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Round Kindergarten
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The Warmth of a Breathing Architecture
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The purpose of architecture is to be used. The archi-
tect designs with its presumed use in his head. When this
assumption proves to be incorrect, the architecture goes
through extensive deformation, or worse, becomes abandoned
even before its physical deterioration. Itis quite interesting that
most of the attention or criticism on a work of architecture is
given right after its completion. This phase is usually acknowl-
edged as a state of purity, when the architect ‘s intentions are
most clearly presented. Some people rush to preserve the
uncontaminated on photographs. |, however, must assert that
the real evaluation of an architecture can only be made after at

least a few years of use.
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A criticism on Lee Jong-Sang’ s Round Kindergarten,
in use since 1994, is meaningful in this respect. A visit to the
kindergarten with the architect has ensured me that the work
was being used as intended, and that it has hecome a proud
and loving place among the kids and their parents. Even before
any investigation into forms and spaces, | apparently noticed
thatit was a breathing, warm architecture where the touches

of its users could be feltin everyinch.
The Problem of Urbanism

The site of the Round Kindergarten is at a typical

Sadang-dong region; in the midst of low-rise multi housings, at
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the corner of a 8m- and 6m-road cross. Itis likely that the site is
a consolidation of two housing lots. The challenge for the
architect was to build a kindergarten for 120 children into a
small site of 360 nv, and fully develop the potentials of a cor-
nered land in an urban context. The architect approached the
problem by overlapping two clear geometrical forms; a rectan-
gle that follows the shape of the site, and an oval that corre-
sponds to the intersection. The junction of two elements fea-
tures the mutual interpenetration and variations of spaces with
vertical circulation that consists the whole 4 stories of the
kindergarten. The application of two geometrical forms to the
shape of the site is directly extruded to the facade, where the
intrusion is clearly visible. The attachment of balconies, stair-
ways, and windows to the form of a rather simple concept
addstothe richness of the building’ s overallimage. All circula-
tions within starts from the oval at the corner towards the
direction of the rectangular site. The oval is literally the con-
tainer of every spatial circulation in this small site; the entrance
on the first floor, the stairway that leads up to the third floor,
and the roof garden on the fourth floor. It also projects this
organization to the outside. The architect fully understood and
developed, within the urban situation, the use of a corner and
overcomes the long and narrow form of the given site. The
exterior finishing, contrary to the red bricks and traditional roof
tiles of the neighbors, is done by white drivit, thatironically
plays a symbolic role at the region, and emphasizes the very
name of the kindergarten. The unique image of this building
stems from the extraordinary contradiction of forms and i’ s
symbolic effect. Itis, along with the heartful education of the
principal, the main reason behind the kindergarten’ s populari-

ty among the attending children’ s parents.

The Kindergarten: A Space for Children

The kindergarten is a children’ s space. The biggest
issue that the architectfaces in designing this facility is to
interpret what it is to be a child. Are the senses of the children
different from those of the adults? Does the juvenile world
exist, as in bedtime stories, only in the castle with primary col-
ors? Itis clearly apparent that their sense of scale differs from
those of the grown-ups, and this applies in approaching not
only the functional aspects but the volume and height of each
spaces. Internal compositions often vary in response to the

unique educational program of each kindergarten, so the usual

outcome of a kindergarten design results in an individual, not
universal solution. Architect Lee Jong-Sang’ s answer to this
issue was to assume the whole kindergarten as a hig play-
ground. It should be noted that the building itself does not pre-
sent any direct sign of its functional identity. It is rather a work
totally against any archetypes, but you can somehow easily
confirm, as you experience, that itis a kindergarten. It cat-
alyzes the curiosity to seek, behind the diverse volumes, the
indoor spaces, where the decorations are also deprived of any
direct figurative associations. In the humble presence of sim-
ple floors and ceilings, the windows, the doors and the color of
furnitures dominate the space. The variations on the spaces in
the oval and the flow of a warm light that fills the void space
extending to the third floor are the main characters of the
kindergarten. The latter area, which welcomes the visitor as he
enters the building, presents its overall character. The shift of
outdoor space to this entrance with heightis so sudden, that a
more gradual sequence or a buffer zone would have been pre-
ferred. The interpenetration of the oval and the rectangle cre-
ates, to one’ s surprise, small spaces with great multiformity.
Along with the diversity in the shaping of classrooms, this
enables the user, as he proceeds through the kindergarten, to
enjoy the discovery of new spaces. Thus, the whole building
can be recognized as one big playground.

The arrangement of scale is subtly controlled for its
infant users. The height of the restroom is divided into 2, where
the upper level is used as another space, and the street-like
hallways share the coziness of a reduced scale. The roof gar-
den is visually connected to the adjacent Mount Kwanak, and
creates a grand and warm atmosphere which cannot be found
on the approaching road. As the area of the site denied the lux-
ury of any gardens on the ground level, it had to be lifted to the
roof, and the use of high fences has made the space secure
and comfortable. The private area of the owner, which is con-
nected through this roof garden, shares its features.

The Round Kindergarten, as its name suggests, is
composed of hard geometrical forms. It nevertheless delivers
a childlike and enjoyable environment. It is not as geometrical
and refined as Lee” s recentworks, but it proves thatthe raison
d’ etre of architecture lies not in the pedantry analysis or the
form of the envelope, butin the indoor spaces that lives and
breathes with its users. The kindergarten certainly does, and
its importance is found in the love and affection the teacher,

the children and their parents have on this work.




