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PALACES OF CAPITAL

The buildings at Thurgauerstrasse are Palaces of  Capital. The developement 
of  the area in the late capitalism of  the seventies and eighties coincided with the 
abandonment of  the gold standard and the strong deregulations undertaken 
by many governments which gave way to the process of  globalisation. Until 
that time, the land near Thurgauerstrasse was mostly used for agricultural 
purposes. However, its strategic position between the city and the airport soon 
drew the attention of  constructors and enterprises, who imagined to establish 
there a glamourous and highly innovative business center named with the 
futuristic “New Space”, in the manner of  “City-Nord” in Hamburg or “La 
Défense” in Paris. The big amount of  available land made it possible to imagine 
a kind of  “New Beginning”, in which each enterprise had the opportunity for 
building as big as they wanted and the chance for self  expression, to represent 
the values of  their enterprises through their new headquarters. 
As such, the luxurious office buildings arranged along the new “promenade” of  
Thurgauerstrasse express the optimism and the strong belief  in the future which 
characterizes the beginnings of  globalisation, through their façades, interiors 
and surfaces. Nevertheless, the economic crisis in the nineties suddenly stopped 
the developement of  Thurgauerstrasse and slowed down the completion of  
several buildings. Today, almost all of  them experience high vacancy rates, 
with an average vacancy of  25,1%. Therefore these palatial edifices tell the 
story of  the late capitalistic system and its strong belief  in accumulation, profit 
and economical growth, as well the story of  its momentary decay.
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    Gebaut wird das Luxusbürozen-
trum mit dem futuristischen Na-
men im Oberhauser Ried.

teuerste Wiese Europas. Thurgauerstrasse, schimmern die 
Fassaden einer ganzen Zeile von 
grosskalibrigen Büropalasten, die 
einen unwillkürlich an Amerika 
denken lassen. «Spross baut hier 
das Air Center»

   New 
Space. Für innovative Unterne-
hmer und deren Mitarbeiter, die 
eine moderne, anregende Atmos-
phäre in der Nachbarschaft von 
weltbekannten Firmen suchen»,

    «Bald gibt es die neuen 
Geschäftsräume an bester Lage im 
Norden der Stadt Zürich:
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CAPITAL AND POWER

In the same way that Georges Bataille identifies cathedrals and palaces as 
signifiers of  a divine order imposed by a ruling elite to the silent masses, 
the palatial edifices along Thurgauerstrasse signify the rule of  profit, as well 
as its momentary decay. Their façades, their lobbies and office table rows 
provide the pertinent scenery for the capitalistic machinery of  productivity 
and economical growth to take place. It is a subtle form of  power which acts 
on the players without them being completely conscious. As Foucault argues 
“power is tolerable only on condition that it masks a substantial part of  itself. 
Its success is proportional to its ability to hide its own mechanisms.” It can be 
assumed that the spatial configurations at Thurgauerstrasse impose in a subtle 
and unnoticeable way a very specific behaviour on the occupants, that have to 
be able to perform it in order to take part in the play. 
Some of  the buildings already suggest power in a very literal way through its 
imposing size, which is what Ursprung denominates as “das Kapitalistische 
Erhabene”, the Capitalistic Sublime. 
In some cases through the typology of  the office tower and in some others 
through rather literal postmodern palatial facade compositions, both an 
export of  American office buildings the Thurgauerstrasse buildings adopt 
expressions of  dominance. Not only do this buildings represent the dominance 
of  globalization, but they are as well a globalized product. Special attention 
must be given to the entrance situations, since they are the moments where the 
publicness enters the buildings, and at the same time the places of  the highest 
representation and power performance.
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CAPITAL AND POWER

Thurgauerstrasse, schimmern die 
Fassaden einer ganzen Zeile von 
grosskalibrigen Büropalasten, die 
einen unwillkürlich an Amerika 
denken lassen. «Spross baut hier 
das Air Center»
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RULES AND BEHAVIOUR

