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A communications building 
Jor housing newspaper and 
other offices, a media centre, 
shops, parkingJacilities. 

Location: Kimathi Street, 
downtown Nairobi 

Client: Industrial Promotion 
Building, Ltd., Kenya 

Client's Advisers: D.c.Jones 
Architects: Planning Systems 

Services and Henning 
Larsen Tegnestue 

Structural Engineers: 
RamzanBoga 

Mechanical & Electrical 
Engineers: Bikroconsult Ltd. 

Quantity Surveyors: Davson 
and Ward 

Date ~fConception: 
February 1988 

Covered Area: 14,400 square 
metres 
(excluding basements) 

Text by 
Hasan-Uddin Khan 
illustrations courtesy of 
the architects. 

Nation Centre, Nairobi 

T he name of the proposed 
building - Nation Cen
tre - itself evokes an im
age in which the promo
tion of East Africa's 
largest circulation daily 

newspaper is linked with the country it
self and its interface with the public 
through the creation of a communica
tions centre. The client asked for a mixed 
use development of offices and shops to 
be seen as a landmark building in the 
urban landscape. Given the rapidly 
changing environment around the site, 
the client was seeking a "contemporary 
classic architectural statement which 
builds bridges between institutions (the 
newspaper) and the city (people) ... The 
building also had to be commercially vi
able and provide the investors with a rate 
of retum in line with that achieved by 
developments of a similar nature." I 

A search for a design team was insti
gated and several firms considered. Due 
to the specialised nature of the building 
and its high international profile it was 
eventually decided that expertise would 
have to be sought outside Kenya to com
plement the skills within the country. 
Two architects were selected after careful 
review and debate - unfortunately the 
local team underwent partnership 
changes and the client decided that its best 
interests would not be served by this and 
replaced them. The final architectural 
choice is an interesting one: Henning 
Larsen Associates ofDenmatk with Plan-
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ning System Services of Kenya. Larsen 
has previously built only one building 
outside the West - the magnificent 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs building in 
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. In that work, 
Larsen reveals a great sensibility to deal
ing with a culture unfamiliar to him, to a 
different set of technological conditions 
and materials and brought to bear an 
understanding of an Islamic sense of 
space in his design, in terms of spatial 
sequence, separation and connections, the 
use of light and shade and the use of 
decoration as an intrinsic element of the 
design and not just as a "tatoo" applied to 
the building. It was perhaps the use of 
light and sequence of spaces presented 
with an elegance, both in the Ministry 

Above: The site plan oj Nation Centre, Nairobi. 
Right: Kimathi Street, from elevational study. 
Below: Larsen explored a number oj different solu
tions within a design vocabulary established at an 
early time in the project. 





Architect's sketches, above from left to right: the lift 
lobby; the red mast and main elevation; an internal 
atrium stairway; the towers at the podium roof with 
their interconnecting glass "conservatory"; the 
curved entrance facade colonnade and; the main 
entrance canopy. 

building and others in Denmark, that 
caused the client to choose this architect 
to produce the conceptual design. 

Kenya, like any other country, has its 
own specifics in construction and ways of 
doing things and Nairobi is a growing 
city, whose ideal climate does not make 
great demands on environmental control 
in buildings, but like most cities of the 
Third World it is growing upward in the 
image of what Charles Correa has called 
the "mythic image of the Western city". 2 

This concentration of buildings and traf- First floor plan 
fic has brought with it pollution and 
noise - features which will increase in 
intensity in Nairobi. Tall office buildings 
vie with each other for attention and the 
architect needs to understand both the 
technology and the needs that give rise to 
such structures. Given this situation the 
client searched for architects who knew 
the local scene well, and who were able 
to tackle the complexity of a communica
tions centre, and be able to collaborate 
with Larsen to realise the concept in a 
creative and cost-conscious manner. The 
firm that was selected was Planning Sys
tem Services whose partners, Trevor 
Andrews and Jim Archer, had "Y0rked 
together for over twenty years on diverse 
projects including high-rise office build
ings in the city. It was felt that the 'com
bination of the two design teams could 
produce the desirable results. Ground floor plan 
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Typical tower floor 

Typical podium floor 
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Putting two "heads" to work on one 
problem is always tricky and the chemis
try is hard to predict, but in this instance, 
judging by the schematic design, this 
partnership has paid off handsomely. The 
response to the brief is both innovative 
and bold and avoids cliches of much cur
rent fashion-conscious architecture. Wil
liam Lim, an architect in Singapore, has 
made a case for making the design pro
cess consider complexity as a tool for 
achieving more sophisticated design 
solutions. 3 It is perhaps (unconsciously) 
this that the client encouraged as a 
methodology to achieve a solution. 

Too often the role of the client IS 

ignored in the design process. In this 
building the client, Industrial Promotion 
Building, has a number of owners, the 
Nation Group, an Insurance Company 
and a Financial Institution. The client 
body set up a special team to help de
velop and monitor the project - defining 
in greater depth its needs and greatly re
fining the brief during the design process. 
Economic and maintenance issues were 
considered as were the constraints on the 
project in terms of importation of mate
rials, mechanical equipment and the like. 

