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In 2012, you took on a shared design leader ship 
role with Helmut Jahn. How have you and Mr. 
Jahn collaborated over the years since you join-
ed the firm in 1999?
This is actually a long story – there are so many ele-
ments. I joined in 1999 after being on my own for 
eight years. It was an interesting time, with the in-
dustry going through a transition – seeing a fusion 
between the architectural and engineering aspects 
of buildings and trying to develop a synergetic 
approach to design. What we were seeing was the 
evolution of an energy-conscious integrated design 
approach.
Very soon after I joined, I worked both with and for 
Helmut. In 2009, after a series of very successful 
projects together we decided that it was time for 
a partnership, so we became partners. It has since 
developed into a strong professional relationship, 
we are great friends and I really think that I found in 
him an architectural soul mate.
I have a different background and contribute diffe-
rently, but complementary. Right away we approach 
projects from different directions. Our creative 
process is different, our goals the same, but through  
the years there have been buildings we have done 
together and buildings he wants to do – he is great  
at solving urban problems as well as the smallest  
details; he goes to every single corner and approa-
ches all problems very quickly. We work to our 
strengths and quickly realise which projects fit 
each of our visions.

on achieved the clean lines that we had envisaged.
With this building in particular there were concerns 
about how the inner layer would wear over time. 
We looked at traditional interlayers, but these were 
not satisfactory.    SentryGlas® on the other hand 
does not delaminate and does not affect the colora-
tion of the glass.

When you think of laminated glass are you 
looking at it from an engineering perspective 
or from an aesthetic/designers perspective? Or 
indeed both?
Both – it’s always both. For example, in the Leatop 
building, the canopies are huge cantilevers – we 
had to have laminated glass, but we could still re-
duce the overall weight of glass using laminates, 
the coloration was not so important.
If you ask me what I think is the primary driver, it is 
always both – engineering and aesthetics. Thicker, 
stronger, brighter, lighter and more beautiful!

Please tell us how materials such as laminated 
glass inspire you?
One of the first interesting connections that I made 
with regards to laminations and ultra-clear inter-
layers was at the Japan Post building. Its height was 
restricted due to the seismic activity, but this was 
coupled to a large demand for office space, so buil-
dings tend to be stocky. It was an interesting pro-
blem. I was concerned from the beginning about 
how it would look with these proportions. There’s 
a point where we said “let’s deal with each of the 
façades individually depending on their role and 
aspect and create something unified but special”.
The North side faces open space – and has a great 
presence. If you stand facing the West, you fully 
see the imperial palace. The north façade became a 
very important element. We came up with the idea 
of folding the façade. As we were folding it, we 
thought it would be phenomenal to make it insula-
ted and use the fold as part of the structure – like 
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Do you remember your first experience with 
laminated glass, what was it and how did the 
glass help you in your design?
In terms of design there have been so many buil-
dings. One that was significant, as I was fully in 
charge, was Leatop Plaza. The building is ‘humble’, 
the client wanted simplicity, beauty and a very 
special curtain wall.
I have been going to China for a long time and have 
seen the industry there evolving. The vertical fin 
design was subject to so many suggestions on 
how to build it. This was also before the codes be-
came so stringent (now we can’t do certain size 
and weight combinations). Using today’s stan-
dards, Leatop would weigh some 20 % more, as 
things have to be over designed to build in a higher 
safety factor.
In China glass is limited to 48 sqft (4.5 sqm), so 
laminated glass is changing that. In order to have 
a big piece of glass in Shanghai you would have 
to double laminate the glass (inside and outside). 
Leatop was different at the time, there was a much 
more open attitude to what the Western world 
was doing. Although the façade is not particularly 
advanced, Leatop is much more modern and the 
shingle became a device for passive shading.
We undertook analysis for the weather and 
discovered we could reduce the cooling load. The 
shingle had to be laminated due to cantilever de-
sign and was critical to eliminate too many structu-
ral supports. With the right thickness and laminati-

  „THE PRIMARY DRIVER IS ALWAYS BOTH – 
 ENGINEERING AND AESTHETICS.“ Francisco Gonzalez-Pulido
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1 On the Leatop Plaza, Guangzhou, China‘s fifth tallest building, 

678,000 sqft (63,000 sqm) of the total 1,700,000 sqft (159,500 sqm)  

façade deployed SentryGlas®. The interlayer played a key role due 

to its compatibility with the ceramic material used to tint the pa-

nels and its open-edge durability. 

