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An eight-pointed star rises vertically on the

waterfront in the form of an ultratech office tower

overlooking Central and Victoria Harbour. Silvery

and reflective by day, the monolith transforms into

a light show at twilight when its four angular

projections morph into cool neon chevrons. This

massive office block offers the largest Grade A

floorplates in the SAR and is known — simply and

authoritatively — as The Center



When architect Dennis Lau
(Chairman & Managing

Director of his eponymous firm) talks
about The Center, the enthusiasm
he feels for the building in specific
and Hong Kong architecture in
general becomes palpable. He
eagerly sketches responses to
questions by tearing off sheets from
a roll of tracing paper, literally
retracing the design process. As
h e  d e s c r i b e s  h i s  m o d e r n
reinterpretations of traditional
Chinese gardens, his fingers fly to
the bookshelf, plucking a volume of
Suzhou stone masterpieces to
illustrate his words. Lau’s fondness
for the SAR, mastery of his craft and
passion for the new 80-storey office
tower are much in evidence. When
asked about possible alternate
designs for The Center, he points to
three scale models enshrined in
glass cases — all fascinating and
workable designs that ended up on
the “cutting room floor”. The final
design reflects Lau’s passion for his
craft, developer Cheung Kong’s
desire for a landmark office tower,
and the considerable vagaries of the
site itself.

Hong Kong’s historical slice
The Center is located in one of HK’s
older districts — midway between
Central and Sheung Wan. The site
offers prime vistas of Asia’s most
scenic cityscape and harbourfront,



but was also home to a rabbit warren
of “lane communities” — shops
arranged along narrow parallel
lanes. Twelve years ago, the Land
D e v e l o p m e n t  C o r p o r a t i o n
earmarked the problematic site for
redevelopment, but the wheels of
progress ground on for nine years
until construction finally began.
Acquiring the land from a myriad of
landlords was one problem. Other
problems were posed by the
growing pains of urban renewal —
previous redevelopment in the area
had been undertaken piecemeal,
rendering a wholesale razing of the
area unfeasible.

Denied a completely clear site,
Lau designed the signature eight-
pointed star plan of The Center to
suit the irregular environs. This

geometric plan can be described as
“squa re -upon -squa re ” .  The
diamond-shaped projections also
maximise views from every angle.

Lau was interested in maintaining
the “lane community” concept,
perhaps under glass canopies. The
LDC (whose logo, interestingly
enough, was designed by Lau years
ago) was more in favour of creating
circulation space for community use.

Gazing upward
Lau ’s  c rea t ion  ach ieves  an
impression of tremendous mass,
which is potentiated by the urban
squeeze of its surroundings. Hong
Kong is not known for its shy and
retiring office blocks, but even
c o m p a r e d  t o  o t h e r  s h i n y
heavyweights, The Center is



battleship-massive. In daylight, the
base of the building provides the
most impressive view, as the
i n v e r t e d - p y r a m i d s  o f  t h e
projections merge into the silvery
bui ld ing s ides and cont inue
skyward. At night, the projections
are limned in horizontal chevrons
of coloured l ight,  completely
t rans fo rm ing  the  bu i l d ing ’s
presence while retaining its profile
(see sidebar: “Light Show”). The
overall impression is that of a
structure which is already part of
the next millennium — a futuristic
office block whose appearance is
in lockstep with its host of high-
tech facilities.

Counterbalancing this impression
of mass is the use of light within a

confined urban space. The building
materials for The Center were
chosen to admit or reflect light.
Surfaces on the lower floors —
including the twelve main columns
which support the building frame —
are largely done in embossed-
pattern mirror-finish stainless steel
cladding. This shiny stippled steel
plate is an emphatic flourish which
lends an air of polished industry.
Mirror finishes are in abundance; the
structure bristles with chrome rivets
and metal detailing. Glazing is used
extensively.

