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Fig. 1 Perspective drawing of the Office Building of the Brodomerkur Company, author Branka Kaminski
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This paper is a contribution to the knowledge about the 1980s 
postmodern architecture in the city of Split. It is focused on the 
Brodomerkur Office Building as an outstanding example of post­
modern office space at the urban heart of Split. The study analy- 
ses the building’s urban and architectural features, which are evalu­
ated in both the local and global context. Brodomerkur‘s unique 
design makes it an architectural gem worthy of landmark status and 
preservation.
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Introduction

 After the completion of multiple housing 
units in the city’s quarter of Smrdečac from 
the 1970s to the 1980s - within the Basic Ur-
ban Design Project for Split III - construction 
of commercial and office buildings began in 
the remaining area of the urban matrix. The 
goal was to provide jobs for the local popula­
tion, not only in the industrial zones around 
the city but also near its residential areas. 
The offices building of the Brodomerkur Com­
pany (today the Faculty of Humanities and 
Social Sciences, University of Split) is located 
among commercial and office buildings in 
Smrdečac. This article examines postmodern 
architectural features of an office building in 
a paradoxical situation. It is a building that 
resembles lavish headquarters of a large, 
capitalist multinational corporation when in 
fact it was conceived and built in what was at 
the time a socialist country. Compared to 
other buildings in the city’s urban landscape, 
Brodomerkur stands out as an example of ar­
chitectural creativity of the 1980s. Its pres­
ence in the memory of Split, with its numer­
ous architectural associations, demands this 
building’s preservation as a shining exemplar 
of the city’s rich architectural heritage.

Urban context

After World War II, municipal planners of the 
small City of Split plotted its development 
through post-war production of social hous­

ing. During the industrialisation period be­
tween 1961 and 1971, the city’s population 
doubled in size from 78 792 to 163 762 inhab­
itants. As the population grew, so did the de­
mand for housing, transportation, and com­
munal solutions. Subsequent scientific and 
professional studies resulted in the Concep­
tion of the General Urban Plan of the City of 
Split, adopted on April 15, 1974 (Kalogjera, 
1977: 1, 7, 9, 11; Fig. 3).1

The polycentric scheme of city organisation 
on the Split peninsula showed the modernist 
division of zones: dwelling, recreation, work, 
and transportation. However, black squares 
mark four city centres as the Lynch’s urban 
nodes with a concentration of public content 
(Lynch, 1960: 72-78): Split (west), Solin 
(north), Stobreč (east), as well as a new 
planned city centre in the central part of the 
Split peninsula.
The new city centre was planned for 50 210 
inhabitants and 30 500 m2 intended for 
trade, service, catering, and business func­
tions (Kalogjera, 1977: 14-16, 41-42). It was 
divided and organised “along two heliother-
mal axes, northwest-southwest direction, 
and in parallel to the map of cardo of Dio
cletian’s palace” (Tušek, 1996: 188; Kukoč, 
2010: 171).2 The western axis forms a post­
modern pedestrian “University Street” in the 
city quarter Smrdečac, which was planned 
south and north of Poljička Street (Kalogjera, 
1977: 42; Fig. 3).
The part of the city centre at Smrdečac, locat­
ed along the traffic corridor of Poljička Street 

1	 Work on the GUP of the City of Split began with the 
Decision of the Municipal Assembly of Split (Skupština 
općine Split) on November 16, 1967; Book 1: Documenta-
tion was published in 1971; Book 2: Conception was pub­
lished in 1972, Book 3: Plan proposal was published in 
1977 and the Plan was finally authorized in 1978. The Con-
ception assumed population growth - 324 000 inhabit­
ants up to the year 2000.

2	 The idea of the city centre grew out from different 
documents: the winning Competition Entry Žnjan from Slo­
venian team from Ljubljana (Vladimir Mušič, Marjan Bežan, 
and Nives Starc, Urban Institute of Slovenia, 1968/1969), 
the Action Plan for the development of Split III, second 
phase of development preparations (Company for the Con­
struction of the City of Split / Poduzeće za izgradnju Splita, 
April 1969) and the Basic Urban Design Project for the City 
of Split III (Marjan Bežan, with the collaboration of the Slo­
venian Urban Planning Institute from Ljubljana and Urban 
Planning Institute of Dalmatia / Urbanistički zavod Dalmaci-
je from City of Split, December 1969).

