
Zeyna Sanjania                                         The Significance of the Oculus 
 

1 
 

The Significance of the 

Oculus in Architecture 

 

 

Name: Zeyna Sanjania 

Extended Essay: Visual Arts 

Centre Number: 

Candidate Number: 

Word Count: 3,549 

Submission Date: May 2010 

College: Wyggeston and Queen Elizabeth I College 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Zeyna Sanjania                                         The Significance of the Oculus 
 

2 
 

Contents 

Abstract……………………………………………………………...1 

Introduction………………………………………………………….2 

Body of Essay…..……………………………………………….2-13 

Conclusion…………………………………………………………14 

Bibliography……………………………………………………15-17 

Transcript A…………………………………………………….18-23 

Appendix A…………………………………………………………24 

Appendix B…………………………………………………………25 

Appendix C…………………………………………………………26 

Appendix D…………………………………………………………27 

Appendix E…………………………………………………………28 

Appendix F……………………………………………………........29 

Appendix G…………………………………………………………30 

 

 



Zeyna Sanjania                                         The Significance of the Oculus 
 

3 
 

Abstract 

“Why is there a big hole in the roof?” was the question on everyone‟s lips as they 

walked by the James Went Building. My curiosity about this gaping hole in the roof of 

the building, lead me to make this the subject of my extended essay. My objective 

was to find the name of this hole, to see whether this feature has been repeated in 

any other building and if so, does it hold any particular connotations. I wondered if 

this “hole in the roof” was a wholly new concept, or whether it had occurred in the 

history of architecture before, and if so, where it was derived from. I also wished to 

explore how this feature has been incorporated within the structure of the James 

Went Building, built for academic use.  

 

I established the name of this hole to be an „Oculus‟, and found that it had come from 

a long and rich cultural and historical tradition. I interviewed the Project Architect of 

the James Went Building, who was able to enlighten me on his reasons for building 

the oculus. I was surprised that the Project Architect was unaware of the particular 

term, but his reasons for including the feature in his build were similar to those that I 

had found in other examples of structures that contained an oculus. I found that 

throughout my research period, although the information was there, it was apparent 

that the word had been replaced by other contemporary terms. I clearly established 

the varying symbolic and historic bases for the oculus, surprised at the extent of how 

far the oculus was rooted. I arrived at the conclusion that the significance of the 

oculus in architecture is clearly great; due to its popular use for decorative and 

practical purposes, but also due to its authenticity. 
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James Went Building Oculus-View from 

inside the building 

 

The Significance of the Oculus in Architecture 

 

 “Why is there a big hole in the roof?” was the question on everyone‟s lips as they 

walked by the James Went Building.  

The new addition to the Wyggeston and 

Queen Elizabeth I College was opened at 

the beginning of the autumn term in 2008. 

It is named the James Went Building, but 

is more commonly known to its students as 

„K Block‟. The building mainly 

accommodates Art and Design students, 

and since I am one of them, this building 

has become very much a part of my 

college life. As one walks in through the 

entrance, the enormous circular hole in the 

roof over to the right cannot be missed. My 

curiosity about this gaping hole in the roof 

of the building, lead me to make this the 

subject of my extended essay.  

 

My objective was to find the name of this hole, to see whether this feature has been 

repeated in any other building and if so, does it hold any particular connotations. I 

wanted to know if this “hole in the roof” was a wholly new concept, or whether it had 

occurred in the history of architecture before, and if so, where it was derived from. I 

also wanted to explore how this feature has been incorporated within the structure of 

the James Went Building, built for academic use.  

 

After much investigation, I found that the “hole in the roof” had the specific name, 

“Oculus”. The definition of an Oculus is as follows: “(Latin: “eye”), in 
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James Went Building front view 

Bauhaus in Dessau, 2005 

architecture...structural elements, resembling an eye. A small window that is circular 

or oval in shape, such as an oeil-de-boeuf window, is an oculus. The round opening 

at the top of some domes...is also an oculus...” [1] 

 

The oculus is integrated within the James Went Building, over to the right of the 

entrance. The building itself is exceptionally contemporary and designed according 

to an educational criterion. The design echoes the work of a number of artists and 

architects. It mainly reflects the Bauhaus modernism; especially its three founders: 

Walter Gropius, Mies van der Rohe and Le Corbusier.  

 

The James Went Building has a strong 

influence from Walter Gropius, as can be 

seen in the two photographs here. They 

are very similar in terms of the shiny 

material, linear structure and even the 

colour palette of white, grey, beige, and 

black. The James Went Building also has 

other Bauhaus traits such as a flat roof, 

open floor plan and smooth facades.  

The Bauhaus was one of the “most 

influential art, craft and design school of 

the 20th century.” [2] Its Designs illustrate 

“emphasis on straight edges and 

smooth, slim forms...Shining steel was 

discovered as a material for furniture. 