T h e  b u i l d i n g ’ s  c o l o s s a l
entrances are a Dennis Lau & Ng
Chun Man trademark. The lobby is
on a similar scale; at ground level,
i t  s e e m s  t o  s w a l l o w  i t s

surroundings in every direction,
including straight up. Lau points
out that while the lobby appears
massive, it is in proportion to the
remainder of the building. A quick
glance at the section drawing
confirms his point.

Gaining entry
The building presents identical
facades on all four sides, yet the
entrances vary considerably
depending on the approach. Des
Voeux Road Centra l  has an
entrance with a pair of escalators for
those arriving by tram, and the
Jubilee Street side — opposite
Central Market — houses the main
vehicular entrance. A side entrance
on Gilman’s Bazaar is approached



via a gigantic staircase finished in
that distinctive chrome stipple.

The main entrance and public
drop-off is on Queen’s Road Central,
where the building is approached
across a 1,500 sq m open plaza.
This space is open to the public 24
hours daily, and incorporates a
“bamboo garden” which Lau
designed as a modern answer to the
stone wonders of Suzhou. Glass
facades flank the plaza, which is
complemented by a water feature
and a “tree pit” stocked with
f lour ishing green bamboo. A
pedestrian corridor is defined by an
overhead awning supported by a
single row of columns; this fully
glazed canopy provides protection
during inclement weather.



The pair of glazed doors fronting
the corridor can be difficult to notice,
as one is distracted by the expansive
steel and glass of the building’s core.
Persevering through those doors,
the 12.4-metre main lobby reveals
itself as a transparent box. Glazed
panels are supported by chromed
tension cables in a vertical tensile
arrangement; support is supplied by
the steel frame and structural slab.
To the right is a pair of escalators
leading down to future GI/C
(Government Inst i tu t ion and
Community offices), the executive
drop-off  area and the single
executive lift, which offers secured-
card access to any floor in the
building.

Straight ahead, a bank of three
escalators leads upward to the

transition lobby. The escalators are
flanked by “bubble tanks” — rows
of cylinders filled with water and
bubbling away. A waterfall was
suggested, but it was felt that
allowing the water to drain away
from the building constituted bad
feng shui; the bubble tanks allow
the direction of flow to continue
upwards into the building. A series
of misting devices at the base of
the bubble tanks creates a low-
intensity, soothing fountain effect.

The transition lobby is a spacious
plane finished in unique grey-green
Brazilian granite (unique as the
single quarry which produced it has
now closed down). The lightness of
the stone colour is singular. It is here
in the transition lobby where the
transformation from the straight lines



and triangulation found in the
column arrangements starts to shift
into the circular theme which
d o m i n a t e s  t h e  b u i l d i n g ’ s
interior. A large design element of
concentric circles appears on the
floor of the transition lobby and is
echoed by a round skylight directly
above.

Directly in front of the escalators
is the spacious glazed entrance to
the anchor tenant’s retail shop. It is
here that the slow curve of the retail
area begins. Although retail is not
The Center’s raison d’être, a series
of shops is available for everyday
tenants’ needs. Even without a
burning desire to go shopping, a
stroll along the semicircular glazed
walkway provides wonderful views
of the building core, columns and
elevation. The curving arcade also
screens views of the older concrete
buildings which surround The
Center, and the semicircular space
is topped by a landscaped garden
which provides further screening
greenery.

To the right of the anchor tenant
shop and the arcade walkway is
another triple bank of escalators
which leads to the raised lobby,
where the vertical transport scheme
begins to take shape. As with any
true skyscraper, lift logistics are
critical — The Center utilises a
“shuttle lift lobby” at the raised lobby
which helps to manage traffic by



shuttling passengers between
seven lift zones. People bound for
zones 1, 2 and 3 can board lifts at
the raised lobby. So too can those
bound for zone 7, the exclusive
upper zone which is direct ly
accessed from this lobby.

Those headed for zones 4, 5
and 6 start at the center of the
raised lobby, where another floor-
design motif of translucent green
concentric circles houses water
sprays and coloured lights. This
dramatic underfloor fountain is
known as the “starburst water
feature”. It marks the starting point
f o r  t h e  l i f t s  w h i c h  w h i s k
passengers to the skylobby on the
42nd floor.