The office buildings at Thurgauerstrasse prescribe a very specific set of  rules.
Particular attention should de drawn to the entrance situations, the foyer and 
the atrium, since they are the spaces where the visitor receives the building’s first 
impression and therefore they become the major settings for representation as 
well as for behaviour control, sometimes even literally through the instalation 
of  video cameras.
Although these interiors are commonly perceived as spaces for the public,  
which embody the ideal of  individual freedom, there are certain actions 
that are implicitely not allowed to happen inside of  them and others that are 
encouraged. In the first place, the apparent individual freedom is subjected 
to the imperative of  productivity and consume, without which the individual 
is uncapable of  fitting into the setting. Therefore, people that show signs of  
poverty or do not respect the etiquette are sistematically not allowed to go 
inside. Moreover, they are highly conditioned and purified spaces in which the 
visitor’s behaviour is already predefined. As an example, people are not expected 
to speak loudly or to run. Any kind of  political or religious manifestations 
are strictly forbidden and out of  place. One could even go as far as to state 
that any kind of  criticism or negativity which could interfere with the higher 
aims of  agreement and business making are disincouraged. Instead, a logic of  
productivity, economical growth and accumulation, a complete subjugation to 
the power of  capital, is encouraged through the various settings. The visitor 
behaves rather carefully, with correctness and according to a social code. 
However, these rules or social codes are not written anywhere explicitely. And 
yet, through a very specific choice of  materials and surfaces and through the 
typological analogy they make to other spaces, the visitor recognises a certain 
set of  rules and behaves accordingly in a very specific way, that is expected 
from him.
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TECHNOLOGY

The buildings at Thurgauerstrasse are an expression of  a technology 
driven society, which believes in it almost religiously as the motor of  social 
improvement, economical growth and, nowadays, the answer to climate 
change. The innovative and forward-looking enterprises that would settle 
at Thurgauerstrasse, many of  them even amongst the most technologically 
advanced, such as General Motors, demanded to be accordingly represented 
through avantgarde architecture. 
At that time, edifices such as the Airgate Business Center, the first skyscraper 
built in Zurich, were even typologically innovative within the Swiss context.
However, it is the case for most of  the buildings that the materials used in 
their construction are higly processed materials, such as anodized aluminium, 
coloured glass or polished terrazzo tiles. Some are more explicit the others, 
showcasing a technology-driven design, such as the Marti Building by architect 
Theo Hotz, or implementing high-tech ornamentation, which is the case in 
the Angst & Pfister building.
Donna Haraway alerts from the dangers of  believing in technology as a kind 
of  saviour which will fix the problems of  a damaged earth, since it prevents 
people of  taking action in the present time. 
Furthermore, (technological sublime)
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THE LOBBY

The prototypical entrance space to the capitalistic office building is the  lobby, 
or, its grand version, the atrium. Their symbolic importance as the spaces 
of  the highest representational function and in which the spatial grandeur 
reaches its highest degree is almost self-evident. 
This is the case as well in the office buildings at Thurgauerstrasse, in which it 
becomes noticeable at first sight that there has been a considerable amount of  
capital and resources invested. The most expensive and valuable materials are 
to be found here and in many cases the value of  the materials decreases as the 
visitor enters further into the building. Marbles, terrazzo, polished aluminium 
and luxurious furniture represent the enterprise’s ideals of  value creation 
and accumulation. And, what is more, the effort invested in the cleaning and 
maintenance of  these spaces is significantly higher than in any other. 
Mark Pimlott argues that the setting up of  these interiors is comparable to 
the way that Romans used to colonise new territory, by delimiting a space 
and establishing rules and behaviour conditions within the new boundaries. 
Similarly, the spaces of  capitalistic domination establish a representative 
order and several constraints, which can be implemented everywhere. Their 
conditions of  interior are comparable to the prescribed codes of  behaviour 
of  a domestic interior, which respond to an established social code, instead of  
representing real freedom of  action.
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THE ATRIUM

