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Introduction
Amidst London's ever-changing skyline and iconic architectural icons is an oddity that has inspired both admiration and contempt: the “Walkie Talkie Building”. This building, also known as 20 Fenchurch Street, rises supremely in the centre of the city and draws attention for its unusual and contentious design in addition to its towering height. The Walkie Talkie Building, designed by renowned architect Rafael Viñoly (1944-2023) (fig. 1), was intended to reshape the cityscape and provide a distinctive addition to London's skyline. It was envisioned as a symbol of modernity and innovation. But ever since construction was completed, it has drawn criticism and debate, mostly because of its strange shape and the unexpected effects of its architectural elements.
This writing seeks to deconstruct the 20 Fenchurch Street, examining its architectural merits and shortcomings through a multifaceted lens. By delving into its design principles, spatial functionality, environmental impact, and socio-economic implications. Another focus of this analysis is the question of whether the “Walkie Talkie Building” is a monument to modern architecture or a warning against unbridled ambition. By critically analysing its shape, purpose, and effects on the city, this paper aims to offer a nuanced perspective on its relevance in relation to London's architectural landscape.Top of Form
The Architect
Rafael Viñoly, born in Montevideo, Uruguay, in 1944, is a globally renowned architect celebrated for his groundbreaking designs and contributions to the architectural landscape. Educated at the University of Buenos Aires, Viñoly's architectural journey reflects a diverse range of influences and perspectives. His portfolio boasts an array of iconic works, including the Tokyo International Forum in Japan (fig. 2), characterized by its innovative use of cantilevered glass. Other works include the Frederick P. Rose Hall in New York, a home for local jazz music (fig. 3). 
Over the years, Viñoly has garnered numerous prestigious awards, including the Royal Institute of British Architects International Award for the new terminal at the Carrasco International Airport (fig. 4), recognizing his unparalleled contributions to the field of architecture and design. Through his visionary approach and dedication to innovation, Viñoly continues to leave an indelible mark on the architectural world, inspiring generations of architects and shaping the built environment of tomorrow. Sadly, on March 2nd, 2023, Rafael Viñoly passed away aged 78 in New York City, United States.

The Site
The site is prominently situated on the south side of Fenchurch Street, in the centre of the city's business centre, adjacent to the famous Leadenhall Market. The site takes up most of an island block that is bordered to the west and east by Rood Lane, Philpot Lane, Eastcheap to the south, and Fenchurch Street (fig. 5). (Greater London Authority, 2009) The building site is considered within the London Central Activities Zone (CAZ) which is considered London’s business capital housing most of London’s important shopping, culture and heritage establishments (Fig. 6) (London.gov 2022) 

Developments built within this CAZ must adhere to certain guidelines imposed by the Mayor of London to have their planning application approved. These guidelines include designing a building that protects the interests London’s commercial district. Proposed Developments must also consider striking a balance between both office and residential development and encouraging commuting by walking or cycling (Mayor of London, 2016)

In terms of surrounding buildings, 20 Fenchurch Street is surrounded by other buildings considered iconic to the city of London, with 30 Saint Mary Axe (aka “The Gherkin”) (Fig. 7) being the most recognisable just north of 20 Fenchurch Street. Just south of the building, on the other side of the river Thames, another icon of London’s skyline is situated, Renzo Piano’s “The Shard” (Fig. 8). These three buildings all vary in architectural style, and all dominate the skyline of London. 

The Form
The form of 20 Fenchurch Street has been the subject of a large amount of criticism and controversy by the general public and even prominent figureheads in the architectural landscape. Former RIBA president and mayor of Bristol slammed the building as a “child’s concept” and that “London’s skyline was too important for ugly buildings” (Stewart, 2007)
The form of the Walkie Talkie Building exhibits a dynamic interplay of architectural elements, showcasing Rafael Viñoly's penchant for unconventional design. The building's distinctive curvature and bulging form, particularly noticeable as it rises, create a sense of fluidity and movement in contrast to the rigid geometries of some of the surrounding London skyline. This departure from traditional rectilinear forms challenges conventional notions of architectural expression, inviting viewers to engage with the structure in a more nuanced manner but also keeps it wide open for criticism.
 The smooth glass façade, enveloping the building, enhances its visual impact, reflecting the ever-changing light and surrounding urban context. However, this form is not without its drawbacks. The exaggerated convexity of the building's southern elevation exacerbates the "Death Ray" effect, concentrating sunlight to such an extent that it caused damage to neighboring properties, highlighting the unintended consequences of architectural experimentation. Thus, while the Walkie Talkie Building's form may be lauded for its daring and innovative approach, its practical implications underscore the necessity for architects to balance aesthetic ambition with considerations of functionality, sustainability, and contextual sensitivity in the built environment.