The aim was to take advantage of the 

possibilities of mass production to 

achieve a style of design that was both 

functional and aesthetic.” [3] The James 

Went Building embodies all of the 

[1]
 Encyclopedia Britannica-Oeil-de-boeuf <http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/425486/oeil-

de-boeuf-window> 
[2] & [3]

 Dezignare Interior Designer Collective- Bauhaus Design 
<http://www.dezignare.com/newsletter/bauhaus.html> 
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Oeil de Boeuf, Saint-

Gilles, 1896 

Bauhaus Design traits, fitting in perfectly with the contemporary style of the 21st 

Century, due to the aesthetic and functional combination used throughout the build.  

 

I organised a meeting with the Project Architect of the James Went Building. This 

meeting would give me an opportunity to talk to a contemporary architect who had 

not only worked on many projects built for education, but mainly give an explanation 

as to his decision to create an oculus where he did, and what influenced this 

decision. However, before my meeting with him, I followed a line of investigation 

regarding the oculus itself and found numerous examples, which integrated the 

oculus within the structure.  

 

The oculus has numerous symbolic connotations. The Latin definition gave the 

oculus its main symbolic connotation of an „Eye‟ [4], sometimes also referred to as the 

“bull‟s eye” [5]. Its French name, “oeil de boeuf” [6], means “eye of the steer” [7], and 

the feature is very common in French Classical Architecture. 

A mythical connotation rooted from ancient times, is the 

findings of an oculus on the bow of vessels, which was 

“supposed to enable the ship to find its path through the 

sea” [8]. The oculus carries many religious connotations as 

you can locate them on the west side of European churches. 

Circular windows in many Italian churches, without tracery, 

are also named oculus, but are more commonly known as 

“rose windows”. In archaeology, the spiral or circular marks 

that are the base of an oculus are believed to represent the 

“watchful gaze of god or goddess” [9]. These often appear on pottery, megaliths and 

statues, most commonly during the Neolithic period. An oculus has endless other 

[4] & [9]
 Wikipedia <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oculus>  

[5] & [6]
 Oxford Reference 

<http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/SEARCH_RESULTS.html?q=Oculus&assid=1240290032&ti
me=0.718484608772702> 
[7]

 Encyclopedia Britannica-Oeil-de-boeuf <http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/425486/oeil-
de-boeuf-window>    
[8]

 TheMystica.org <http://www.themystica.com/mystica/articles/o/oculus.html>   
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18th Century painting of the Pantheon 

Dome, Rome 

interpretations, for example; being an opening between two things, a „pathway 

between earth and sky‟, or seeing an object in a different light, perhaps to unveil its 

true beauty.    

 

Symbolic connotations aside, the oculus also has many historic bases, which are 

mainly architecture driven and therefore, making them useful and practical. The main 

historic base for an oculus is its use as a sundial. Although not a very conventional 

sundial, the hole in the roof does give varying shadows throughout the day, which 

can be calculated precisely to give human beings an idea of time. The oculus is also 

a source of light and rain in ways that windows cannot offer. This is very practical in 

the case of vegetation growing directly underneath the oculus or to simply give a 

simple architecture a natural touch. However, perhaps the most useful historic base 

for an oculus is its use as a ventilation system. 

 

Examples of oculus in architecture can only be 

seen in a handful of buildings around us. The 

one that stands out is the Pantheon in Rome, 

built around 126 AD. The dome has a thirty-

foot hole, which is open to weather, sending 

down a beam of white light on the floor. The 

oculus is the only source of light in the 

building, and creates a mesmerizing effect at 

all times of the day. The oculus also acts as a 

sundial.  

However, this effect does not fade if the sun is 

replaced by rain. Instead, the sound of 

raindrops falling in through the hole elevates 

the authenticity of the vault, echoing through 

the vast space. In the context of the Pantheon, the oculus symbolises the “union of 

earth and sky that allows human prayer to ascend to the heavens unimpeded” [10].  

Overall in my opinion, the Pantheon oculus is not only one of a kind in an aesthetic 

[10]
  Crosscultured traveler 

<http://www.crossculturedtraveller.com/archives/SEP2005/Pantheon_Oculus.htm>  
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Pavillion l’Espirit Nouveau- Side view of Oculus 

Church of Notre-Dame-du-Haut- the 

outside 

sense, but also provides a practical solution to the architecture without ruining its 

quality. The two elements together elevate the architecture into something entirely 

spiritual.  

