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Laden with all the freight of its “skyscraper” typology—Urbanism, Consumerism, Corpo-
rate Capitalism—it is not immediately obvious that Frankfurt’s Commerzbank Headquarters
(completed in 1997) should invoke anything as quaint as the idea of kenosis (ancient Greek
for “an emptying”) or, in fuller terms, the idea of self-emptying, simultaneously opening-up
to others and other things, and their concurrent reciprocation.[1] Yet the project’s narrative
includes exactly such invocation. In its claim to an exceptionally participative development
process, there is the notion of opening up—of receptivity—to the project’s others. In its asser-
tion of uncommon empathy toward the historic district in which it is situated, there is the like
notion of receptivity to the project’s other things. And, in its characterisation as a “reinvention
of the skyscraper,”[2] there is indeed the notion of an emptying of typological makeup and,
so, an emptying of self; not least, to garner the ecological credentials to which its type had
been essentially antithetical.[3] These potentially kenotic dimensions, though always having
been embedded in the project’s conception, now provide a fresh and apposite framework for
reassessment of the work.

Central to the story of the Commerzbank tower is some twenty years of often contentious
“negotiations” amongst the financial giant, politicians, city managers, planners, and a variety
of public “interest groups,”[4] suggesting that participation in the decision-making “process”
was comparatively extensive and, at least in that way, kenotic. There is, however, more to
consider. Although touted for a high degree of “conflict resolution,” the prolonged course of
events was also able to wear down certain interests and, equally, to exclude some.[5] Addition-
ally, the notion of Abwägung (“weighing up”), enshrined in German law, allowed planning
officials to finally determine which interests would hold sway[6]—something that could be
used either to favour weaker interests or to take advantage of such weakness and favour, in-
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stead, the dominant or what appear to be “majority” voices, often those already holding the
sway of financial or political power. Such factors in the “process” cast doubt on its kenotic
promise—firstly, because the essence of kenosis lies not in resolving conflict but in obviating
it (even while making room for question and challenge). That is not effected by simply finding
“common ground,” and certainly not by inducing fatigue to extract acquiescence, but rather
through a kind of “hybridisation,” a mutual transforming of self and others in a given situation,
without loss of respective identities. Secondly, it becomes clear that kenosis cannot exclude
any of the others that are part of a situation—especially those less visible and influential—
since that negates the very idea at issue. And, finally, the complex and intertwined nature of
kenotic happenings is not, and cannot be made into, an entirely determinate process that leads
to if-then outcomes. The question that then arises is whether the eschewing of such “process-
isation” and the yielding to such happenings—which turn not on sway or even majoritarianism
but on discernment and consensus—can be accommodated by contemporary economics and
governance, without a kenosis of their own.[7]

Similarly unconvincing is the relationality of the project (and its others) with the other
things that also comprise the situation. Such is owing to the fact that what initially appears to
be kenotic—a openness to and empathy with the existing built character of the Bankenviertel,
Frankfurt’s historic banking district in the Westend—is actually part of an imposed politi-
cal solution. The architects, Norman Foster and his firm, Foster + Partners, take credit for
“the restoration and sensitive rebuilding of the perimeter structures to reinforce the original
scale of the block.”[8] That feature, however, is effectively made essential by the extraordi-
nary assertiveness that a 300-metre, forty-five storey tower presents to a five- and six-storey
neighbourhood (see fig. 1), and it arises not foremost as a proactive architectural proposal
but as a result of debates and deliberations that occurred well before Foster’s commission-
ing.[9] Amongst the emergent mandates was that any development include housing, which
undoubtedly helped give purpose to the project’s low-rise perimeter and, so, respect to the
original urban fabric, even as it also addressed a vital social need. But, with residential use
ultimately comprising only slightly more than three percent of the project’s floor area—and,
remarkably, less than half of the floor area devoted to car parking—it appears to be more of
tokenism than of genuine empathy. Indeed, citizen activists characterised the requirement and
its outcome as offering “no reason to rejoice but a compromise we can live with.”[10] Here,
then, any “emptying” would seem to have been decreed, a notion that is non-sensical, since
kenosis cannot be other than volitional and cannot result merely in the reluctant acceptance
of compromise. But the latter is what occurred. Out of fear that, without intervention, the
fullness of the situation’s potential would fail to receive proper response, that potential was
“managed” and thus constrained, such that the responders—the project it-self, its others, and
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its other things—could only tolerate and comply with the intervention (ironically devised by
some of those others), thereby making more likely the failure that was to be prevented.[11]

