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BEST OF Walter P Moore Office, Houston

JUDGES AWARD: Design

When Walter P Moore and Associates
wanted to relocate, it turned to its clients
to determine what changes needed to be
made. The design provided by architec-
tural firm Gensler offered a more collabo-
rative environment and a space that
helped define the engineering firm as a
forward-thinking company.

Previously, engineers occupied enclosed
offices, and CAD drafters were separated in
their own “open plan” by tall dividing walls.
The new design encourages more interac-
tion, with CAD drafters interspersed with
groups of engineers in a primarily open
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throughout the space.
A collaborative effort between Gensler

and Walter P Moore’s engineers resulted
in the most prominent example of inno-
vative design in the office. Instead of pre-
senting the firm with its own design for a
central stairway, Gensler asked the firm’s
engineers to come up with a design for a
gravity-defying stairway. Gensler selected
the winning design of the “floating” stair
that utilized the same advanced materials
that the firm routinely used in large sta-
dium projects. 

The stairway’s primary structure >>

plan with lowered divider walls. 
Flexible conference rooms were built

into the arrangement of offices along the
core. In addition, a large, impressive stair-
case now connects all three floors of the
office, providing access to public areas on
each level and encouraging more interac-
tion between employees.

Using a large open plan for the office
meant lots of echoing and poor noise con-
trol. An acoustical technician was intro-
duced to the project to provide solutions
for the many different workspaces. 

The firm decided to leave ceiling struc-
ture exposed, which provided an added
function of serving as an educational fea-
ture for the young structural engineers in
the office. The challenge arose, however,
when the exposed elements needed to be
presentable while accommodating both
acoustical and lighting control. To con-
ceal the acoustical solution and reflect
light to the workspaces, Gensler posi-
tioned white drop ceilings, or “clouds,”
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is drawn from its basic elements – guard-
rails and stair treads – resulting in a min-
imal form that does not require tradition-
al stair stringers. Cables typically used in
long-span roof construction are incorpo-
rated into the design as guardrails and
form the top chords of the Vierendeel
truss system. 

Separate precast panels of Ductal make
up the treads, which collectively function
as the bottom chords of the truss. Finally,
the truss web is made up of the solid ver-
tical posts of the guardrail. Vertical steel
members at the top of each flight support
the cantilevered guardrails, resulting in a
floating sensation. 

A hanging custom-tuned mass damper
– like those typically used to control sway
in high-rise buildings – controls vibration
from the “floating” stair from the base of
each flight.


