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“The architect’s primary objectives in the manufacturing 
administrative and educational plant for International 
Business Machines at Rochester were two fold: one, to 
provide an orderly scheme of growth, and two, to create 
harmonious and efficient working conditions . It was 
with these objectives in mind that the buildings were 
designed.” 

-Rocehster Post Bulletin, September 27, 1958

In 1956, it was decided that International Business Ma-
chines (IBM) would construct a manufacturing and train-
ing facility in Rochester, Minnesota. The company was 
interesting in hiring the leading designers of the time to 
propel the image of being a cutting edge entity in the 
post-industrial era. Eero Saarinen was hired to design 
the new facility which by IBM’s definition needed to 
accommodate future expansion in an orderly and pre-
dictable fashion. Saarinen accomplished this by setting 
modules based on square footages which were deter-
mined to be ideal for the distinctly different program-
matic functions. Administrative buildings, built to the 
east of the central cafeteria and entry, would follow an 
80’x250’ module with 2 stories. To the west, maufactur-
ing buildings meausuring 250’x250’ on one level provid-
ed increments of 60,00 square feet. The entire exterior 
follows a 4 foot grid of curtain wall panels, a major inno-
vation for the time. The buildings are bounded at the 4 
foot level with ribbions of 4 foot high windows on both 

On Color

Saarinen described his choice of color for the IBM site 
saying “The vibrancy of the two blues, which helps aviod 
monotony at close view, changes when seen from a 
distance. Then the total effect is a dark blue band making 
a transition from the tawny-green, rolling landscape to 
the sky. In winter, the blue vibrates with greater intensity 
against the snowscape.” 

Bold use of color was not limited to IBM’s exterior. 
Saarinen used a light blue color on the ceilings of the 
manufacturing buildings to create a ‘sky’ effect while the 
exposed structure was painted a crisp white. A series of 
multi-color bins in racks on the manufacturing floor 
added vibrancy to the industrial space. 

Color and materiality is key to any additions or subrac-
tions to the existing Saarinen framework. The way he 
masterfully understood color and its effects led to an 
economical and timeless solution. This project uses a 
palette of materials and colors which boldly define that 
which has been modified while respecting the history of 
the site and architecture. 

levels. It was Saarinen’s desire that only the verticals be 
accentuated thus the panels were set in 5-inch deep 
aluminum mullions. Horizontally the panels of glass were 
held in place with rubber gaskets which minimized their 
visual effect. 

Design Direction

With so much history about the design intentions for the 
site, this design proposal seeks to respect the module 
which is so prevalent. A module of 4 feet, or multiples 
there of, is used throughout the additions and subtrac-
tions. With over 3 million square feet of existing space, 
subtraction lends itself to any modifications of the struc-
tures. Since their construction is of steel framework, they 
are easily adaptable to changes in footprint. The new 
facades created by that which is carved away create 
opportunities to introduce a new design language. 

City of Rochester and Family Connection

The city of Rochester has a lot to thank IBM for in the 
past 60 years. IBM’s presence as a major employer 
caused rapid growth within the city and helped make it 
what is is today. Along with the world famous Mayo 
Clinic, IBM helped to put Rochester on the map as not 
just a medical but also technological center. By preserv-
ing the campus and adapting it for future use, the city 
can preserve a key piece of its history. 

Like many from the Rochester area, generations of my 
family have a some point been connected with the site. 
My grandfather, Walter M. Lund, started with IBM in 1956 
even before the Saarinen masterpiece was constructed. 
He witnessed how the site grew rapidly in his 30 years 
with the company. My grandmother Karen Brandt and 
father Scott Brandt also worked at IBM in the on-site IBM 
Employee Credit Union and in the machine shop. This is 
the a commonailty that many families in rochester share. 

Above left: Eero Saarinen, designer of the IBM Rochester facility. 
Right: Installation of the innovative curtain wall system, ca. 1957

Arial view of the 9 original Saarinen designed buildings with two buildings recently added. Rapid expansion as several buildings have been added ca. late 1960s. 

My grandfather, Walter M. Lund 
employee photograph

Photographs of the site October 2017.


