast headquarters
for a global biotechnology firm feel homely?
Michael Willoughby visits the Horizon Serono
Ha to find out how London-based practice
Mackay + Pariners fared

Mackay + Partners prides itself on its ability to create
witlcoming spaces within corporate schemes The London-
based practce feels & great deal of its mfvence comes fram
work on hotels, such as Lendon's the Sanderson, St Martine
Lane Hotel and The Trafalgar “Cur office projects relate
miore b0 people and they have a more hotel and leisure kind
of twist,” says senlor partner Ken Mackay. "We are not the
typical commercial-space-planning office.” On the day |
spoke 10 him and partner Gavin Harris they wers preparing
to zip over to- Kenya to work on a five-star hotel in the region
and there's another hotel project underway,

S0 consider for'a mement the Horizon Serono project n
Geneva, where Mackay + Partners has created the Interdor
for Chicage-based architect Murphy/Jahn's colossal office
building. This new “carnpus” for what has, following a
merger, become Ewxrope’s largest biotechnology firm Merck
Seromna, ks a 40,0002q m, glass and steel beast. The six
buildings in Helmut Jahn's signature new-modernist style are
arranged anund a seven-flioar-high atrium, which encloses a
slice of avenue and several trees

Grids of super-clear, low-iron glass and sparkling steel
form the walls, screens and roof of the building. There i
nathing between the viewer and the open sky except glasa
In & corner of this cathedral-Bke space hover sharp-edged

« bricdges, criss-crossing in mid air, Enking separate parts of
the building e the city in Fritz Lang's Metropaolis. Elegant
= stairways with large balconies descend from these walkways

Murphy/ Jahn has said it was inspired by the challengs
that the client — specialising in multiphe sclerosis,
reproductive health, dermatelogy and growth deficlencles
= had set itsell, to be “the biggest and the best biotech
company in the world®, As sich, "in terms of constructon
and performance, the building is more informed by principles
of science and technology, rather than design and style” says
the practice.

The feeling upon entering the Merck Sorono’s
headguarters iz indesd one of ncredible cleanness and
efficiency. It's like & scientific experiment in which several
miinite planes are made to intersect with each other in the
shape of a bullding.

But for all ies meris; Horizon Serono HO s less than
welcoming, and Mackay + Partners had its work cut out If
it wanted to put the ghast in the machine, The firm worked
hnrd tor bring wacmith, colour. organic life and cohesion
to the project. Flace-making was important in bringing a
human scale to the building interior. Both the reception ares
and the cafe are strisctres within structures. The cafe i
double helght, with cast-iron pillars linking the two floors.
The reception of bright biue glass welcomes visitors with a 7
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splash of colour, with bench seating by B&B Italia. The cafe
is banded with LED lights at the top and bottom and the
footprints of afl stractures are kept a5 minimal as possible;
these may be large [nfrusions into the "infinlte” space, but
they float appropriately
Thie maat striking colour element within the bailding 5
the “wax wall® — the first thing that visitors are likely to ses
Coloured LEDs project ever-changing content = inclading
stylised DMNA, images of bahies and chermical strands =
through thin yellow waee. This wall hovers in front of a “rain
cloud” or misting device, like a steel rain forest, with a tank
at the bottom, Elsewhere. traifing plants — incloding orchids
ard ferns = hang dowm in front of the external skin, These
slements point to the “natural” moots of bictechnology.
Mature and colour are also combined in a glass wall
that starts in the restaurant and runs out nto the atrium
The panel features orchids and other fiowers in the hanging
plant wall. The shade of the wall is just the stan of the
colour riot taking place in the restaurant. 1t ks here that
Mackay + Partners’ experience ot designing high-end leisure
spaces shines through. It has created three different dining
ervironments, two salf soree and one waiter serviced. In the
self-serve zone, Large tables are surrounded by clear plastic
chairs, both by Arper, 5o that peoplé can take their time. sted
next to o more cassal set up where employees ina urry can
grab lunch. The glass surfaces are yellow, with a cell-bond
material benearh. As well a5 o mesh cedling pierced with spat
lighting. the back of the self-service restaurant is Aooded
with bhae light. “We were careful to choose the type of Bght,”
garys Hagris. “You woubd think that food on & yellow table top
with a blue Hght rmdght be a bit yuk" bit it's actually fine.”
Mackay + Parners has converted the end of a large
self-service fridge inte o screen with a projection of Acwers,
1-!.]'iiﬂg a lunctional elerment and allowing it oo welcome
diners rather than having to hide it. The wakter service anea
sirikes a different note of contemnporary lwoiry more suited
to lingering. With its shaggy, glass lampshades and crisp
white tableclaths, you could be in the hottest new restaurant
I torwm rather than & staff canteen. The third dining space,
a cafe sorving breakfast and coffes, is visible through the e
of trees
A notion of transparency, abded by the low iron glass,
carres throughout the bullding. People can be spotted fromm
almost any point overlooking or within the atrium. “It's
not Big Brother-like or negative,” says Harris. *You can
look across from all six balldings inta oae bublding and go,
Where's John? Oh, Jahn's there” So, | think that's good.”
Mackay + Partners’ design celebrates this type of random
interaction ot all points. On (he walioways and landings are
what the firm calls "speakeasies™; informal points with B&B
[tailia tables and chairs where peopls can grab a ooffes and
git down. The red chalrs are an extremely siriking element
I it midst of He white snd steel. but one can’t help but
Feel it would take & lage ego to be prepared to have a
meeting sitting. exposed, hanging in space. It could be that
thia ks just what Merck Serono’s people possess, bul G0
of the firm’s 1,200 employees were predent in the bailding
whien | was there, and few were hanging out oy hess Spots
— it was lunchtims though [

