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It was the second time that proved to
be the charm in the Azerbaijani capital

as a beautiful landmark botel rose from

the excavation of an earlier, abandoned
project. The design team for the Four
Seasons Hotel Baku also bad to contend
with the site’s close proximity to the
Caspian Sea and with medieval walls
included on the World Heritage List.

By Robert L. Reid

The Four Seasons Holel Baku was constructed
atop a-12'm deep excavation from an earlier
project that had been abandoned,

SR TN IBARRT

HERE IS A LEGEND in Azerbaijan of how a

beauciful rose bloomed in a garden—bur only
after certain plans and wishes went wrong and a vil-
lage was destroyed. The legend, as recounted in the
spring 2005 edition of the magazine Azerbaijan In-
ternational, could serve as the metaphorical prelude
to the real-life drama of how the Four Seasons Hotel
Baku was designed and conscructed in the Azerbai-
jani capital, for here again success came only after
the early plans of the original developer had gone
awry, a new developer took over the project, and
some of the early work was demolished by the new
design and construction team.

The 10-level, 50,000 m? luxury Four Seasons
hotel in Baku (Baki) was designed by London-b:
ReardonSmith Architects and engineered by URAL
Engineering Co., Led., based in Ankara, Tarckey, for
the new developer, Baku-based PASHA Construc-
tion, LL.C. This was the same design ceam and cli-
ent thac recencly completed another landmark ho-
tel in Baku, the JW Marriocc Hotel Absheron Baku
(see "Urban Oasis,” by Robert L. Reid, Cizi/ Engi-
neering, April 2013, pages 46-50). Bur while che
conscruction of the Four Seasons hotel had acrually
started earlier, the distincely modern-scyle Absher-
on hotel opened first, in the spring of 2012; che far
more ornate Four Seasons property, designed in a
French classical scyle wich Beaux-Arts derailing, was
not completed uncil later chat year. It was partially
opened late in the summer in 2012, and full opening
came in January 2013, according to Conrad Smith,
RIBA, the managing director of ReardonSmith

Like the rose that bloomed only after earlier tra-
vails, the Four Seasons hotel was constructed on a
site thar, as mentioned above, had been excavated
as part of an earlier project under a different devel-
oper and design teamn but never compleced. When
the Four Seasons project began, in 2008, the site
featured an approximately 12 m deep excavation
for the three basement levels, a partially compleced
concrete raft foundarion, the start of che lower-level
shear walls and columns, arid 2 partially completed
secanc pile wall along the perimeter ro prevent wa-
ter ingress, explained Ahmet Sureyya Ural, the com-
pany director of URAL Engineering, who provided
written answers to Crvil Enginering questions

An early challenge for the new project involved
the infiltration of water at the construction site, Ural
noted. Located within 300 m of the Baku waterfront
and overlooking the Caspian Sea, the site is separated
from the water by a major arterial road, Neftchiler
Avenue, and by a long promenade and p:
lowest of the basement levels is more than :
low sea level; indeed, most of Baku near the Caspi-
an is as much as 23 m below sea level, making the
city what is believed to be the lowest-lying narional
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The ballroom itself is located on the hotel’s secand level

above grade but is outside the footprint of the main structure

of the building and is separated by a movement joint.

the colonnade to the encrance to the underground parking; thac
entrance is located within one of the three turrets that adom the
building’s corners, each tureet rising che full heighe of the struc-
ture and topped by a decorative dome. The columns in the col-
onnade are robust, steel-reinforced concrete seructures char sup-
port the eight levels of hotel rooms und other amenities above
the porte cochere space, nores Bhatia. Because they are exposed,
the columns also feature a steel casing more than 20 mem thick
as an additional security measure, noted Ural, who explained
thar the columns are designed to prevent progressive collapse
in the event of an explosion.

The corner turrers were included in the design
of the horel because in Azerbaijani archicecture
the corners of buildings are often given special
prominence, notes Bhatia, In the case of the Four
Seasons, the roughly 7 m diameter turrers provide
space for special suites and form part of the large
spa located on the top floor; a marble-encased hot
tub and changing room there extend into one of
the domes, and the other domes provide space for
private dining.

The horel’s ornamentation was intended to
respect and reflect the heritage of Baku, includ-
ing quite specifically the French influences char
dare from the period just before World War I,
Smith notes. The majority of the hotel structure,
which Smith characrerizes as an “unashamedly
grand building,” is framed in concrete. The exte-
rior is clad in local limestone, which aesthetically
complements some of the stone~lad governmenc
buildings thac are located nearby, including the
presidential palace. Since temperacures in Baku
range from 0°C in winzer to 30°C in summer, the
stonework on the horel facade had to be protect-
ed against cracking as the structure expands and
contraces. The differences between internal and
external temperatures also meanc thac the facade
design had to consider how to prevent the infilcra-
tion of condensation into the wall cavities.