2 Shingle work on a building in Düsseldorf, which has horizontal 

shingles to create a cavity that drags the air into the building.

3 Helmut Jahn

4 The Japan Post building

5 Cologne International Airport uses laminated glass floors, cano-

pies and railings

„WE ARE ALWAYS HUNTING FOR THE NEXT BIG THING.“

origami and folding paper. We then thought “what 
if we do the same with the glass”? We were chal-
lenging the design limits and it also had to be highly 
transparent (low iron and    SentryGlas®) in the end 
we could not realise the full impact of the design. 
The folds are there but the continuity could not be 
achieved; they could not figure out how to laminate 
folded glass – primarily due to the limitations of the 
industry. However, I am confident that the time will 
come where this is possible, driven by the structu-
ral strength of laminated glass.

How important are innovative materials, such 
as   SentryGlas® interlayers, in your work?
It is vitally important. We are always on the edge 
and looking to the future, every dimension matters. 
Like an F1 car, how do you make it faster, lighter 
and stronger? It amazes me and impresses me 
that my peers ask me “how did you manage this?” 
It is in our DNA. This demand and use of innovative 
materials nurtures our work more than we realise.
After using an interlayer you don’t easily forget 
how important it was and you certainly have it high 
up the mental list of ideas for future designs. We 
are always hunting for the next big thing. Always 
looking for challenges and of finding ways around 
the restrictions.

What are the other opportunities you see for 
  laminated glass made with SentryGlas® as a st-
ructural element in architecture?
We have done a lot of things. Cologne Internatio-
nal Airport uses laminated glass floors, canopies 
and railings. In Bonn, the Deutsche Post building 
has twin façades. All of the outer façade is lami-
nated and had to be as clear as possible with the 
design providing lighting, shading and air intakes 
for cooling. We have also done a lot of shingle work 
for a building in Dusseldorf, which has horizontal 
shingles to create a cavity that drags the air into 
the building. The laminated protrusions cover air in-
takes, which draw air into the cavity, which is then 
heated or cooled.

What are the greatest challenges facing ar-
chitects working at the global level today?
The world has changed so much since I joined 
the firm. We have gone through so many changes 
ourselves, driven by historic events such as 9/11 
and the economic crisis. It is very challenging to 
get to certain positions with certain clients. 
Right now there is so much information bombar-
ding us and many clients already know what they 
want, they don’t always rely on us to deliver the 
ideas. It is more and more difficult to come with 
a magic formula. Our work in a certain way relies 
a lot more on intuition – we like performance and 
technology, but at the same time we are not for-
mulaic.
One thing that worries me is that the level of awa-
reness means that clients rely on an image to crea-
te a product – it becomes fashionable and tempor-
ary (fad). I believe architecture should take a lesson 
from top marque car designers – they design for 
longevity and long term appeal as well as perfor-
mance. Architecture may become more about con-
tent rather than image. The image will be the result 
of a scientific process. It will still have emotion, but 
with a scientific approach.
I was so impressed to see the ‘living machine’ of 
the Deutsche Post building. The building has been 
tested for years and uses 45 % less energy than a 

similar building. All these things make a great dif-
ference. The challenge is to be more responsible 
about what we do and not just impress people 
with a pretty picture. I see buildings that will be 
gone within 10 years because they have been de-
signed for a time rather than a need.
The 60s Aston Martin belongs to its time and was 
the best approach at the time. But this is not hap-
pening in architecture. Does it make sense? Can 
we build it? Is it economical? Is it sustainable? Or 
is it some kind of shallow move that simply satis-
fies short-term goals as opposed to a long term 
view. I hope we will become better than that.

Did you work directly with Kuraray on projects 
– if so, can you describe the relationship?
Not to date – but I always look for the opportunity 
to come and see the guys working at the cutting 
edge in the laboratories and to see the people for-
mulating the materials. We are always looking at 
different problems and we like the way suppliers 
can help us address issues right from the outset 
of a material’s conception.

Francisco Gonzalez-Pulido
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