 

An example of traditional, domestic architecture with an oculus is an Igloo. The Inuit 

people mainly construct igloos in Central Arctic regions. The word Igloo‟ means 

snow-house, in the Inuit language [11], and these snow-houses almost always consist 

of an oculus at the top. The purpose for this is ventilation, the need for good air 

circulation in a tiny area, where smoke from a burning fire for cooking or warmth is 

also allowed to escape.   

 

A modern example of an oculus in 

architecture is the Pavilion l‟Esprit 

Nouveau [12]. Le Corbusier‟s L-shaped 

building, was erected only in a few 

weeks, and was therefore shaped 

according to the existing tree, which shoots out 

from the oculus. The immediate effect being cast 

is of nature preserved, uniting the garden and 

home in a unique manner. The building as a 

whole optimises the idea of simplicity and 

freedom, two very new ideas at the time. I think 

the source of the oculus within this building is to 

bring the whole architecture together, as well as 

bringing the outside into the living space. Another 

of Corbusier‟s examples is the Church of Notre-

[11]
  Crosscultured traveler 

<http://www.crossculturedtraveller.com/archives/SEP2005/Pantheon_Oculus.htm> 
[12]

  Word Press.com <http://ftthats.files.wordpress.com/2009/04/2226773025_1b34c92eb5.jpg>  
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Elliptical Peristyle, Fabrica Benetton Research Centre 

Umeda Sky Building- 

Lit up at night 

Dame-du-Haut [13]. This post war building, built around 1955 in France, is the rebuild 

of a historic place for worship, and has received a large number of pilgrims. Here, 

Corbusier has used the oculus in the side chapels, as a means to achieve a specific 

effect with the shaft of light. 

 

Another example where an oculus 

has been used to its full potential 

is within the Elliptical Peristyle- 

Fabrica Benetton Research 

Centre, in Italy, built between 

1993 and 1996 [14]. The research 

centre accommodates students 

studying architecture, 

photography and numerous other 

subjects. The ceiling of this 

research centre is a gigantic oculus with columns on the outer rim, and a monument 

as its central focal point. This oculus is also open to weather, similar to the oculus in 

the Pantheon. The aesthetically pleasing aspect combined 

with providing maximum light into the building are the main 

purposes for the oculus. It also gives the impression of 

larger space and openness, which is of course ideal 

environment for a research student.  

 

The Umeda Sky Building in Japan, completed in 1993[15], 

consists of two towers joined by an oculus, and an escalator 

crossing the space. It is the seventh-tallest building in Osaka 

City, reaching 173 metres. The oculus is used as a rooftop 

observatory, giving extraordinary views, but also fits well with the aesthetic appeal of 

the building. The building as a whole is a very inspirational build, but the oculus 

brings it that one step higher. The use for the oculus is artistic and useful for the 

[13]
  Le Corbusier, by JeanLouis Cohen, Publisher: TASCHEN, ISBN 3-8228-3535-8  

[14]
   hms.org 

<http://www.hms.org.il/Museum/Templates/showpage.asp?DBID=1&LNGID=1&TMID=84&FID=1033> 
[15]

   DsPhotographic 
<http://dsphotographic.com/g2/japan/osaka/umedaskybuilding/Umeda+Sky+Building+-+001.jpg.html> 
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Entrance of The New Denver Convention Centre 

The James Went Building Oculus 

people working inside, but also invites outsiders to see the spectacle.  

 

The New Denver Convention Centre 

[16] has a similar design, in terms of the 

oculus, to the James Went Building. 

The Centre is in common use, hosting 

important events. The oculus is 

directly on top of the entrance, and 

has no particular use, as seen in previous 

examples for an observatory or ventilation. 

Here, it is simply present for the visual appeal, 

offering attractive shapes as the sun shifts 

through out the day. This is very similar to the 

oculus in the James Went Building. The “front 

entrance hole in the canopy” of The New 

Denver Convention Centre brings together the 

metallic and contemporary design of the building.  

 

The Tianluokeng Earth Buildings Complex [17] is an example of an oculus at the 

extreme level. The complex consists of one square building, one oval building, and 

three circular buildings. The three circular buildings are named: Hechang Building, 

Zhenchang Building and Ruiyun Building. The complex is situated in a mountainous 

landscape, and the buildings interlock according to the surrounding terrain. It is a 

[16]
   New Denver (Colorado) Convention Centre <http://www.denverconvention.com/center.asp> 

[17]
   Tianluokeng Earth Buildings Complex <http://www.luopan.com/t/en_US/363000L000024.html> 
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Tianluokeng Earth Building Complex 

Tule Hut 

highly intriguing design as the 

three circular buildings each have 

an enormous oculus very close to 

the rim of the actual building itself. 

This extreme provides maximum 

sunlight for the habitants within, 

and being open to weather, 

enables nature to be grown both 

outside and inside. This has been 

well respected since the Earth Complex has been built without greatly affecting its 

surrounding nature, which is perhaps another very important use for the oculus. 