3	 Poljička Street and the so-called Solinska Street once 
connected Aspálathos / Spalatum (today Split) with Epid­
aurum / Raúsion (today Stobreč) and Salona (today So­
lin), respectively. These were two main city streets for 17 
centuries.

4	 Danko Colnago (1952) graduated from the Faculty of 
Architecture, the University of Zagreb in 1976. He started 
working in the Construction Company Ivan Lučić Lavčević 
in 1977. Later he was the owner of the architectural bureau 
CD project d.o.o. founded in 1990. In more recent years, he 
designed yachts and speedboats in the company Pakleni 
otoci d.o.o. Today he is retired.
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(one of the two main city roads; Fig. 3)3, had 
remained undeveloped for a long time. The 
plan for the construction of one of several 
planned commercial buildings on this stretch 
of road was implemented in the mid-1980s. 
The existing postmodern urban pattern of “pe­
destrian streets” in the residential area of the 
city quarter of Smrdečac is set in the east-west 
direction, in parallel to the Poljička Street (the 
street is partly situated on the Roman limita-
tio; Suić, 1956: 13), and is connected to the 
central pedestrian street that links the Univer­
sity Campus with the business district (Ruđer 
Bošković Street). This position determined the 
plot for construction and, consequently, the 
longitudinal layout of the Brodomerkur build­
ing (Figs. 3 and 4).

Design and construction

The author of the project, architect Danko 
Colnago4, made the preliminary design for 
Brodomerkur for 500 employees in 1985, as 
one of the licensed architects at the company 
Ivan Lučić Lavčević - OOUR Design and Tech­
nology Bureau (Ivan Lučić Lavčević - OOUR 
Projektno tehnološki biro). Associate archi­
tect Branka Kaminski (1956- 2002) presented 
Colnago’s design through a hand-drawn per­
spective (Figs. 1 and 2).

Terms for the building were issued by the 
Committee on Urbanism, Construction, Prop­
erty Law, Housing and Communal Affairs, Di­
rectorate for Urbanism and Construction, De­

partment for Terms of Construction (Komi- 
tet za urbanizam, građevinarstvo, imovinsko 
pravne, stambene i komunalne poslove, Up-
rave za urbanizam i građevinarstvo, Odsjek 
za uvjete građenja građevina) on April 7, 
1986, for a building plot of 2700 m2 (cadas­
tral parcels 1332/1 and 1336/1, Cadastral mu­
nicipality Split; Danko Colnago Archive). They 
prescribe the building construction coeffi­
cient of 1 and a 6 m wide pedestrian passage 
through the building. The building permit 
was issued on May 25 and the amended 
building permit, with a reduction of the base­
ment floor area, was issued on November 2, 
1989 (the City of Split Archives). The supple­

Fig. 2 Perspective drawing of the Brodomerkur 
Office Building, author Branka Kaminski

Fig. 3 Scheme of Split and the New City Centre  
of Split III (GUP, 1977)
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ment to the building permit, with the project 
documentation for the elevators, was issued 
on June 5, 1990 (the City of Split Archives).

Preparations for the construction of the 
building lasted four years. This amount of 
time was needed not only for the design pro­
cess but also for the purchase and consolida­
tion of land (consolidating many smaller 
plots into one big plot) and the complete ar­
rangement of the building plot, which was 
carried out for the Brodomerkur Labour Orga­
nization (Radna organizacija Brodomerkur) 
by the Company for the Construction of the 
City of Split (Poduzeće za izgradnju Splita). 
The construction site opened in 1988. During 
the construction of the building, in the period 
from 1989 to 1990, architect Colnago was 
“moved” from the design office to the con­
struction site.

