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“It read more or less like a big Montessori kindergarten: 
nonterritorial offices, no separation walls, lots of play areas in between. 
It’s very progressive, open.”

	 Like nearly all Behnisch projects, it has a large central atrium that brings 
as much sunlight as possible into the center of the building, which also 
functions as a public space, with a shop, a restaurant, outdoor seating, 
and a supermarket to create an active urban site, as well as a place to show 
off Unilever’s brands. To save energy on heating and cooling, the building 
employs a slab-cooling system—originally developed by Behnisch for anoth-
er project and now standard in green buildings in Germany—in which 
groundwater is pumped into pipes in the concrete slabs to serve as both 
thermal mass and a geothermal heating and cooling device. The reflexive 
angles of the exterior appear to be purely stylistic, but the surface is actu-
ally a sleight of hand reconciling aesthetics with environmental qualities 
and budgetary limitations. The faceted double facade is composed of an 
ETFE membrane (a kind of plastic) stretched over a steel structure on top of 
a more straightforward building envelope. It protects the operable windows 
and solar-shading system from strong harbor winds and exhaust from the 
Queen Mary 2, the gigantic cruise ship docked alongside the museum.  
	 Back in Berlin, Behnisch and McLaughlin present their work as part of 
a discussion on sustainability in a packed courtyard at the Architecture 
Forum Aedes, a former brewery complex in Prenzlauer Berg that has been 
converted into galleries, an experimental architecture school, and studios 
for artists, including Olafur Eliasson. In recent years, Behnisch has criti-
cized the U.S. Green Building Council’s method of calculating environmen-
tal quality using point values that have no relation to energy consumption. 
German codes are performance based, specifying minimum thermal con-
servation and maximum energy use depending on the building type, with 
formulas for calculating solar gains, ventilation, heating, air-conditioning, 
hot water, and built-in lighting systems. 
	 Compared to the abstract LEED system, the performance-based codes lend 
precision to the value of green buildings, but Behnisch vigorously defends 
LEED in Berlin. He gets a big applause from the audience when he talks 
about his impatience with the rule-obsessed German method of calculating 
kilowatt hours per square foot without considering comfort and quality. 
“Here in Germany, we have purely quantitative approaches, not qualitative 
approaches,” he says. “LEED talks about public space, what you do for the 
environment around the building, where you get your energy from, natural 
daylight, visual contact to the outside. But if you look at our standard, it’s 
all total nonsense because it’s only about quantity, zero about quality.”
	 He has grown to appreciate LEED’s ability to motivate corporations to 
outcompete one another, if only for the sake of publicity. “We actually live 
in a time and a society where the brand and the label become more impor-
tant than the content,” he says. “In the beginning, we all laughed a little bit 
about LEED, but in the end it’s a great tool for us. If your neighbor has 
Platinum, you need at least the same because the client is in the business to 
make money and rent out buildings. It’s a very simple reflex. Once we mar-
ket sustainability, we can really integrate it, and it will change and enrich 
the formal language of architecture.” °www.metropolismag.com #
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