However, the idea of three massive oculus in a forest environment is very ambitious 

indeed, and the final product works in union with the other buildings.  

 

Another ancient example of an oculus is the 

Tule Houses made by the Ohlones, people of 

Northern California. They were nomads, and 

so would have needed to build dwellings that 

“could be built up in a few hours” [18]. Even 

though Tule rots at a rapid rate, this is of no 

concern to the Ohlones, since the huts are 

only temporary shelters. The speed with 

which they had to build the huts, and the 

“moderate Bay Area climate” [19] did not 

require the top of the hut to be completely 

covered. It also left a ventilation hole for the 

smoke fumes to escape the hut from.  

 

Another ancient example of the oculus for the reason of ventilation is a Clochàn, 

more commonly known as a Bee Hive Hut. These structures “were built on the 

southwestern coast of Ireland since the Bronze Age” [20]. The huts resemble an Igloo, 

[18] & [19]
   Tule Hut <http://lpc1.clpccd.cc.ca.us/lpc/mccoy/coyote_hills/TULEHUT.HTM> 

[20]
   Clochàn <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cloch%C3%A1n> 
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St.Paul’s Cathedral- cross-

section of Lantern 

but are made of flat stones instead of the snow.  

 

This shows that the oculus can be seen in architecture from the beginning of time, 

and is observed till date. It even crops up in the popular CBeebies show, Teletubbies 

where the Hill Home of the Teletubbies does in fact have an oculus.  

 

The oculus, being an open hole, sources the issue of being impractical in terms of 

weather. It is a perfectly wonderful spectacle in 

summer, but rain and winds make using the 

building unreasonable. One way of overcoming 

this issue, would be to have a sheet of glass on top 

of the oculus, which would let light in, but stop the 

rain and other such weather from entering the 

building. This is the exact method used in the 

James Went Building, for the roof skylight within 

the building (as pictured). However, this method 

was not possible, due to being unable to 

manufacture large sheets of glass in the factories 

before the industrial revolution. As a result, the 

architects decided to build a form of shelter, which 

was named the Lantern. A Lantern was “an openwork timber construction placed on 

top of a building to admit light and allow smoke to escape” [21]. This is very similar to 

the concept of an oculus, but has found a way to shelter the building from unwanted 

weather, and maintaining the sole purpose of letting light in. The renowned 17th 

Century build of St.Paul‟s Cathedral, as shown, has a lantern on top of its dome. 

There was a vast popularity of these so-called „Lantern‟ features in the Renaissance 

and the Neo-Classicism periods. Nevertheless, the 21st century had found a way to 

solve this problem using large sheets of glass.   

 

The project architect of the James Went Building and constructor of the “hole in the 

roof” is Chong Wong, a chartered architect working for Pick Everards. Talking to Mr 

[21]
   Encyclopedia Britannica- Lantern <http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/330043/lantern>  
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From Appendix E- Floor Plan of James 

Went Building. Highlighted circles in pink 

show theme of circles throughout 

building. 

Wong gave me further insights into the design brief, the initial ideas and their 

development, the setbacks that were encountered and the purpose of the oculus 

within the James Went Building.  

 

This project started off as an extension to the old “west block” [i]. Pick Everard were 

amongst other competitors, tendering their ideas to the college, so the college could 

look at a range of ideas and decide according to how best to utilise the space, while 

taking into account the financial cost of the entire build. This process began in 2003 

once Pick Everard won the tender. The next step- “the funding process” [ii] took 

around 3 or 4 years due to the college‟s change in plan. The west block was now to 

be completely demolished, and the new building built from scratch. Apart from „Art 

and Design‟, the original subject area, a much higher number of students had to be 

accommodated there. The final design had taken into account costing, energy 

efficient concepts, environment friendly materials and the criterion for effective 

education. It also included features that would set it apart as the „Art and Design‟ 

building. Mr Wong talked of where the idea of the curved wall, on which the oculus 

reflects its light, sprang:  

 “Well … I (was) thinking why are we 

providing a flat projection wall rather than a 

curve. This idea came from the IMAX 

cinema. When you enter the IMAX cinema 

you have got this curved screen, wrapped 

around you, and I started to say, why not, 

look, why don’t we do something like this 

and while you’re standing there the wall 

could wrap around you. If you’ve got 

something, an image, then you see 360 

degrees and you rotate yourself around, 

and start from there.” [iii]   

Therefore, the idea for the curved wall was the IMAX cinema, which led to the whole 

building having an underlying theme of circles. This is reflected from “the curved 

[i], [ii], [iii]
 Transcript A 
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From Appendix B- Computer Aided Design, 

showing Oculus and position of projector 

wall…to the hole in the roof…the revolving door…into the circulation area…the 

circular void, and the roof light is a circle as well.” [iv] 

 

I subsequently inquired about the oculus, and was surprised to find that he was 

completely unaware of the term. I informed him that the oculus is quite a distinct 

feature and incorporated by many famous architects into their work. In response to 

this he admitted that he didn‟t realise that there “was a specific name for that circular 

roof light” [v]. He explained that the purpose for the oculus was that “instead of a solid 

piece of roof or overhang, we needed to do something like cut a hole and allow all 

this sun lighting in…and the curve backdrop, so the building actually stays as it is, 

but we wouldn’t change the form, but the shadow changes according to the sunlight. 