Urban and architectural features

In the search for a different and more person­
al physical reality of the new spatial sign in 
relation to the external environment, the long 
and narrow belt of the building plot condi­
tioned the concept of placing a “limes” - the 
volume of a building that appears as a “wall” 
defending the housing district from the 
Lynch’s “edge” - strong six-lane road (Lynch, 
1960: 62-66). The thickness of the “wall” is 
ambiguous, emphasizing at the same time 
the separation of the residential district from 
the main road and the separation of the inner 
space of the building from the outer (Figs. 5 
and 6).
The “wall” is open lengthwise with two large 
openings, forming two “portals”. The open­
ing of the “wall” is ambiguous: it opens the 
inner space to the outside (“positive”), 
achieving either visual communication at 
breakthrough points or the opening of the 
passage through the house (“negative”; 
Giedion, 1969: 31-33). The sidewalls of the 

house are closed, for protection (“shelter”) 
and for constructive demands.

The volume of the western “portal” is set 
lower than the eastern, due to the difference 
in the height of the natural terrain on the 
eastern and western part of the Brodomerkur 
building, and due to the requirement for the 
pedestrian access to the building from the 
slope of nearby Poljička Street (the ground 
floor of the eastern part of the building is the 
first floor of the western part of the build­
ing).5 In addition to this difference in the ter­
rain’s / building’s altitude, the partial burial 
of the northern façade for1.2 m down contrib­
utes to the experience of a lower volume 
seen from the 5 m wide pedestrian street 
separating the building from the front gar­
dens of residential buildings (Fig. 6).

The eastern and western “portals” are both 
connected by a floor slab, which serves as a 
flat roof for the western side and the last floor 
for the eastern side. These portals close the 
“bridge construction” of the building, resting 
on “pillars” of the three reinforced concrete 
cores consisting of the staircases and toilets 
blocks, located along the east and west fa­
çades and in the middle of the building. The 
“bridge construction” enabled a significant 
opening of the façade by glazing, so the 
strength of the two prominent reinforced con­
crete “portals” alternates with the cascading 
retraction (southwest; Fig. 7) and/or a soft 
curve (southeast; Figs. 5 and 6) made of 
glass as the “curtain wall”. Cascades form 
strokes/strips, which together with the preg­
nant volume of the “bridge/portal”, serve to 
create a deep shadow that protects the win­
dows and reduces the intensity of strong 
Mediterranean sunlight during the summer. 
The soft curve gently pulls towards the inte­
rior of the building, emphasizing the location 
of the pedestrian entrance and protecting the 
windows from the low western sun.

The glazed cascades at the southern façade 
of the western part of the building are paved 
with 48 horizontally placed glass panels, 10 
rows high, where the two central rows are 
pulled towards the interior of the building 
forming a “cornice” at the mezzanine struc­
ture. The “cornice” also appears along the 
northern glass façade of the western part of 
the building (Fig. 6). The main vertical divi­
sion of the glass façade into three parts aris­
es from the functional requirement for two 

5	 Cascading fence wall, which follows the slopes of the 
naturally hilly terrain with the rhythm of horizontal jumps, 
is common in Split: along Vukovarska Street, on the Mar­
jan Stairs, as well as on building plots from the 19th and the 
20th century.
6	 Due to the “typological determinants in the organisa­
tion of space (central covered atrium space and gallery)” 
Plejić claims that the building is “close” to the atrium

Fig. 4 Site plan of the Brodomerkur Office Building, 
author Danko Colnago
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dilatations, while the denser vertical division 
of the façade arises from the modular divi­
sion of the floor plan, which allows variable 
layouts for the office in the interior. By using 
surfaces made of grey-blue tinted thermo­
glass (platinum oxide produces a blue-grey 
tone), the building adapts to the weather 
conditions, the existing urban matrix, and the 
internal functions.

