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DESIGN
Centraal Beheer is one of the largest insurance 
companies in the Netherlands. Expansion and 
adaptation are the basis of the original concept for 
this building. The multi-story building was set up 
on a grid plan and used the consistent application 
of a single repeated spatial unit of 9x9 metres as a 
basic building block, each separated by elongated 
voids 3 meters wide. Because of this concept, this 
allowed the building to be adaptable, which then 
allowed the building to grow while still remaining 
as a whole. It consisted of 56 cube-shaped 
elements, which were all situated around a core of 
structural elements and functions, like elevators, 
stairways, and plumbing. The intention was for 
the exterior of the building to be permanent but 
for the interior to allow flexible arrangements for 
users to decide how they want to use the space. 

The materials were strategically picked out to be the most despised materials for modernists. 
Hertzeberger intentionally used glass blocks, metal, and unfinished, concrete blocks as a reaction 
against the modernists and their ‘prestigious’ materials. The transparency and lightness of the metal 
and wood stairs paired together with the glass roof and glass-brick fillings create a harmonious contrast 
with the concrete, heavily dimensioned main structure of the building.

During the 1970s, there was an emphasis 
staging encounters, which is why the design 
of both the facade and the interior places 
emphasis on solids and voids, to allow for 
encounters to happen.



DESIGN
Hertzberger was influenced by his studies into a sociological approach of 
architecture, marked by human interactions, encounters, and harmonization. 
The interior lobby of the Centraal Beheer was designed with the concept 
of an ‘internal street’, which is an extended lobby open to the floors above 
it, to encourage social interaction and freedom amongst employees and 
guests throughout the workplace. According to the ‘Polygoon Journaal’ 
video, Hertzberger stated that Centraal Beheer was a response to previous 
architecture where architects served the establishment rather than improve 
the conditions for the people. He put great emphasis on the wellbeing of the 
people, allowing them to wander off and come back feeling refreshed and 
concentrated. The use of “light wells” allowed natural light to penetrate into 
the building and filter down into the center of the building (where the street 
is). to represent ‘street lighting’. This connected the interior to the exterior, and 
improved the wellbeing of the employees who are indoors all day. He wanted 
to give the same feeling of freedom as a real street and proposed coffee shops 
and a shopping mall on the ground level. If someone wanted coffee, they have 
the liberty to take a stroll on the ‘street’ rather than have it brought to them in 
an enclosed office.  



DESIGN
According to the lecture, during this time, 
complexity was served in manipulation of 
symbolism of past forms, seen in the exterior as 
well as the circulation. The main circulation of 
this building contradicted the typical circulations 
that usually followed a longitudinal axis. This is 
a similar grid pattern of medieval streets. There 
was a lot of circulation paths in all directions 
throughtout the building, in vertical/horizontal 
directions, encouraging movement and control in 
the workplace. There was also no spatial hierarchy 
throughout the building, which some argued that 
it resulted in lack of legibility and organization 
causing some to get lost. However, it fulfilled 
Hertzberger’s intention to challenge or eliminate 
corporate power and returning control to the 
employees.



SOCIETY
During the 1970s, there was a greater urge for identity and variation due to the tensions between social 
contact and privacy. Centraal Beheer is most notable for its success in empowering the individual. The 
users of the space began determining the personal surroundings for themselves, which is evident in the 
way Hertzberger designed the building with user participation in mind. User participation is the idea of 
the building and its interior being seperate relationships. The users define the use of the space. 

The company wanted to encourage a sense of family and trust within the workplace, encouraging them 
to personalize their spaces. This inspired workers to bring their family members to work as well as their 
pieces of furniture from their home. Some created their own artwork and placed it around the offices. 
This allowed people to truly connect with one another and find out other people’s talents that they 
would have never known, which is what Hertzberger wanted to reduce the strict office mindset. Having 
freedom within the workplace gave a pleasant sense of liberty and responsibility for the employees. 
This reflected the recent developments in society at the time and a general trend in Europe of a steadily 
increasing status for the typical office worker.  

During this PostModern era, there was a disregard for modernist notions so the architect wanted to 
challenge early modernist beliefs that ‘form follows function’. He not only challenged modernist beliefs, 
but he challenged himself to ensure that people encounter people throughout his works, which were 
influenced by sociological approaches, mainly ‘encounter’. 



culture / behavior
His social spaces were always considered 
focal points to reinforce the idea that spatial 
interventions should bring and keep people 
together. He designed a unique structure that 
allowed for the offices  to be designed in a way 
that was free from the typical office layouts. This 
began to change the workplace culture. This was 
one of the first workplaces with the concept of 
“office garden”. Instead of rows of people, they 
were grouped in clusters of 8-10 people, making 
the office that occupied over 1,000 employees 
appear smaller in size. There was also the use 
of wide steps so people could sit or interact. 
The corners that faced the atrium on each floor 
became meeting spots where people could eat, 
drink coffee, and hold meetings.



HUMAN BEHAVIOR
Hertzberger believed that the building should not 
provide the function of the space, but it should 
act as a framework for humans to interpret and 
define how the space will be used. Each office was 
designed by the person in charge of it in order to 
make employees feel at home. Hertzberger used 
a large space without partition walls to create 
an open ‘office landscape’ that was considered 
revolutionary at the time. As mentioned before, 
the interior lobby was designed with the concept 
of an ‘internal street’, to encourage social 
interaction and provide freedom. Each floor had 
about four workstations per floor. The design was 
aimed to minimize barriers between managers 
and employees. Freedom in the workplace was not 
seen as a setback because each group regulated 
the work process and responsibilities. 



TECHNOLOGY + political
In Europe, Structuralism is considered the parallel movement to the American postmodern architecture 
as both movements began around the 1960s.  Structuralism is a movement in architecture and urban 
planning evolved around the middle of the 20th century. As mentioned in the lecture, the PostModern 
Era was a reaction against the elitist movements and the devotion to logic and simplicity was now seen 
as a limitation, leading to boredom and dullness. The architect wanted to challenge early modernist 
beliefs that ‘form follows function’ and believed in ‘user participation’. 

”In Structuralism, one differentiates between a structure with a long life cycle 
and infills with shorter life cycles...“Form can be filled-in with significance, but 
can also be deprived of it again, depending on the use that’s made of it, through 
the values we attach to, or add to it, or which we even deprive it of, - all this 
dependent on the way in which the users and the form react to, and play on each 
other... defines what form can bring about in the users - and conversely - what 
the users can bring about in the form...What matters is the interaction of form 
and users, what they convey to each other and bring about in each other, and 
how they mutually take possession of each other.”
         - Herman Hertzberger



ECOLOGY
In the internal street within the building, Hertzberger built his version of a Roman “impluvium” which 
collects real rain and adds a subtropical climate indoors. According to the lecture, this refers back to 
past styles being manipulated and presented in  a whimsical and new manner. Paired with the use of 
indoor plants, this was a way to connect the interior to the exterior and adds to the outdoor atmosphere 
that the architect was going for. The building was expanded in the nineties by Hertzberger to connect 
the office and the Pakhoed building. It had a new entrance, an underground parking garage, and a 
transparent firm layer in which a conference center is accommodated.

Recently, there were proposals to redevelop the building and transform it into housing, which included 
the possibility of roof gardens since there is a large roof surface suitable for an abundance of solar 
panels and light weight units. The proposal allows for open spaces to act as communal spaces for 
offices, sports, education, and restaurants, creating a ‘microcity’. This ties into the original concept of 
interpretable spaces that are open to transformation and adaptability in the building. 
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