If you go to the building at different times of the day, you can see this shadow 

casting at different directions on this horizontal surface.” [vi] This shows that his 

intention was to achieve the sundial effect, as desired by many of the architects of 

some of the examples I named earlier, for example The New Denver Convention 

Centre. From the 3-D designs provided by Mr. Wong, I could see a model of a statue 

placed under the oculus. This would increase the aesthetic appeal, as the sun shines 

through the oculus, casting different shadows on the sculpture as the day turns to 

night. After further discussion, I found 

that another aim was to maintain the 

circular concept, as the curved wall also 

provided itself as a projection wall. At 

first the projector was put in “the corner 

here and not mounted it there because 

of cost savings on this” [vii]. The oculus 

design is also well thought out in terms 

of how it incorporates with the rest of the 

building. Mr. Wong explains that the 

building has “this helical staircase to 

come down to the sculpture garden, 

(refer 3-D Drawings) and the original 

[iv], [v], [vi], [vii], [vii], 
 Transcript A 
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From Appendix F- Computer Aided Design, 

showing behind the curved wall, the helical 

staircase leading towards the sculpture garden. 

brief is the first floor is the gallery and the ground floor is the student social area. We 

are getting more and more people in, in some of this (upstairs), so we move people 

down to the (outside) gallery. On the first floor we have the gallery and you walk 

down the helical stairs and look at this sculpture. It’s just like continuous …And I 

quite like the idea … of the helical staircase, because sometimes if you have got a 

big sculpture…you don’t 

appreciate the sculpture…you’re 

just  

standing on the ground… but here 

you can look…from different 

heights and appreciate it more” [viii]. 

This gives the element of 

continuity and appreciation of art 

within the building but also outside 

it. As a result, one can see that the 

oculus is not a feature by itself but is part of a well thought out design. The oculus 

stands out as a visual concept and is also incorporated into the Art and Design 

Building. Although Mr. Wong was unaware of the specific term on which my entire 

essay is based, he had the correct idea for the purpose and practical uses of the 

oculus.  

 

I set out to find the significance of the hole in the roof of the James Went Building. 

Through my research I was enlightened on the historical and practical importance of 

the Oculus. I established the name and different purposes of the feature I was 

studying, which ranged from a type of sundial, a means of ventilation for the 

dwelling, or simply for an aesthetic appeal. My eagerness to find out why the project 

architect of the James Went Building had built the oculus produced an interesting 

result. Although Mr. Wong created the roof light for the purposes mentioned over 

time in the examples I have studied, he was entirely unacquainted with the correct 

term. This was quite a surprise to me, as I was hoping that since he had created it in 

his design, he would be able to give me more information and perhaps his own view 

[viii]
 Transcript A 
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on this distinct feature. However, my research also shows that the term oculus is 

replaced with more modern terms such as “circle window” or “roof lighting”. The 

interview with the Project Architect informed me of the reason for building the oculus; 

this being mainly aesthetic appeal through the shadow effects of the sun. The 

feature has been used in world-famous buildings all around the world, and draws the 

eye of every spectator. The word itself has such a variety of connotations and 

symbolic meaning, as well as historic uses from thousands of years. The oculus has 

made an exceptionally long journey, throughout time, evolving from lanterns and 

altering its connotations throughout time. The significance of the oculus in 

architecture is clearly great; due to its popular use for decorative and practical 

purposes. Next time anyone asks, “Why is there a big hole in the roof?” as they walk 

by the James Went Building, I can now proudly inform them of the knowledge which I 

have acquired.  
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Transcript A 
Interview with the project architect of the James Went Building- Mr. 

Chong Wong 

 
Mr. Wong: Ok …um… firstly you are interested on the background of this project, how it 

started. You‟re not really keen on the technical details. You wanted to know the design 

concepts and how it started and evolved and got into this final construction level, final 

concept. 