The other major space of  representation in the capitalistic office building is 
the grand version of  the lobby, the atrium. 
In his major oeuvre “Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of  Late 
Capitalism”, Fredric Jameson denominates these spaces as the “postmodern 
hyperspaces”. Its sheer scale and its constant flow of  people and impression of  
busyness has an effect of  disorientation and distraction for the visitor. Within 
these spaces, which try to recreate the density and liveliness of  inner city 
squares, the individual is unable to locate himself, resulting in an “alarming 
disjunction between the body and its built environment”. Thus, the atrium 
is a spectacular space which impresses and astonishes through its vast scale 
and its vertical dimension. Hereby, the visitor becomes unable to grasp its 
geometry and looses its sense of  orientation. In the case of  Thurgauerstrasse, 
the movement and bussyness found in the atriums is in great constrast to the 
loneliness of  the streetscape, resulting in a true inversion of  the city, as it is the 
case in shopping malls.
The corporate atrium, a typology which is to be found as well in the office 
buildings at Thurgauerstrasse is comparable to the typology of  the shopping 
mall. The atrium creates vast interior space which is seemingly public, a 
promenade, but which is nevertheless directly controlled by a sort of  etiquette 
or undirectly by its arrangement as a panopticon. 
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SURFACES

The surfaces in the capitalistic space of  representation have a common 
denominator: They are clean, shiny, shimmering and reflecting. Polished stone, 
anodized aluminium and couloured glass present a smooth and perfectly flat 
surface. With their immaculate and highly hygienic surface treatments, they 
prevent the visitor of  interacting with them, since every minimal presence of  
dirt or organic matter will be noticeable at first sight.
Moreover, the employed materials are usually anorganic, such as the anodized 
aluminium, and thus they do not show any traces of  aging. 
However, all of  the surfaces have a very specific value. In most of  the cases, the 
materials employed to ornament lobbies and atriums are extremely expensive. 
As an example, a new sheet of  bronze mirrored glass for the Airgate building 
is as costly as 2700 CHF. In order for them not to show any kind of  dirt, of  
usage or aging, there is a considerable effort invested into their maintenance. 
Joël Stöckli, facility manager at the Airgate Business Center explains that the 
anodized aluminium sheets that cover the walls and the terrazzo floor have to 
be cleaned, sanded and polished once in a month, risking otherwise to loose 
its brightness and reflective quality. Thereby, there exists a kind of  backstage 
which is responsible for maintaining the decor of  the lobbies and atriums.
Concerning the smoothness and reflectiveness of  surfaces, Byung-Chul Han 
highlights that they do not allow for any kind of  injury, rupture or seam to be 
visible. Like this, they eliminate all kinds of  negativities and invite the user to 
establish a haptic experience with them, which eliminates the contemplative 
distance needed for a critical attitude. He then quotes Roland Barthes, 
who states in his “Mythologies” that the “smoothness is always an attribute 
of  perfection, because its opposite reveals a technical and typically human 
operation of  assembling”. 
Similarly, Fredic Jameson argues that the reflectiveness of  the immense glass 
surfaces in postmodern archietcture, may be mimicking the processes of  
reproduction of  technological devices such as the television or the computer.
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A STAGE FOR ACTION

If  new actions are to be developed in the remnant buildings of  Thurgauerstrasse, 
it is essential to disrupt the found dynamics of  capitalist power and their 
expression through the buildings’ organization and outer appearance, reliques 
if  the Capitalocene.
Adapting the building to new uses and programs requires a subversion of  
the old aesthetical system and material semiotics. However, the aim is not to 
propose a new aesthetic, but rather to provide a stage for action, in which 
revolutionary activities may take place.
Hannah Arendt distinguishes in “The Human Condition” between two types 
of  experience: behaviour and action. Whereas the former relates to the social 
code in domestic situations, the latter is its empowered version, the individual’s 
true experience of  taking decisions and appearing as such in public space. It 
is in this spaxe of  appearance, in which “action and speech can create a space 
between the participants, which can find its proper location almost any time 
and anywhere, [...], the space where I appear to others as they appear to me, 
where men exist not merely like other living inanimate things but make their 
appearance explicitely.”
In this sense, Gordon Matta-Clark inspired people through his piercing of  
ruined buildings in Manhattan to take actions by themselves and interact 
physically with the built environment. By using techniques of  “Décollage” and 
“Collage”, a space suddenly becames a different setting,, which enables people 
to act differently and to take actions individually and consciously. Therefore, 
the settings at Thurgauerstrasse should become stages for action.
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