Figure 1. The forty-five storey Commerzbank and its low-rise perimeter surround. (Photo:
Justin Emery, by permission.)
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More convincing instantiations of kenosis are found in the project’s attentiveness to eco-
logical concerns. From inception, energy efficiency and environmental friendliness were
amongst the aspirations of both city and bank, and the eventual commissioning of Foster +
Partners, well-known champions of high-tech architecture and superior environmental perfor-
mance, reinforced the commitment. Once realised, the project did indeed come to be seen as
a milestone of the sustainability movement in the late twentieth century—though not immune
from critique. Unsurprisingly, some observers consider the notion of a sustainable skyscraper
(particularly one that headquarters a financial institution) as oxymoronic, effectively “green-
washing” corporate hegemony,[12] while others applaud the project for being at least more
environmentally conscious than equivalent structures at the time (the latter stance seemingly
resigned to the inevitability of high-rise buildings, which not all accept). Whether or not the
Commerzbank tower did enough to mitigate and warrant its environmental costs, the steps
taken toward such goals are not without some success. In the present discourse, energy per-
formance is of less importance than the manner in which the building itself yields (that is,
self-empties) in order to make room for worthy environmental response (at least on selected
fronts).[13] The assessment of that is logically made in relation to the design conventions of
more typical high-rise office buildings—those that relentlessly pursue the maximisation of
things that maximise financial gain. Though atypical at the time, even the incorporation of
sophisticated, energy-efficient technologies can be seen as growing out of that pursuit, since,
despite higher initial costs and the risk of thereby dulling investor attraction, they ultimately
minimise operational costs. But the Commerzbank did, in fact, empty itself of a large mea-
sure of developer voraciousness, particularly by way of then-highly-uncharacteristic attitudes
toward high-rise spatial manipulation. Such attitudes allowed the project to “open-up” and
“let go,” so as to become something that its precedent siblings were not.

Unlike more formulaic skyscrapers, the Commerzbank does away with the customary
central service core, that familiar feature deployed to organise all forms of vertical distribution
with maximum efficiency and to thereby maximise the ratio of net-to-gross floor area. In its
place, a 160-metre-high atrium improves the conditions of space, light, and air, even as it also
enhances the relationality of the building occupants. But, by splitting vertical services into
three smaller cores at each of the triangular building’s corners, the design gives up the usual
corner real estate—prized for dual aspect views and coveted for private offices[14]—in favour
of a less hierarchical, more egalitarian configuration. None of the Commerzbank’s yielding,
however, is as significant as that which makes room for its nine, four-storey “sky gardens,”
three staggered on each of tower’s three sides. To make these possible, every floor level gives
up one-third of what would ordinarily be available for office use, but, as a result, occupants
are offered views and natural ventilation, and no occupant is more than three floors away from
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accessing a garden for informal meetings and breaks. Ironically, it is in the spaces emptied
of expected usages—”inefficient” spaces that are something only because of their relative
nothingness—that the Commerzbank best instantiates kenosis. Such “weakening” proved to
strengthen this building and, since its completion, proves to have contributed to a strengthened
approach to high-rise design, more broadly.

Certainly, the project does not achieve anything as radical as Paolo Soleri’s “arcology,”
which advocates “the expulsion of those elements that go for the chastising of the urban land-
scape and the punishment of its dwellers.”[15] The Commerzbank tower does not offer a
wholly new way of sustainably being, and many would argue that it merely assuages the guilt
of continuing to unsustainably be in the same way we have been. Yet, in its attempts to re-
duce energy consumption, waste, and pollutants, and in its attempts to enhance relationality—
human to human, and human to nature, even in an unnatural environment—it begins to ac-
knowledge Soleri’s plea for “something healthier,” something to “supplant [the] decaying
organism” embodied by so many other urban constructs.[16] In recognising the need for em-
pathy and heightened attentiveness toward the complexities of the environment, and even in
demonstrating its own inability to fully respond to such need, it presents evidence of kenosis
and thereby reveals the unfolding of itself and this building type. From that, more radicalised
thinking is likely to emerge, thinking that perhaps even comes to view the skyscraper either
as altogether superfluous or as transformed into something not yet imagined.
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