Let me give you some background of this project. It started back in year 2003 and we were 
invited by the college to enter the competition and there were about 5 architects to enter the 
competition at the end of the day. And these are the initial design. And the brief was we are 
going to retain this west block if you still remember that, and to put extensions to attach the 
west block [i]. The brief is for the pure art and design. Nothing else. And when we won the 
scheme and the college put forward the idea for the funding and that funding process [ii] took 
about …3 or 4 years. And then it became approved. One of the reasons is, when we finished 
this, the college changed their brief and said look, now we want to fit more people into the 
college, rather than just Art and Design, we want music performance and …business…and if 
u look at the original proposal, you have got 1,2,3 bay. And the final, it‟s a bit elongated, and 
had to put another block to accommodate the expansion of the brief. And while we done 
that, and it looks fine, and everyone happy, and we can accommodate the departments from 
the college, and when we do a bit of costing study, we find out, if you do extensions, a new 
extension attached to an old building, you need to pay for the VAT, and we did a bit of study, 
and why not we knock this down and classify it as a new build. Even that the cost is cheaper 
than to pay for the VAT. That is why we knocked it down and started it again. I think that is 
quite a wise decision to do that. Because I don‟t believe the expansion worked as the new 
build. We did a further elevations and if u look at this elevation, that is the…for the 
competition scheme….and it works fine because they are all brick work and we have chosen 
very nice clean material , white render, timber cladding, and the curtain wall, which is the 
glass ….and this doesn‟t quite work there…. And I was so glad when they said we are going 
to demolish this and start over a completely new build. We can design the whole lot, and 
extended the whole building. 
 

Zeyna: Did u mainly work with Mark…Mark Bickerstaff? 

Mr. Wong: Mark Bickerstaff…umm…how this project works is…Mark was the “user”, we call 

it, the project manager from the client, from the QE college, is John Thowly, he‟s the project 

manager and the client representative from the college. So we don‟t directly deal with Mark. 

It would go through John, to agree everything and feed back to us. Because that is how we 

need to manage the project. If you want know more how the management is and the design, 

I can talk about it more, but looks like you are only interested in interior and design. 

Yh…in the initial designs, we spent a lot of time in meetings, with the user and art and 

design, like Mark Bickerstaff, and all the art teachers and everyone, music performance 

teachers, what they want, how big the room they needed, what sort of environment they 

want. 
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Zeyna: Ok so, what’s sort of the main features, that, when designing, you had to put 
in? From your perspective, what did you want to put in? 
 
Mr. Wong: Yh that came out from the first initial designs. We tried to create a clean elevation 

with this big over hang roof. And this is the white wall for the projector. So all the projections 

would project it on this white wall here. And this as well was in the competition scheme. And 

the whole concept is that we are going to create a street. we call it a street, actually its a 

corridor. A wider corridor, with a void on the first floor, with the close story roof style, which is 

the high level window, to have to the corridor, all the natural day lighting going in to the 

corridor. And the void will allow the day lighting to allow to go further into the ground floor, 

rather than to have a gloomy corridor. And the alignment of the building, we have aligned it 

to the war memorial and to your old building entrance. So basically we think it‟s in line and it 

started to evolve from there. And we have this street, and all the north light you can see 

there is facing all due northeast to allow day lighting but not direct sunlight. It‟s different on 

the day lighting, it‟s not something like ambient light, not like direct sunlight, because direct 

sunlight has problems of how the heat gains and the glare on your …reading screen. And 

since this project, sorry since the competition, we won the competition and got appointed by 

the college and we derive it more and carry on designing and we start with the concept 

like…because like the sculpture garden is round here. Well, myself, I‟m thinking why are we 

providing a flat projection wall rather than a curve. This idea came from the IMAX cinema. 

When you enter the IMAX cinema you have got this curved screen, wrapped around you, 

and I started to say, why not, look, why don‟t we do something like this and while you‟re 

standing there the wall could wrap around you. If you‟ve got something, an image, then you 

see a 360 degrees and you rotate yourself around, and start from there [iii]. And that is the 

wall, and it sweeps out from the corridor, and coming to a high level here and with this 

isolated column, a free standing column, descending down to the landscape, and just to 

bring the whole building from the landscape to morph into the building, and start to ascend it 

down to the roof level. If you…if you notice, I …from …a construction sense, if you go to the 

building now, you may see…actually, we have this notion of a line picked up from there, from 

the reception, go all the way up. It looks like the whole wall is cut into the building. That is the 

whole concept.  

Zeyna: Ok…and well there’s this thing going on about circles all around, mainly in 
college, like in the inside, and the outside as well… 
 
Mr. Wong: Yes that‟s right…. 

Zeyna: Is that sort of, one of the main concepts? 

Mr. Wong: Yh…the main…Yh if you look at the floor plan…you couldn‟t quite pick it up while 

you were in the building…only if you have a floor plan, or a helicopter high up. You can see 

this curve…ascending up this column…and ascending up to the roof level…and the curved 

wall, leading you into the circular skylight, which is this open big hole on the roof…and the 
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revolving door, and slowly move into…that is the circulation area and the circular void, and 

the roof light, is a circle as well. [iv] 

Zeyna: Right…are you aware of the “Oculus”? 

