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The one-week stand

There are a few givens in life that simply have to be accepted. One is that the ice in your drink melts. Another is that people, men and women alike, ogle when confronted with expensive cars, attractive members of the opposite sex, and trendy computer stuff. Filled to the brim with the very latest nice-to-haves and must-haves in the realms of telecom and IT, the Orbit/Comdex trade show in Basel last September inevitably drew a sizeable crowd of aficionados.

The challenging aspect for an exhibitor in such a temple of ogle is that the competition is painfully less than a stone’s throw away. It is right next door, in contrast to the real world, where the next competitor’s show windows might be several blocks down the road or, even better, in another town altogether. This challenge is particularly acute for providers of immaterial things such as telecommunications services.

Orange is a typical example. The company wanted to showcase its lineup of mobile telephony expertise and felt that the best way to have an ogle-worthy presence at Orbit/Comdex was to create a venue that would elicit wows, oohs, and aahs. 

But how? Patrik Gubser of the GCGroup already had 11 years of standbuilding experience under his belt when he was contacted by [•••Name••• of] Orange Communications SA in May. The lean ••-year-old had a chance worth jumping at. In Switzerland, as in many other countries, Orange enjoys cult status. The company does not have customers, it has disciples. And Gubser was smack in the middle of the target group, a dyed-in-the-wool follower.

The two most recent suites of Orange TV commercials had been set in vast expanses of desert and in spacious icy landscapes, both rather sparsely but compellingly populated with people talking to each other. The spots symbolize Orange’s core business: to facilitate interpersonal communication. These images triggered the underlying idea for the Orange stand that began to crystallize in Gubser’s mind at the kickoff briefing session where he traced visions in the air with both hands.

“First, you listen,” Gubser said. “You see the brand, you see the image being projected. And then you start realizing that very dedicated people are behind this all, people who believe in what they’re doing and have a message to convey. They can wrap you up in excitement and put butterflies in your stomach.”

Apparently, Gubser was so convincing in his ability to communicate enthusiasm for the project that the GCGroup, only just two years old, got the job without even so much as a rough sketch. It was supposed to be a 1-in-3 pitch, but the other two presentations were canceled. It was time to roll up shirtsleeves and transform the Orange philosophy into a walk-in, hands-on experience. Somewhere along the line, the four partners decided that the stand would be a two-level structure covered with an inflated four-arch fabric dome, like a huge quilt standing on its corners. The “Orange Dome” was born, at least virtually. There was only one drawback: it had never been done before.

“I firmly believe that everything is doable,” says Gubser. Roland Imboden, an architect and partner of the GCGroup, adds with a grin: “And what’s really fun is coming up with miracles.” Using latest-generation CAD tools, Imboden began to piece the dome together on his screen, continually refining, tuning, adjusting, and optimizing the design. The result was an ellipsoid with a length of 22 m, a width of 16.5 m, and a height of 6.7 m – a single air chamber with a volume of 346 mn3 and an overall surface area of 698 m2. Imboden’s brain child has 1198 quilt seams to keep the inside and outside envelopes together. Orange executives liked the idea. So far, so good.

Now, the GCGroup had to find someone to make it. This is where the cows come in. In search of specialists who would be able to cut and sew together the 96 gargantuan parts of coated nylon fabric with welted seams as long as 35 m, Gubser chanced upon an auto upholstery shop in the idyllic Emmental valley. It is one of those pristine stretches of lush mountainview countryside perpetually found in Switzerland’s tourism promotion collateral. And ogling cows, apart from the scenery, are the main attraction. It was a quaint shop with heavy-duty Pfaff sewing machines that could easily pass for antiques. The owner and the seamstresses nodded their agreement in the typical Bernese style often mistaken for slow-mindedness, and Imboden fired up the plotter to make the 1:1 “dress pattern” for the dome.

Meanwhile, all the other parts of the stand were being built, including the high-gloss white cavity floor spanning 418 m3, and the imposing rectangular prism with its concealed VIP loft and refreshment center. The GCGroup designed the structural steelwork clad in oak-veneered, charcoal-stained panels with the integrated videowall consisting of 18 high-resolution DLP monitors. The product display cases were fashioned from 8 mm acrylic and floating overhead panels made of anodized aluminum. At the same time, a 2 Mbit/s fiber link was established between Orange’s headquarters in Zürich and the stand in Basel. The stand itself was wired up with 780 m of data cable and 1200 m of power cable.

The vision was taking shape. “We wanted to create an atmosphere that would entice people to walk in and immerse themselves in a world apart. The ambiance is ideal for casual one-on-one communication. It doesn’t bury the visitor in a plethora of high-tech gadgetry,” Gubser explained. Roland Imboden: “The dome has two functions. It is like a protective canopy that creates quiet intimacy inside, but viewed from the outside, it is a landmark signal that says ‘explore me’”.

The acid test was yet to come. It is one of the privileges of a true prototype that it doesn’t absolutely positively have to work. So heartbeats stepped up when the Emmental auto upholstery shop’s arguably biggest-ever and certainly most exotic oeuvre was trucked to the exhibition site in Basel just 11 days before the grand opening. With winches and poles, scores of workers gingerly pulled the fabric shroud with its free-form steel archways over the stand and inserted the welts into slots in the floor. Then the air blowers were connected to build up a pressure of 16 kg/m2. The whole GCGroup crew, and especially Roland Imboden, was transfixed. The dome began to rise. But not quite enough. Searing hisses revealed locations where the dome was leaking before enough tension could be built up to seal the welts. But perseverance and a little makeshift artistry paid. Finally, when the dramatic lighting of the proudly hovering dome was switched on, all the late-shift standbuilders present in Hall 1.1 dropped their tools and gasped. 

The Orange stand got big-time exposure in the media and has been praised as the new benchmark in what is loosely referred to as temporary architecture. The organizing committee of Orbit/Comdex also lauded the “Orange Dome” as a milestone in standbuilding. “We knew that we were taking a risk with this custom structure,” Imboden said. “But you don’t get very far nowadays if you just stick to safe conventions.” Gubser, Imboden, Keller, and Zachleder have every reason to assume that the GCGroup will be heard of again soon. Their Orange Dome is scheduled to make its second debut in the spring of 2001.

((Reporter: Erich Brandenberger))
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Contact: Weberstrasse 7, 8004 Zürich, Switzerland.
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