The Interior
The interior design of the Walkie Talkie Building in London presents a nuanced interplay of positives and negatives, showcasing both commendable aspects and inherent challenges. On the positive side, the building's interior exudes a sense of grandeur and sophistication, characterized by expansive atriums, sleek finishes, and an abundance of natural light. The soaring ceilings and sweeping curves create a dynamic spatial experience, fostering a sense of openness and connectivity throughout the building. The strategic integration of glass elements and transparent partitions enhances visual connectivity between different areas, fostering a sense of cohesion and fluidity within the space. Additionally, the incorporation of high-quality materials such as polished stone and metal accents adds a touch of luxury and refinement to the interior environment.
However, the interior design of the Walkie Talkie Building also presents notable drawbacks and challenges. One of the key criticisms revolves around the building's spatial layout and circulation patterns. The unconventional shape of the structure, characterized by its exaggerated curvature, results in irregular floor plates and fragmented spatial configurations, leading to challenges in wayfinding and navigation for occupants. This lack of spatial coherence and intuitive circulation pathways can contribute to a sense of disorientation and inefficiency within the building, detracting from the overall user experience. Additionally, while the abundance of natural light is often praised, it also poses challenges in terms of solar glare and thermal comfort, particularly in areas exposed to direct sunlight. The building's unique form exacerbates these issues, leading to concerns about occupant comfort and energy efficiency.
From a wide range of angles, the Sky Garden atop the Walkie Talkie Building in London has drawn praise and criticism. On the one hand, proponents claim that it provides a singular open area with expansive city views, forming an oasis in the middle of the metropolis. In addition to offering a pleasant diversion from the bustle of the city, the lush vegetation and floral accents also promote a sense of peace and connectedness to the natural world. Furthermore, the Sky Garden has grown in popularity as a tourist destination, bringing in tourists from all over the world and boosting the local economy. Critics argue that the Sky Garden's capacity limitations and reservation system limit accessibility, which undercuts the space's ability to be a fully inclusive public area. Concerns have also been expressed regarding the Sky Garden's commercialization, with some seeing it as a building's marketing ploy rather than a true public space. In addition, there have been concerns raised about the water and energy use that come with having a sizable indoor garden in a high-rise. Therefore, even while the Sky Garden has obvious aesthetic and recreational benefits, its shortcomings and possible negative effects highlight the need for a more sophisticated approach to the planning and administration of urban green areas.

The Plans
The floor plans of the Walkie Talkie Building exhibit a thoughtful and innovative approach to spatial organization, albeit with certain challenges inherent in its unconventional form. The building's floor plates are characterized by a progressive widening as they ascend, culminating in a distinctive profile that maximizes floor space while minimizing the building's footprint on the ground level. This design strategy facilitates the creation of expansive office floors with generous floor-to-ceiling heights, fostering a sense of openness and flexibility within the interior environment. 
The floor plans also feature strategically placed cores and circulation zones, optimizing efficiency and connectivity between different levels while minimizing travel distances for occupants. However, the irregular shape of the building's floor plates presents challenges in terms of space planning and utilization. The curvilinear form necessitates creative solutions for fitting functional programmatic elements within the constraints of the building's footprint, leading to variations in floor area and layout efficiency. 
Additionally, the building's tapering form results in irregularly shaped perimeter spaces, which may pose challenges for furniture placement and spatial organization. Despite these challenges, the floor plans of the Walkie Talkie Building reflect a commitment to architectural innovation and spatial optimization, offering a dynamic and contemporary workspace for its occupants.

The Planning Report
The stage 1 planning report, published by the Greater London Authority in 2009 raises several “Strategic Issues” when it came to the design of 20 Fenchurch Street. Initially the building did not meet the best standards of “inclusive design” and that the applicant must consider addressing this to the Corporation’s satisfaction (Greater London Authority, 2009).

Environmental Impact
Whilst 20 Fenchurch Street is the subject to a large amount of criticism, the building has its merits. In 2015 the building was named one of London’s most sustainable buildings due to its “Excellent sustainable construction” (Phillips, 2015) The building also adapts a form of clean power by adopting a 300kw stationary fuel cell powerplant. This has supported the city of London’s goal for the roll out of decentralised energy sources (eesmag, 2012)