Mr. Wong: …Not really, no… 

Zeyna: No? Hmm ok well…you know over here…this hole in the roof thing, it’s…after 
a lot of research, it’s apparently called the Oculus, and it’s actually done by Le 
Corbusier and many architects like that…so…you weren’t actually aware of the fact 
that it is quite a distinct feature? 
 
Mr. Wong: It is a distinct feature, but we…I…I didn‟t know it was of a specific name, for that 

circular roof light [v]. The whole reason is that we want to do something like …like instead of 

a solid piece of roof or overhang, we needed to do something like cut a hole and allow all 

this sun lighting in…and the curve backdrop, so the building actually stays as it is, but we 

wouldn‟t change the form, but the shadow changes according to the sunlight. If you go to the 

building at different times of the day, you can see this shadow casting at different directions 

on this horizontal surface [vi].   

Zeyna: And were there plans to put like a statue? 

Mr. Wong: Yh…that was the plan. And the idea is that, to kind of put a projector there and … 

Zeyna: Yh, I’ve seen the actual projection going on, I think it was a parent’s evening or 
something like that… 
 
Mr. Wong: Yh, its…we put it to the corner here and not mounted it there because of cost 

savings on this [vii]…we kind of thought on this project, there was a lot of cost saving reasons 

and we had to give up things we wanted. 

Zeyna: Hmm…yes I was also looking at um…just the linear thing…well it’s very 
Bauhaus, and I was looking at…were there any influences on some of your design?  
 
Mr. Wong: Umm…basically…we don‟t…well myself…the classic architecture is not my 

favorite, and when we do, when we are studying and do all the history, the Bauhaus, and all 

this, and Mies Van der Rohe…the lines, I think that it is the style of the architecture but the 

time changes. Before they all worked on the drawing board so everything is restricted to 

what they use, like T-squares and set squares, and so all the lines are straight and all this. 

But now we have changed, we have got computer, we have got all this 3-D form and nice 3-

D programs, and that‟s why I try to introduce more curves into the building rather than in this 

competition scheme, and…but we still retain like how you said this configuration…these 

lines, and we keep it the same, but we can‟t do too much there because, one, it‟s the cost 

and square is a lot cheaper than this curve form or object…And like you say, since you did a 

lot of study on the, what the, history of architecture, like the Bauhaus, the New York 5, and 

the derived architecture from line and vertical lines. Like we can say that is one module, then 

we just repeat this module, so we keep the same elevation like this …the straight line for the 



Zeyna Sanjania                                         The Significance of the Oculus 
 

23 
 

roof overhang and this loft like, coming out in a module, and on this elevation is, because 

that is due south west, and we have this continuous…All the way through there…we repeat 

a lot of horizontal lines and emphasize it in the whole building.  

Zeyna: Ok what about designing? Do you have a …is it what you design on mainly the 
cost and what your design specification is? Or do you bring in other…like…like is it 
more artistic or is it what you have been asked to do kind of thing? 
 
Mr. Wong: I think it...it‟s a bit of both. In real life it‟s so difficult, and everything is so cost 

driven and as a designer, when we were in university we would do all fantastic designs, but 

in real life, just the cost …it ties your hands, and you cannot have much freedom. Myself, I 

always stretch the boundary and always produce fantastic things, and I know we can‟t afford 

it. We start from there…and then start to chop it , chop it down, rather than just like, oh I 

know we can‟t afford it so just do within the boundary. I think it‟s not the way we design. It‟s 

not my style or philosophy. 

Zeyna: Ok, personally do you have like a specific design that you normally sort of 

have in all the buildings or do you go for different things? 

Mr. Wong: We go for different things, depends on the brief, on the site, and the …the end of  
the…use of the building, like for education, or entertainment, or leisure. So it sort of depends 
on the brief.  
 
Zeyna: Yh ok…and Mark did say that there was another, Billsborough, college that you 
have also done?  
 
Mr. Wong: Coalville? 

Zeyna: Yh. Coalville probably, that Pick Everards have done. And it’s sort of similar 
designs. 
 