The site is on Kimathi street in the 
heart of the city facing another street 
which intersects it perpendicularly. The 
facade is gently curved to "receive" and 
create a focal point to the street. This 
simple device also creates a plaza off the 
main street. There is a tall colonnade at 
street level with a podium of ten floors 
topped by two cylindrical towers of 
another seven floors. A major feature of 
the building is a tall aerial which is visible 
all over the Nairobi skyline. 



Right, above: Ground floor section. Entrance lobby 
with shops (left);fountain niche and lifi area (centre); 
banking hall (nght) with auditorium above. 
Right: Typical staircase atrium and lifi doors (left). 
The white elegant curved staircase "pavilion" is high
lighted by a blue background and a white ceramic strip 
and globe lighting. 
Above: The staircase atrium's floor pattern has been 
computer generated and will be in black and white 
marble and terrazo; with a water pool in the centre. 
Right, below: One of the prominent jeatures on the 
focade consists of two fiee-standing columns at the 
comer of the top two podium floors. Together with 
the rounded and glass-brick comers, they indicate the 
presence of double-height rooms. 

The curved facade also provides the 
setting for the aerial or mast which starts 
above the entrance canopy. The concave
convex interplay between the podium 
and the tower - typical of baroque 
buildings - is emphasised by the black 
and white stripes which symbolise 
printed newspapers (or zebra stripes). 
Within the white stripes on the podium 
floors are the horizontal concrete louvres 
with their openable windows behind. In 
the towers this is reversed with the win
dows in the black bands. The mast rises 
like a Masai spear directed to the heavens 
or a straight-forward tele-communi
cations receiver. The composition of the 
facade itself has been described by Larsen 
as "a gigantic instrument, a sundial or a 
big receiver, collecting information from 
all over the world". 4 

The rear of the building faces a service 
lane and its facade is essentially tlat except 
for the articulation of a curved first-floor 
auditorium and a rounded top floor of 
the podium. The building faces North
East and South-West and is flanked by 
buildings on either side. 

The building sections and plans reveal 
a central core containing all the integrated 
systems; lobbies, lifts, staircases, service 
risers, etc.; while the rest of the floor area 
is open-plan flexible space. 
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Section through the building at the lifi lobby, 
showing three basement parking levels, the podium 
floors with the roof garden and one ~f the towers. 

The interior design and decoration are 
integral to the building. The main entr
ance, visible from afar, is emphasised by 
a vaulted canopy projecting from the lob
by into the plaza - it also forms a conve
nient visitors' drop-off point for special 
occasions. The elegant floor patterns in 
checkered marble and terrazzo give each 
area a distinct character. Inside the dou
ble-height lobby two fountains, each 
placed in a niche along the sides, accentu
ate the entry. There are also two atria 
which are both circulation and design fea
tures. The atria appear as bright white
walled pavilions with a blue background 
each with a fountain and spiral staircase. 
In the centre of the atria, opalescent glass 
globes form a canopy. In a similar man
ner each of the tenants' lobbys are articu
lated with double height reception areas 
with an internally landscaped seating area. 

The standard office areas throughout 
the building have parquet flooring 
framed by wooden boards which conceal 
cable ducting and are easily removable 
for maintenance. 

A series of interesting features are 
offered at the first tower floors that open 
to a landscaped roof garden which is en
sured privacy by an enclosed perforated 
wall. The towers are linked at different 
levels by glass "conservatories". At the 
top of the towers, free-standing interior 
pavilions should give a remarkable quali
ty of daylight filtered through the open
ings from the glass-faceted skylights. 

The building is to have two main 
tenants: Nation Newspapers and Di
amond Trust, a leading financial institu
tion and the other floors will be let to 
other offices. The ground and first floor 
is for commercial spaces of retail outlets, 
a coffee shop, meeting room and a media 
centre with T. V. and recording facilities. 
There are also three basements of parking. 

The building should have an impor
tant impact on the Nairobi architectural 
scene and will be very different from 
anything being built there today. It is a 
strong architectural statement which 
evokes a feeling of the past - of the great 
newspaper buildings of the 1940s in Chi
cago and the buildings in the constructiv
ist mode. There is this apparent reference 
back in time and yet it is a building of its 
own time setting its own agenda for a 
communications centre of today. Luckily 
the architects· avoid cliches of post-



Above: Photograph of the model showing the 
context within which Nation Centre is situated. 
Left: Photograph of a sectional model of the atria 
on the top of the towers,jiltering light to the spaces 
below. 

modernism or other styles and have de
signed a work that will stand as an 
attempt to reflect both an East-African 
city, a meeting point of African, Arab 
and Indian cultures; and be an appropriate 
expression of modernity. As it avoids 
stylistic references of easy symbolism that 
could tie to a particular period - it is a 
form that should endure the passage of 
time and styles. 

1 IPB. Client's Briifto the architects, August 1987. 
2 Correa, CM. in The New Landscape. Con
cept Media, 1988. 
3 Lim, William S. W. "A Pleafor Complexity and 
Irrationality in Architecture", paper for workshop 
on Heritage and Change in Southeast Asian 
Cities, August 1988. 
4 Henning Larsen's presentation to the client, 
February 1988. 
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Henning Larsen is a Danish 
architect with offices in 
Copenhagen. Well known 
and highly regarded in his 
own region, he has 
nevertheless lectured and 
taught abroad; his most 
famous building to date in the 
developing world is the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. 