The building retains tectonics - a classic fea­
ture of durability (Vitruvius, 1990: 18) and a 
feature of power through size and weight 
(Ruskin, 1920: 72, 75, 77-78, 102) and, de­
spite the postmodern “masking” of the main 
structure by stone cladding, it clearly shows 
the totality of its reinforced concrete struc­
tural origin. The alternating use of strips with 
the polished cladding of black granite from  
a site in Jablanica and White Dolit - beige 
limestone from the island Brač (stone slabs 
measuring 60´40 cm) - on the surface of the 
façade, emphasizes the importance of the 
material and gives the wall texture, simulta­
neously accentuates the force of the total 
mass (Ruskin, 1920: 80, 88 89).
The building is 141.05 m long and 24.235 m 
wide and ultimately covers the building plot of 
3,450 m2. The total area of the building is 
9,711.97 m2 (the City of Split Archives) accord­
ing to the building permit. The three floors of 
the building, alighted by side openings as well 
as zenithal openings, represent a double-
ranged standard office building (Figs. 7 and 8), 
organised and horizontally connected by gal­
leries around the inner atrium, with vertical 
communication via freely suspended staircas­
es in the inner atrium and via elevators in 
transparent envelope structures of steel and 
glass. The basement floor contains facilities: a 
restaurant and coffee bar, and server rooms, 
etc. In his interpretation, Plejić relates the 
building to several prominent administrative 
buildings in Split (Plejić, 1990: 12).6

The structural assembly of the Brodomerkur 
building is a simple system of reinforced con­
crete columns and beams (Figs. 8 and 9; DC 
Archive). The columns are laid out in a floor 
plan in a longitudinal direction at the axial 
distance of 6 meters (5.6 m of the light dis­
tance between columns which are 40 cm 
wide). The axial distance in transversal direc­
tion is different; the fields along the façades 
have columns at a distance of 5 meters, and 
the central field has columns at a distance of 
7 meters. The three reinforced concrete cores 

(toilets and staircases) serve as a seismic re­
inforcement of the entire structure of the 
building.

Evaluation of the architectural 
features

The Brodomerkur building did not receive 
any recognition in the form of professional 
awards. It was included in the competition for 
the Croatian annual Award Viktor Kovačić at 
the Zagreb Salon in 1990, at which the au­
thors Đivo Dražić and Edvin Šmit were cited 
for the office building for the Customs Admin­
istration and Intereuropa - Koper located at 
the Zagreb Fair (Oštrić, 1991: 8-11). The build­
ing was also presented at the Piran Days of 
Architecture the same year, where it received 
critical praise.
According to his own words (Colnago, 2014), 
as an inspiration during the designing pro­
cess the author used the works of Japanese 
architect Tadao Ando (1941), the British ar­
chitect Norman Foster (1935), and in particu­
lar, the glazed façade of the Willis Faber and 
Dumas Headquarters in Ipswich (1970-1975) 
(Frampton, 1992: 325-329), as well as the 
works of Scottish architect James Stirling 
(1926-1992), specifically the canopy at the 
Neue Staatsgalerie in Stuttgart (1977-1984) 
(Frampton, 1992: 332-333; Jencks, 1986: 460, 
466; Jencks, 2007: 137).
However, the whole project and various de­
tails of the Brodomerkur building are rich 
with references to the history of architecture, 
a few of which are analysed in this section. 
Also present are references to the work of 
other postmodern architects who were the 
author’s contemporaries and active design­
ers in the 1980s: Mario Botta (1943); Aldo 
Rossi (1931-1997), Robert Arthur Morton 
Stern (1939), and Thomas Beeby (1941).

The Brodomerkur building is perceived in the 
fabric of the city as a pure geometric form  

building of the Banovina Palace (competition: Turina and 
Boltar, 1936-37; realisation: Turina, Despot and Vrbanić, 
1938-40), and “according to the way how the building be­
longs to its environment, respects and enriches the de­
fined context and partly according to the design register 
(selected materials and their interpretation)”, he claims 
that the building is “a continuation of the direct line start­
ed by Šegvić’s Office Building on the West Coast”.

Fig. 5 View of the southern façade  
of the Brodomerkur Office Building,  
author Danko Colnago
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of large scale (drawing on Enlightenment ar­
chitecture and Ruskin’s power of size and 
weight). These qualities of its form, size, and 
weight make a visual impact that is notice­
able from the speeding cars on the six-lane 
city road that encircles the Split peninsula 
(Poljička Street).7 The fundamental postmod­
ern feature of the building as a spatial sign of 
the contemporary city is evident through the 
scale of a design that is meant to be enjoyed 
from a speeding car, not from the perspective 
of an itinerant pedestrian (Venturi, 1988: 13, 
30-35).