Mr. Wong: Yes it‟s Coalville Stevenson College and that is done by us as well, but it was on 

a much larger scale, about 4 or 5 times larger than this. In a similar idea, we have 

this…Stevenson college has this street but I think about twice the size of the QE one. It‟s 

quite a big street, and got classrooms on both sides. And quite similar, it has this type of 

module as well ….can I borrow your pen? And some scrap paper……….it‟s quite similar 

because on the Stevenson College we have this front elevation. We have this big sloping 

curtain wall coming in and we have the drum, done by copper, and we have the fin, like the 

curved wall but it‟s straight. And the roof comes down, that is one module…and just repeat 

the same thing again, another module…and I think there is 4…or I think there is 3…because 

the enrolment is overwhelming, and a year after, they asked us to extend another bay and 

that is quite a similar concept…basically … 

Zeyna: Ok…and what about sort of educational places, in general? Is there a specific 
design for all education buildings? 
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Mr. Wong: Umm…. not really, no. There is no specific design, but we, for like educational or 

further education projects…they do have their own criteria. And like, when you do your 

design, and circulations and your innovative solutions like the break out area and because 

they do have a lot of problems, like these social problems, this bullying in school. We try to 

create no hidden corner, to prevent someone from being picked on and people beat them 

up. Even in the toilets, there…we do have Anti bullying toilets, like they have these unisex 

toilets but just the washing room, the washing area in the unisex bathroom, where you‟ve got 

your own cubicle. That is…separated…so all this criteria is…they need to comply with the 

design criteria … and start from there, you can play around with your elevations and 

basically our design concept is… we try to incorporate all the green design, and depends on 

orientation and how we encourage more natural day lighting into the room, and the user 

energy consumption and ventilation and natural ventilation is like…in this building, we do 

have automated window for natural ventilation and this high level window as well so in the 

sections you see all this air coming out , because hot air is less denser than cold air when it 

comes off a high level and that is natural venting.  

Zeyna: All right well, there wasn’t really much more …anything else I suppose…I was 
just concentrating on education and especially the Oculus! 
 
Mr. Wong: Yh…ha…you can see we picked up this…can you see…this light coming into the 

curved wall and we got this sculpture right under, to show that it is a potential space for 

sculptures...and if you want to look at this…this sort of feature on the computer, you can 

search „Ville Radieuse‟ and lots of projects he did. If you look at „Carauscapa‟…Italian 

architect …he‟s sort of like…Le Corbusier …that sort of like period…„Carascoupa‟, he did 

sort of many such designs. He like, he cut the corner of the wall and put it into a glaze and 

creates lots of nice fissures and this linear form of straight lines and hold it together…ok if I 

go through this with you…. that is all I organised in a day. That is the initial stage. Start from 

there, we changed and the design evolved. Before that it was just there…and then they 

extended another bay so 1, 2, 3 there, and then extend another bay here…and…that is the 

view, and we put it to see how the building is sitting in context and planning as well…and 

that is the floor plan…and these are quite quick 3-D models that they order and we generate 

to show the client, John Thowly as is in this case, as a kind of representative. And you can 

see how the curve wall works because …on 2-D plan and elevations is so difficult for 

someone who is not from a…drawing base background especially, I don‟t know, because we 

met up with a lot of teacher. On the floor plan they struggled to work out 

where…hahaha…and that is quite useful and helpful to show the client, look that is where 

your curved wall will come up and curved wall is not straight, actually it‟s ascending down 

and you drop down which is this column and the whole concept. And we have this helical 

staircase to come down to the sculpture garden, and the original brief is the first floor is the 

gallery and the ground floor is the student social area. We are getting more and more people 

in, in some of this, so we move people down to the gallery. On the first floor we have the 

gallery and you walk down the helical stairs and look at this sculpture. It‟s just like 

continuous and …And I quite like the idea that of the helical staircase, because sometimes if 

you have got a big sculpture…you don‟t appreciate the sculpture…you‟re just standing on 
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the ground… but here you can look at different …from different heights and appreciate it 

more [viii]…And this is the basic construction…we look at different methods of construction for 

a curved wall and you can just have a look. That is the latest elevations…as we knock down 

west block…as we put the new construction of similar material, just like timber and cutting 

board. This is the drawing form the street. And this is the material sample for when we are 

finished, so we can produce this and show the client what sort of material we are using, like 

this is a front cladding material and these columns here… 

Zeyna: Yh…it’s quite an efficient building…a green building isn’t it? Because there’s 
sort of heating…on the floor…ground heating, timber … 
 
Mr. Wong: Yh floor heating…Yh correct. Its a lot green design, with the heating and the 

natural ventilation with all the window and we‟ve got this heat source pump and we lay the 

….the coil in the ground doing heat exchange and give heating. …. And that is the final 

drawing. I thin this photo has been taken way before they finished, we have still got the 

hoarding that looks horrible, that‟s why I cut it and tried to fit it. The whole plan is the building 

here…they will be demolished mid June-July…ones that were here and the whole continuity 

…so you just open up the whole building…and it will be… 

That is all yours…don‟t know if its helpful…any other questions 

 

Zeyna: No I think that’s it…thanks a lot! ……… 

  

 

 