Controversies
20 Fenchurch Street would not be as infamous as it currently is if it wasn’t due to its main, now rectified issue. The so-called Walkie Talkie “death ray” has given the building its mostly negative public reputation. The Walkie Talkie Building's infamous "Death Ray" phenomenon stands as a cautionary tale of unintended consequences in architectural design. The concave shape of the building's glass façade acted as a parabolic reflector, concentrating sunlight into a narrow beam of intense heat (Smith, 2013).
 This unintended consequence resulted in a series of incidents where the concentrated sunlight caused damage to neighbouring properties and vehicles, including melted panels, scorched paintwork, and even reports of temperatures hot enough to fry eggs on the pavement below (The Guardian, 2013). The phenomenon sparked widespread public outcry and media attention, leading to temporary measures such as erecting temporary scaffolding and installing sunshades to mitigate its effects (Mullin, 2014). Ultimately, the "Death Ray" incident served as a stark reminder of the importance of considering environmental factors and potential impacts on the surrounding context during the design and construction of architectural landmarks.
The issue with the Walkie Talkie Building was resolved through the installation of a horizontal shading system on the southern façade of the building. This shading system, consisting of a series of horizontal fins or louvers, was designed to diffuse sunlight and prevent the concentration of solar glare on the streets below. (Wainwright, 2015) Installed at strategic intervals along the building's exterior, these shades effectively dispersed sunlight, mitigating the intensity of the heat beam that had caused damage to neighbouring properties and vehicles. This remedial measure successfully addressed the "Death Ray" phenomenon, ensuring the safety and comfort of pedestrians and surrounding buildings while preserving most of the architectural integrity of the Walkie Talkie Building (Gander, 2014)
The Walkie Talkie Building, in addition to its notorious "Death Ray" effect, also garnered attention for its downdraught issues. Due to its unique shape and orientation, the building created strong downdraughts at street level, particularly along Eastcheap and Fenchurch Street. These powerful gusts of wind, amplified by the building's form, posed challenges for pedestrians and nearby businesses, causing discomfort and inconvenience (Fearson, 2015) 
The building's design was altered to solve this problem, barriers and deflectors were added on the exterior in order to lessen the force of downdraughts. To further lessen the effects of wind turbulence, landscaping elements including windbreaks and trees were added to the surrounding region. Although the Walkie Talkie Building's downdraught problems were partially resolved by these actions, they nonetheless made clear how crucial it is to take wind dynamics and microclimate impacts into account when designing urban architecture in order to provide safe and comfortable public areas. (Greater London Authority, 2009)

Accolades
20 Fenchurch Street became the recipient of the Carbuncle Cup in 2015. The Carbuncle Cup is an annual award presented by Building Design magazine, bestowed upon the building deemed the "ugliest" or most architecturally offensive in the United Kingdom. The Walkie Talkie Building's victory in this category was a result of its controversial design, which drew widespread criticism and public scrutiny. Specifically, the building's distinctive shape, characterized by its bulging form and exaggerated curvature, and its interior sky garden with it being “designed all the finesse of a departure lounge” (designingbuildings, 2021) garnered mixed reactions from architectural critics and the public alike. 
The Carbuncle Cup win for the Walkie Talkie Building brought attention to the ongoing debate surrounding the balance between architectural innovation, contextual sensitivity, and public perception. While winning the Carbuncle Cup may signify negative criticism of the building's design, it also underscores the building's significance as a focal point for discussions on architectural aesthetics and urban development in London. (Wainwright, 2015)

Public Reception
The public reception of 20 Fenchurch street is by and large, negative. A multitude of factors such as its, design shortcomings (The reflection of the sun and the wind effects on the pavement), its bulbous form, and its placement in the heart of London’s financial district allowing it to be judged by every passerby contribute to this. 2 Years ago, an architecture board with over one million users on a popular board website was asked about their opinions on “The Walkie Talkie”. The most popular answer with over 200 upvotes states: “I Live in London. On the skyline it looks kinda cool/quirky although I appreciate it's not for everyone. At street level it is monstrous. It hangs over you like a giant and from certain points seems to take up the whole sky. The sky garden at the top is nice though, not just because it's a place you cant see the walkie talkie from.” Whilst this comment can be taken with a grain of salt as one cannot be sure of the background of this commenter, it is fair to say that even laymen who may not have a background in architecture also criticize the building.

Conclusion
The intricate relationship between architectural innovation, urban development, and public reaction is embodied in London's Walkie Talkie Building. Both praise and criticism have been directed towards its unique design, which is defined by a soaring silhouette and distinctive form. The skyscraper has been praised for its audacious artistic vision and contribution to London's skyline, but it has also encountered difficulties including the undesirable "Death Ray" effect and downdraught issues. These disputes have sparked discussions on how architecture and architects shape urban surroundings and how crucial it is to strike a balance between practicality and aesthetic aspirations. The Walkie Talkie Building's history serves as a constant reminder of the difficulties that come with modern architectural undertakings and the need for constant communication between planners, architects, and the general public as the city changes.
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	Fig. 1: A portrait of the architect behind 20 Fenchurch Street, Rafael Vinoly (Image: Vinoly, 2024)
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	Fig. 2: An exterior view of the Tokyo Forum by Rafael Vinoly. (Image: TI-Forum, 2024)
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	Fig. 3: The main stage of the Frederick P. Rose hall by Rafael Vinoly. (Image: Timeout, 2010
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	Fig. 4: The new terminal of Carrasco Internation Airport by Rafael Vinoly. (Image: Vinoly, 2024)
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	Fig. 5: The surrounding streets of 20 Fenchurch Street. (Image: Google, 2022)
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	Fig 6: A map of the Greater London area, with the CAZ zones highlighted. (Image: London.gov, 2016)
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	Fig 7: The Gherkin By Norman Foster and Ken Shuttleworth. (Image: Guichard, 2010)
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	Fig. 8: The Shard from Great Toer Street. (Image: Wilkinson, 2012)
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