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The Challenge:
For the U.S. headquarters of 
Autodesk, a worldwide leader 
in systems used in the design 
of two- and three-dimensional 
products and projects, the 
design team had three goals: 
produce an environment with a 
high-tech visual approach to in-
spire a creative staff  and encour-
age an interactive work style; 
create a lighting program that 
enhances the sculptural interior 
architecture on an allowance of 
$5 per square foot that not only 
meets California Title 24 codes 
but achieves LEED platinum 
rating; and architecturally link 
two low-ceilinged adjacent 
structures built 60 years apart.

The Solution:
Architecture and interiors 
by Gensler and lighting by 
Birkenstock Lighting Designs 
re� ect Autodesk�s tech-forward 
image. Contributing to the goal 
of achieving LEED platinum, 
the offi  ce�s total lighting power 
density is equal to .50 WSF. 
Luminaires were selected to 
accommodate the low ceiling 
height between the structure 
and mechanical systems, in 
places that allowed only three 
inches of clearance. To simplify 
and minimize maintenance, 
seven types of � uorescent 
lamps are stocked, and six LED 
products were speci� ed.

Creativity by the Bay

Offi ce design is in the midst of its 

biggest changes in half a century. 

Not since the Quickborner team 

of German management consul-

tants announced their open offi ce 

concept, which gained popularity 

in the early 1960s, has there been 

such a new wave of environmental 

options on how and where employ-

ees can carry out their jobs. Even 

the typical expanses of free-stand-

ing workspace enclosures spawned 

by Knoll and Herman Miller are on 

their way out, replaced by com-

munal working areas that offer a 

limited number of special purpose 

spaces, which are often glass-

enclosed.

 To house the working environ-

ments for the high-tech industry, a 

third design phase is currently in 

its ascent. The fi rst phase emerged 

in the 1990s, incubated in the fam-

ily garage or a bare vintage indus-

trial loft. Next came the upgrade to 

real offi ces and then to sprawling 

headquarters complexes. Now, 

well into the second decade of the 

twenty-fi rst century, this third 

phase is characterized by mega-
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electronic communications giants 

such as Google that have invested 

in a new lifestyle working environ-

ment—part adult gathering place, 

part creative cauldron—to attract 

and keep the best and brightest 

workers.

 The third phase is also generat-

ing a variation on this theme. A 

maturing tech industry is still dedi-

cated to fostering the employee 

interaction that takes place in a 

lively, contemporary environment. 

However, the bells-and-whistles 

have been set on a lower decibel 

level and the environmental style 

encompasses both upbeat and so-

phisticated outlooks. An example of 

this current phase is the expansion 

of Autodesk, located on the Embar-

LOW POWER, HIGH STYLE
At Autodesk headquarters in San Francisco, a high-tech visual ap-
proach inspires the creative staff , while a total lighting power den-

sity equal to 0.50 WSF helped the building achieve LEED Platinum.
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cadero in downtown San Francisco. 

The new offi ces were designed by 

Gensler, with lighting by Birken-

stock Lighting Designs (BLD).

 Gensler served as architects and 

interior designers for 71,000 sq. ft. 

of upgraded space and three new 

offi ce fl oors surrounding an open 

atrium. Gensler used Autodesk’s 

own Mold Flow computer model-

ing as part of the design process 

to maximize ceiling heights and 

increase employees’ views to the 

outdoors. As a design tool, it was 

applied to the architectural geom-

etry decisions to produce the pat-

terns and fl ow of the offi ce traffi c.

 In their brief to the design team, 

Autodesk, which creates and mar-

kets 3D modeling and visual effects 

software with a user base of 10 

million professionals in more than 

185 countries, sought to showcase 

their technology advancements, 

refl ect local culture and materials, 

and emphasize their downtown 

San Francisco presence. Also high 

Gensler used Autodesk’s 
own Mold Flow computer 
modeling as part of the 
design process to maximize 
ceiling heights and increase 
employees’ views outdoors. 

on the list was an environment 

that would generate interac-

tion and the resultant creativity 

between employees. The company 

sought a platinum LEED rating for 

all three of the new fl oors in the ex-

pansion program, which expanded 

to the adjacent Steuart Tower, 

built in the mid-1970s, from the c. 

1916 Landmark Tower, linked via a 

fourth fl oor bridge. 

 Environmentally sourced ma-

terials were specifi ed for the new 

and existing spaces. Salvaged wood 

from retired shipping palettes 

was turned into geometric ceiling 

forms, dining chairs are recyclable 

MODEL SOLUTION
Autodesk, which creates and markets 3-D modeling and visual eff ects software, showcased their computer modeling technology 
advancements by applying the company�s Mold Flow computer modeling software to produce the patterns and � ow of offi  ce traffi  c. 

LIGHT DONE RIGHT
Studies from data generated through Autodesk�s REVIT program allowed lighting designer Olga Birkenstock and her team to observe
critical hidden lighting sightlines. �From any position within the space, the lighting is never visible to the occupant,� she says.
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polypropylene, fl oors are stained 

concrete, and much of the offi ce’s 

furnishings were obtained locally.