The hotel's top floor, the prepatinated copper
roof of the main portion of the building, and the
separate roof of che main ballroom, are framed in
steel co reduce che loads chey impose on the struc-
rure, Smich adds. The ballroom itself is locared on
the horel’s second level above grade buc is oucside
the footprinc of the main strucrure of the building
and is separated by « movemenc joint. Thus, while
icis aestherically similar to the rest of che hotel, the
ballroom is structurally separate, which enabled
the desigrers to create a 600 m? column-free space
with 7.5 m high ceilings because there would be
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Topped by 2 barrel-vaulted
skylight, the hotel's pool is lo-
cated within a four-story open

area that forms a sort of ef-
evated atrium in the center of

the structure with a column-
free span of more than 11 m.

10 guest cooms or ocher hotel amenicies rising above it. Locat-
ing che ballroom ourside of the main body of the hotel build-
ing also meant chat the major seructural elements of the horel
could pass through the building and down to the foundations.

The ballroom roof accammodates a formial garden space
desigied by Capita Symonds Led (now Capirta Property and
Infrastructurs Led), of London, to privide aeschetically pleas-
ing views from the guest rooms, Smith says. Bur it is purely
avisul urnenity; there is oo public secess w the grass, plancs,
and pravel bordurs that erown the ballroom space.

Because the topography of Baku means that the roof of the
Four Seasons hotel can be seen from build-
ings 1 km or more away, the client re-
quested both the garden space above the
ballroom and che decoracive domes and
spires, as well as the copper cladding atop
the main portion of the hotel, says Bhatia
But thar also meanr that, in contrast to
normal practice, those spaces would not be
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available for che installanion of mechanical systerns, he says. In-
stend, a plant room was inselled in the basement levels, along
with water tanks for the fire sprinklers, and another plant room
was conscructed ar the back of the ballroom itself, chis one too
ousside the foorprint of the main building.

The proximity of mechanical systems to che elegant din-
ners and other events planned for che ballroom created acous-
tic issues thar “we had to take care to avoid,” notes Bhatia.
This was accomplished viaa series of breaks in the scructure to
prevent sound transmissions, and use was also made of acous-
tic pads to isolate certain equipment so as to minimize the vi-
brations that would pass through the seructure, Bharia notes.

The roof of the main section of the hotel also fearures 2 bar-
rel-vaulted skylight approximarely 25 by 15 m in plan sup-
ported via trusses. This skylight covers a four-story open area
that stares roughly halfway up the building and forms a sort of
elevared atrium in the center of the strucrure witch a column-
freespan of more than 11 m, Designed in the style afa Roman
basilica, acvording to informarion provided by ReardanSmith,
this space houses the hotel's pool, whieh is rouglhily 22 m lang
and 7.5 m wide. Since the deprh jsa relacively shallow 1,2 m,
rio lifeguard is recquired, notes Smich. The pool ans isadormed
with two levels of “blind” arcades, thar s, arches withour
apenings thar are set againsr che solid walls.

The entrance lobby leatures a grand staircase that is
clad in marble and has an intricate ironwork railing.
The central, decorative arch conceals the concrete col-
umn from which portions of the stair cantilever 1.5 m.

Constructed as a concrete box within another
concrete box in order to prevent water leakage,
the pool was located in the center of the hotel to
accommodate the client’s wish that every guest
room have an external view, eicher over the old
walled city or across the water, says Smith. That
requirement, however, presented structural chal-
lenges because the pool is located just a few floors
above the large, columnn-free spaces of the ball-
room lobby and, below thar, the main entrance
foyer ac ground level, noted Ural. The changing
column grids berween the large spans of the low-
er floors and the smaller spans of the guest room
floors also posed problems. The installation of
transfer beams on the second and third levels ulci-
mately resolved these issues, Ural noted.

Within che encrance lobby is a large grand
staircase that is oval in plan and ascends through
the firse three levels of the hocel, ending in the
ballroom lobby, a “grand journey” that “adds an
element of spectacle as you make your way to the
ballroom,” explains Bhatia. Clad in marble and
featuring an intricare ironwork railing, che stairs
wrap around a central decorarive arch that con-
ceals the concrete column from which portions of
the stair cantilever 1.5 m, Smitch says. The grand
staircase is also supported by the floor slab at each
level through which it passes.

Baku is a ciry of more than 2 million people
in which “East meecs West and where scalpeured high-
rise rowers coexist with centurjes-old buildings,” accord-
ing to ReardonSmith’s press announcemencs relating to the
Four Seasons project. Wichin that context, the Four Seasons
Hotel Baku strives to provide the best of both worlds: mod-
ernamenities within a classical design. It is like that legend-
ary rose, and while it may nor grace a
garden, it is at least very close to an ur-
ban park. - CE

Rabert L. Reid is the senior editor of Civil
Engineerirg.

PROJECT cREDITS Client:
PASHA Construccion, LLC, Baku,
Azerbaijan Hotel operator: Four Sea-
sons Hotels and Resorts, Toronto Architect: ReardonSmich
Architects, London Structural engineer: URAL Engineer-
ing Co., Led., Ankara, Turkey General contractor: Codest
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