The tectonics of the building’s solid mass, as 
described in the manuscripts of the Swiss ar­
chitect Botta on House Bianchi (Ligornetto, 
1975-1976) and House Robbiani (Massagno, 
1979-1981), has the role and appearance of a 
“defensive wall” that accords both with the 
rhythm and speed of the city road, and the 
“idea of the form and protection” (Coppa, 
2009: 23), all of which are symbols of the his­
torical role of the wall in the Split peninsula 
since antiquity.

The defensive wall perforated with two open­
ings represents a “double portal” / “colon­
nade”; rich in meanings, metaphors, and lin­
guistic messages consistent with Venturi’s 
concepts of “duality” and the “difficult whole” 
(Venturi, 1989: 39-44, 186-188).The visual ex­
perience of the “portal” - there is only one 
actual passage through the building - repre­
sents a series of historical associations, the 
most prominent of which is a metaphor for the 
city gate from one of the city’s two main roads. 
This passage is not just an opening of the 
building into the surrounding urban fabric that 
fits into the urban matrix - in Colnago’s words 

- “little cardo” (Colnago, 2014), but it also 
marks the entrance to the building.

The graded access to the building that starts 
on Poljička Street (parking and/or pedestrian 
access/promenade lined with greenery), 
across the sort of “hypostyle hall” / “city log­
gia” and main entrance, and then through the 
inner atrium, is much like the one developed 
by Aldo Rossi on the matrix of the postmod­
ern city and completely shaped, as a result of 
complex architectural education, on a project 
for the City Hall in Scandicci (1968; Braghieri, 
1997: 38-41; Moneo, 2004: 114). At the same 
time, the public space of the entrance, with 
its columns and staircases, mirrors the urban 
themes integrated into Mediterranean cities 
such as Split (small public squares, town log­
gias / courts, and staircases/scalinate). This 
space is also what Colnago calls “an intuitive 
archetype” (Colnago, 2014), a product of the 
architect’s habitus. The arrangement of ele­
ments in this public entrance space repre­
sents a postmodern sequence that creates a 
theatrical space, far from being a plain en­
trance without ambition, by which the act of 
entering a building is transformed into an 
event (Rossi, 1999: 143-144).

The postmodern pillars of the passage are 
lined with the longitudinally placed granite 
tiles resembling, in Colnago’s words, the 

7	 The Brodomerkur Office Building establishes a rela­
tion to the highway and parking similar to the one appear­
ing in Stern’s Point West Place (Framingham, Massachu­
setts, 1983-1984) or Beeby’s American Academy of Paedi­
atrics (Chicago, Illinois, 1984).
8	 This demonstrates the author’s ambition to present 
the entrance like dramatic scenography.

Fig. 6 North and south façades of the Brodomerkur 
Office Building, author Danko Colnago
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“vertical fluting on Doric columns” (Colnago, 
2014)8; which divide the surface into well-
balanced rhythms, and each column absorbs 
an internal loadbearing reinforced concrete 
structure. The canopy of the basement ser­
vice entrance below the eastern portal repre­
sents a literal quote of Stirling’s canopy at 
the Neue Staatsgalerie in Stuttgart (Loos, 
1952: 29; Ruskin, 1920: 158-159), where Con­
structivist’s asymmetry and De Stijl’s / Theo 
van Doesburg’s triangular ornament empha­
size the public entrance and protect visitors 
from rain (Jencks, 2007: 110).
The “bridge construction” / “double portal” 
of the Brodomerkur building rests on three 
reinforced concrete cores and a column-
beamslab system; which, according to the 
author, derives from the logical construction 
of Foster’s elegant “undecorated hangar” of 
the Willis Faber and Dumas Headquarters in 
Ipswich (Frampton, 1992: 325-326, 328, 331). 
This construction frees the interior space by 
creating pure geometric shapes without 
load-bearing structure, liberating the façade 
from heavy load-bearing walls while enabling 
the modernist flexible organisation of the 
floor. Looking from the inside, the building 
opens to the environment through a glass 
“curtain wall” which represents a modernist 
approach. However, looking from the out­
side, tinted reflecting glass acts in daylight as 
an opaque wall with windows, which is more 
baroque than the modernist concept of the 
opening to the landscape (Giedion, 1969: 
110; Zevi, 2000: 83, 85). The application of 
the “curtain wall” echoes the approach