Another siunning area that was under populated on the
day of the visit was the library, where Corian shelves by
Moktenl = the edges lit by LEDs - snake around and hold
penodicals. In the other part of the section, curved oak
shedves house research books. The library is abutted by a
separate seating area above the cafe overlooking the atrium,
providing another visual and practical linkage of space

The warkspaces, inchiding laboratories [not designed
by Mackay), work desks and administrative and marketing
areas havve & subtler quality. Harns and Mackay speak of
these areas as “warm'”, but they also feel a little bland and
soulless. The cnly colour here is the yellow of the workiops
and some of the tables, which can appear sunny and warm
or pale and insipid depending on the setiing. The screens on
the bench deskkng by Ergonom seem [Be they might be too
high. The private offices ane, however, airy and inspiring with
a wall serving as a whiteboard. The ghared areas outside the
laboratory overlook the atrium and the yellow ks repeated in
the top of some of the storage areas.

While theve is no suggestion that quality was sacrificed
in the common areas. it i the private CEC's office that is
the stand out space in this building. Definitely ot in the:
line of sight of all, the sheer quality of the chalrman’s
quarters — three timeas the specification af the rest of the
buikl acconding to 8 supplier — makes architect and client
uncamdortable even discussing it

'm not supposed to mention the 200 cows that went
mnio surfacing the white kid leather walls by Fritz Hansan
and chairs by B+B ltalis, the en sulte bathroom, kichen and
bedroam with wiews of Lake Geneva. The wonds “luomry™
and “sofiness™ are ones thai Harrs uses and then retracts,
inatesd saying: “li was designed to the quality of & hotel, bui
it was for business. It's really a personal sulte {or the CEQ
o someane. [t's not something we can really talk abowt and
they are concerned abaut how they are representing I2 o
their front people. [ts very unusal.”

[t certainty is: the akr is eardy Frank Liowd Wiright by way
of Stanley Eubrick. The dark leather and wood, traditional
signifiers of the powerful boardraoem, ane white snd light
here. |5 it a hangover (ram former ewner Erpesto Bertarell's
ztyle and taste? The [alian sold the company to Merck last
year for $13.3 billkon. The change of leadership might explain
the somewhal ambiralent atiinude of the PR maching to the
auife (incloding no pictures being reteased 10 ws)

Chher aspects of the bullding are moee modest in aim,
Being e 0o Lake Geneva allows for all heating and cooling
berwesn plus and minas five degrees to be provided by water
cocling in the summer and heating in the winter. Thene are
thres layers of shades on the skin of the building. all of which
are conbrolled by computer. Flaps in the glass can be opened
and clossd. And, most spectacularly, the whale roaf of one
shde can apen up i summer. Mackay's “rafn cloud” feanare
adds 1o this natural cooling and humsdin:

a0 has Mpckay + Partnerd made a hofne in thas quartz
crysal of & budiding? Comments from users were nol
lortheoming, but IE's [xir 1o 23y that the reception, restaurant,
cafe and CEOQ suite areas are incredibly successful: high
quadity. innctive and very stylish.

Harizon Serono i & polarsing space “[t was mportant to
specily an equal quality 1o the origimal bullding.” Harms says,
and the bullding's precweon., efliciently clean assthetic and
beauty cannot be doubted. Buf the coldness of the Lake, the
Alps and, perhaps, the scentlc entérprges ifsel, makes ths a
hard space for a hurman to feel entirely comfortable n