 Both Gensler and BLD used 

the company’s REVIT software to 

plan for the Autodesk expansion. 

Working within a tight budget, BLD 

mixed LED and fl uorescent sources 

installed in wood ceilings and 

took advantage of the refl ective 

quality of white walls. “One of our 

objectives was to have the lighting 

elements level with the articula-

tions of the ceiling, and still be able 

to adjust the aiming on key objects,” 

says Olga Birkenstock. Studies from 

data generated through the REVIT 

program allowed Birkenstock and 

her team to observe critical hidden 

lighting sightlines. “From any posi-

tion within the space, the lighting is 

never visible to the occupant,” she 

reports.

 Located at the main entry is a 

gathering space, meeting space, 

TOWN SQUARE
Located at the main entry is a gathering space, meeting space, and coffee break area called the Town Square. Folded wood 
ceilings connect the open office across the core and frame views to the Bay. 

GOLDEN GATE VIEW
Autodesk asked the design team to 
create a space that emphasized their 
downtown San Francisco location.
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Birkenstock and her staff 
set a rigorously enforced 
minimum level of a 25,000-
hour life for all lamps 
specifi ed.

and coffee break area called the 

Town Square. Folded wood ceilings 

connect the open offi ce across the 

core and frame views to the Bay. 

 Articulated ceilings that slope 

and curve were outlined where 

they met wall surfaces with cove 

lighting. Flush-mounted LED 

MR16s for accent lighting were 

subtlely positioned within the 

laminated wood ceiling elements. 

“Both LED and fl uorescent fi xtures 

provide up and down washing for 

the white walls,” Birkenstock says. 

“In the Town Square space, to il-

luminate the white table tops, we 

mocked up the setting and experi-

mented with various output and 

CRI combinations to ensure color 

consistency,” Birkenstock relates. 

 In the spaces for staff members 

seated at long, desk-high work 

surfaces, target ambient light-

ing levels were established at 15 

footcandles. Autodesk wanted 

employees to have individual 

control fl exibility to suit their own 

age, task, and preference levels. 

“On the work surface, with their 

task lights on, 40 footcandles pro-

vides a comfortable working level,” 

Birkenstock says. “In addition, 

energy use was lowered due to the 

lower ambient lighting levels. Walls 

are washed to introduce additional 

visual brightness,” she points out. 

Overhead, square indirect suspen-

sion luminaires and three- and 

four-foot T5 lamps provide ambient 

illumination. 

 Birkenstock and her staff set 

a rigorously enforced minimum 

level of a 25,000-hour life for all 

lamps specifi ed. For each LED type 

specifi ed, the fi rm established its 

own testing sequence in its offi ce 

to ascertain the visual consistency 

of CCT, color rendering, and Kelvin 

INDOOR ENVIRONMENT
For both new and existing spaces, designers specified environmentally sourced materials, including stained concrete floors and geometric ceiling arrays created out of wood salvaged 
from retired shipping palettes. Much of the office�s furnishings were obtained locally.
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AUTODESK GAME ROOM
In the game room�a popular social node in high-tech office settings�a dimensional 3D Autodesk logo is mounted on a recessed orange color surface, lit around the perimeter with 
linear fluorescent strips with parabola reflectors. This customized ceiling treatment is visible from the outside courtyard three stories below.

when refl ected against the offi ce’s 

white surfaces. 

 A main corridor path that di-

vides the open offi ce area is fi tted 

with pavilions containing a meet-

ing space and small focus rooms. 

 Private rooms for meetings and 

presentations have fully dimmable 

2-ft-long T5HO fi xtures installed in 

single continuous slots in an asym-

metric pattern. They are used in 

combination with adjustable LED 

MR16s to highlight whiteboards, 

table tops, and the participants.

 The game room, a popular social 

node in high-tech offi ce settings, 

has a ceiling treatment that is 

visible from the outside from three 

stories below in the courtyard. 

Yellow, blue and orange are vis-

ible across the offi ce fl oor space. 

A dimensional 3D Autodesk logo 

is mounted on a recessed orange 

color surface, lit around the perim-

eter with linear fl uorescent strips 

with parabola refl ectors. 

 Autodesk employees based in the 

fi rm’s other offi ces frequently visit 

the San Francisco headquarters 

for meetings or to collaborate on 

projects. Gensler’s design response 

to the need for a distinctive base 

from which the visitors could work 

was, appropriately, the Touchdown 

Room. Its visual statement is fanci-

ful and quasi-science fi ction, unlike 

other spaces in this site.

 BLD dramatized the scene with 

Eliptipar wall wash fi xtures, ALW 

combo LED/fl uorescent linears, 

LED MR16s to light the tables, and 

fl uorescent to provide ambient 

lighting levels. 

 Not only do the employees of Au-

todesk like the lighitng, the project 

was honored by the International 

Interior Design Assn. for an Award 

of Merit.•
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