of the architect Botta and the Ticino school, 
where the theme is sculpture expressed 
through emphasizing “the depth and thick­
ness of the curtain wall” as a model for creat­
ing light, where the goal is to turn “a static 
technical element into a spatial entity” (Cop­
pa, 2009: 22). Simultaneously, the use of 
solid, massive walls as the dominant design 
is in stark contrast to the glass and transpar­
ency of the façade (Ruskin, 1920: 95, 97, 100, 
102), which is another example of the post­
modern paradox. The formative logic of the 
gradation of the suspended façade towards 
Poljička Street can also be linked to earlier 
examples: Mies’s expressionist vertically 
broken glass façade of a 1921 skyscraper at 
Friedrichstrasse in Berlin (Frampton, 1992: 
176) and the cascading façade of the Biblio­
teca Civica Luigi Einaudi by Bruno Zevi and 
Studio A/Z (1962-1963) in Dogliana (Olive- 
ro, 2014: 1).

The façade’s design demonstrates the mod­
ernist application of glazed elements rooted 
in industrial design, but, through cascades 
and roundness of the “curtain wall”, it also 
achieves the postmodern sculptural individu­
ality. This effort reflects the influence of Ital­

ian architects annoyed by glass envelopes 
encompassing the entire office buildings of 
American and British productivists which, 
“until yesterday”, were indicative of the 
“evolution of the building method and archi­
tecture resulting from the industrial econo­
my”, and, in the long run, restricted archi­
tects to interior design - from Paxton and the 
Cristal Palace to the present day (Santi, 2007: 
26-27).

The parallelepiped structure of the Brodo­
merkur building set on a rectangular floor 
plan does not show an intention to merge 
with the landscape, but rather to oppose it as 
an artificial element with prominent horizon­
tal strips of cladding in contrast to the sur­
rounding natural and built environment. The 
illusion of a “heavy stone mass” (“masks” of 
stone slabs) realises Venturi’s “double unity” 
of a building that is simultaneously tradition­
al and modernist (Venturi, 1989: 40, 43). The 
alternating application of black and white 
strips, 60 cm high, on the façade, has its his­
torical basis in the area of Split and seem­
ingly has a justified appearance. There are 
two nexuses worth mentioning: the nexus to 
the application of ancient masonry, and the 
nexus to the choice of black and white colour 
(stone cladding slabs measuring 60´40 cm). 
Examples of antique masonry, known in Dal­
matia and Split, from the opus isodomum 
through the opus quadratum to the opus mix-
tum (Vitruvious, 1990: 41-43), indicate ver­
nacular / Rossi’s recognition of loci (Rossi, 
1999: 139, 143, 145) in the harmony of a regu­
lar stone formation.

The choice of the black and white façade 
cladding stems not only from the antique 

Fig. 7 Cross-section a-a through Brodomerkur Office 
Building, author Danko Colnago
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(Suić, 2003: 177-183; Kleiner, 2009; Lavan, 
2018)9, but also from the Tuscan medieval ar­
chitectural tradition (Belloni, 2000: 14-17; 
Donati, 1999: 11-23, Guerra, 1993: 15-33; Jan­
son, 303- 304; Paine, 2012: 6-8)10 and moder­
nity (Loos, 1952: 90).11 This choice makes the 
spectator experience the difference through 
the perception of dark and light (Ruskin, 
1920: 87-89, 95) and is the only possible 
choice in the effort to achieve the building’s 
own strong identity in the background of the 
multi-coloured street through Smrdečac (for­
merly Mirko Kovačević Lala Street) by archi­
tect Frano Gotovac. Colnago cites Ruskin’s 
monochrome design as shaping the inter­
space between painting and engraving 
(Ruskin, 1920: 148).

A two-tone stone cladding that underscores 
the tradition of a stone syllable in rows is 
ubiquitous in 1980s postmodern architecture 
that invokes historical styles: Botta uses it at 
the Watari Museum of Contemporary Art in 
Tokyo (1985-1990) and the Mediatheque in 
Villeurbanne, France (1984-1988; Jencks: 
2007: 146)12, Stirling and Wilford use it at the 
Neue Staatsgalerie quoting Wilhelma (Mid­
dleton, 1980: 237-238, 244, 246, 248; To­
man, 2006: 164, 185, 191)13, and American 
examples of its use appear at the Point West 
Place and the Academy of Paediatrics (Bee­
by, 1985: 78-81; Stern, 1985: 38-43).

Opposing the serious restraint and power of 
pure geometric volume with the two-tone 
stone-clad surfaces and the cascading drag 
or indentation of a curtain wall curve estab­
lishes a modernist modulor - a human scale 
in relation to the building - which, paradoxi­
cally, creates luxurious dignity which under­
lines the purpose of the building and ex­
presses the image of the company mirroring 
its success and wealth.

The double-ranged Brodomerkur office build­
ing has the ground-floor plan divided into 
three fields which unfold in cross-section. 
This is the nexus with the architecture of the 

Roman public basilica, one of the early forms 
of administration and trade building, but with 
the central nave illuminated through multiple 
square zenithal openings in the roof slab re­
sembling a clerestory (Figs. 4, 7 and 8). The 
dynamism of the entrance hall with a recep­
tion area and the elevator is achieved through 
the integration of Rossi-like volumes of the 
two cylinders of a revolving entrance door 
(Braghieri, 1997: 26-27, 42-43, 162-167, 176, 
179, 182), which introduce the interior office 
space - a Foster-like modernist construction 
composed of columns and slabs, where dis­
tribution and partitioning are freely permit­
ted as required. But, unlike Foster and again 
influenced by Italian neighbours, Colnago did 
not design the banal Bürolandshaft. Instead, 
he employed the use of spacious large offices 
to accommodate one or four people; where a 
common network of utilities (electricity, wa­
ter, lighting, heating, ventilation) leaves the 
possibility of easy remodelling, thanks to 
raised floors and suspended ceilings.14

The design details of the offices and interior 
of the building are linked to Scandinavian de­
sign, deep-seated in Croatia since the 1960s 
and introduced through the work of architect 
Bernardo Bernardi (1921-1985). The cladding 
panels of interior walls and partitions, and 
the interior carpentry, aa well as the furniture 
made of light ash, are in contrast to the Pari­
sian blue colour of the floor carpets (Aalto’s 
Savoy restaurant in Helsinki, 1937). Execu­
tive offices differ only in furniture, which is 
mahogany, underscoring the hierarchy by the 
quality of material used.

The location of sanitary facilities and stair­
cases with a glazed steel structure of eleva­
tors within reinforced concrete cores of the 
“portal pillars” further punctuates the design 
and expression of the building’s structure 
and Kahn’s principle of the “served and ser­
vant space”. The clean minimalism of the 
floor plan stands in postmodern counterpoint 
to the installation of a Foster-like “pool with 
goldfish” on the ground floor and “jerulas” 
for plants, which are absent today.

Fig. 8 Ground floor 2 of the Brodomerkur Office 
Building, author Danko Colnago

9	 According to Suić, by carving all sides of the stone 
block with paying special attention to joints in the 1st cen­
tury AD, the wall canvas in Dalmatia got a prominent plas­
tic (two plans: a recessed plan of the joints and a protrud­
ing plan of the carved stone) which give the spectator a 
difference in perceiving dark and light (“chiaroscuro”). 
According to Kleiner and Lavan, the marble revetment and 
pure geometrical opus sectile are continuous from 2nd to 
4th century AD in Imperium Romanum.
10	 Examples of a two stone cladding in medieval Tuscan 
(Italian) Romanesque Architecture include the Pisa Cathe­
dral (1063) and the Pisa Baptistery of St. John (1153), the 
Florence Baptistery of St. John (11th century), and the lower 
portion of the façade of the Siena Cathedral (1284).
11	  Adolf Loos also applied two-tone strips to the unre­
alised project of Josephine Baker’s House in Paris in 1928.
12	 The two-tone strips of stone cladding in Botta’s works 
are interpreted differently: according to Joseph Rykwert
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Discussion and conclusion

The Brodomerkur building is a “landmark” of 
political, economic, and social change in the 
City of Split in the 1980s. Designed and built 
in the socialist era with a postmodern ap­
pearance that resembles luxurious buildings 
of capitalist corporations, the building is si­
multaneously a postmodern paradox; it an­
ticipates a new historical era and is a practi­
cal example of the transformation from so­
cialist social ownership to the capitalist 
private property.

In the 1980s, before the digital era, profes­
sional journals were widely available to archi­
tects in the City of Split: Domus and Abitare; 
L’Architecture d’Aujourd’Hui, Progressive Ar-
chitecture, Architectural Record, and A.D. 
This enabled architects to be fully involved in 
urban and architectural movements of the 
time despite the isolation caused by the so-
called “Iron Curtain”. Study trips to Berlin 
and/or weekends in Italy were also a com­
mon practice. Architect Colnago recognized 
the forces of his time and achieved their reso­
nance in his creative opus. Speaking clearly 
and unambiguously about architectural role 
models (Ando, Foster, Stirling), he inquired 
about other people’s recognition of the con­
text. He posed the question of how to reinter­
pret the general scheme in his environment, 
with vernacular expression, simultaneously 
respecting the heritage.

Colnago critically studied Foster’s glazed 
hangar as a model for an office building. 
While reflecting on an irregular total volume 
squeezed between traffic flows, he respond­
ed with a parallelepiped of the limes parallel 
to the antique limitatio, simultaneously read­
ing his context. Thinking of Foster’s modern­
ist glass envelope in the context of the loca­
tion, Colnago responded by protecting the 
glass envelope from the strong Mediterra­
nean sun by gradual indentation.

In the same context, Colnago critically stud­
ied Ando’s relationship between light and 
darkness through the complex rotations of 
communications that define the building. He 
responded with a double ranged office build­
ing, a transposed floor plan of the three-nave 
Roman civil basilica, where the communica­
tion system of galleries and multiple-style 
staircases are illuminated by lateral and ze­
nithal light.

Here, we can talk about apprenticeship at an 
international level, immersion in one’s habi­
tus, and, as a result, the creation of new 
work. One can discuss how much of it came 
from the conscious and how much from the 
subconscious accumulation of images and 
experiences of space.

For example, the two-tone cladding of the 
“portals” would be a superficial populist sce­
nography typical for postmodernism (a sailor 
shirt for a marine equipment store), if Colna­
go (like Botta in Ticino) had not grown up in 
the area with seventeen centuries of excel­
lence in stone masonry - from antiquity until 
today. The entire building is the result of the 
realisation of the urban and architectural val­
ues of Colnago’s environment. It is a kind of a 
materialized essay of the local dialect of his 
architectural manuscript.

The Brodomerkur building has lasting Vitru­
vian values: utilitas through a clear division 
of served and servant spaces; firmitas in the 
stability and strength of geometry of tecton­
ics and the high quality of used materials; 
and venustas in the horizontal calmness 
achieved through the thoughtful combina­
tion of the traditional and the modernist.

Fig. 9 Longitudinal section 1-1  
through the Brodomerkur Office Building,  
author Danko Colnago

they are “a link to the medieval Italian tradition”, according 
to Charles Jencks they are “an abstract form of ancient rus-
tication”, and according to Kenneth Frampton they are “a 
continuation of the traditional construction of the 19th cen-
tury” in Ticino.

13	 The two-tone strips of the façade were common in the 
19th century in the works of German and French architects: 
Friedrich Wilhelm von Zahnt at Wilhelma in Stuttgart 
(1837), Ludwig Persius at the Church of the Most Holy Re­
demption in Potsdam (1841) and the Pumping Station 
(1841-1843), Leon Vaudoyer at the Cathedral of Marseille 
(1845, 1852-1893), and Gabriel Jean Antoine Davioud at 
the Fountain of St. Michael in Paris (1858-1860).

14	 The recent renovation of the building for a new func­
tion replaced inner glass walls between offices with gyp­
sum walls, causing a loss of visibility through the build­
ing’s western “portal”.
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