Taking the “Express”
Few buildings in the world are lofty
enough to require skylobbies, yet
they are an essential tool in vertical
transport management for tall
buildings. The idea is simple:
passengers collectively take an
“express” lift to a central location,
then separate into “local” l ifts
serving different floors which take
them to their final destination. The
concept is similar to commuters
using a combination of express
and local trains to reach their
individual stops.

Use of a skylobby effectively
creates a second “main lobby” area
within The Center, albeit one with

rather more spectacular views. The
architects have taken full advantage
of the skylobby by siting a five-star
food and beverage outlet at this
junction. A restaurant with full
glazing wraps itself around half of
The Center, bookended by a pair of
lounges for those simply enjoying a
drink or a fine Havana — the facility
has an impressive cigar menu to
complement  the i r  beverage
selection. There are a pair of office
units available on this floor as well.
The Center’s office zenith is the
penthouse on the 80th floor, which
presents a stunning 360-degree
view akin to that from a low-flying
helicopter.

Acres of silver
The silver metallic sheen of the
curtain wall defines the building in
daylight hours, and stands in sharp
contrast to its luminescent nighttime
profile. As might be expected, the
choice of curtain wall was not an
arbitrary one — with no sunshading
to speak of and a huge surface area,
The Center relies on its envelope to
cut solar gain and keep a damper
on tenants’ energy bills. Typical units
are Varicon 17.5 mm silver-on-clear,
a configuration which limits solar
transmittance to a mere 8%.
Spandrel units have a 10 mm
thickness and a horizontally striped
pattern. Mullions are finished in
natural anodised aluminium.



Befitting its high-tech image, The
Center employs a curtain wall
cleaning system which is fully
automated. The cleaning gondolas
descend from the top of the building
on tracks concealed within the
mullions. Cleaning can be carried
out at night to minimise disturbance
to the building occupants.

Technological Implementation
Grade A office space necessitates
design which reflects current
technology and allows tenants to
implement their own technology. As
our working lives become more

complicated, the function of office
technology should be to make our
exis tence s impler  and more
rewarding.

Raised flooring is now a standard
feature in new office buildings;
Companies are loathe to move into
offices which offer no flexibility for
their IT cabling requirements. In
addition to its raised flooring, the
structural cabling system (SCS) for
The Center plays a critical role in all
te lecommunicat ion systems,
providing the physical link between
sources and dest inat ions of
information. Data, voice, video and

At 346 metres to the top of the mast, The
Center is the third-tallest building in Hong
Kong. Central Plaza, also designed by
Dennis Lau & Ng Chun Man, is 374
metres tall by the same measurement
standard. IM Pei’s Bank of China Building
tops out at 368.5 metres.

59 floors of offices are available, with a
total GFA of 130,032 sq m of office space.

The Center is the largest-scale steel-
framed office in Hong Kong. A total of
twelve steel box section columns support
the building — the columns are concrete-
filled for 20 storeys, then reduce in size
and become hollow as they reach the top.

At 2,415 sq m, the floorplates in The
Center are the largest amongst all office
buildings in Central.

A total of 35 high-speed passenger lifts
and 6 service lifts form the vertical
transport network for The Center.

Over 400 carparking spaces are available
in the basement carpark.

FAST FACTS



control signals are transmitted over
this infrastructure, which links
devices throughout the building.

The SCS consists of Category 3/
Category 5 (UTP) copper cables and
optical fibre cables, and is capable
of supporting high-speed/broadband
services such as ISDN lines for
voice, 100 Base-T Ethernet for data,
and video signals, and is designed
t o  a c c o m m o d a t e  f u t u r e
technologies. Tenants can easily
make multi-floor connections, and
it’s even possible for tenants to
connect on alternate floors. Cheung
Kong’s Senior Project Manager
Grace Shen detai ls the main
advantage of designing the building
for IT use: “With The Center, you
don’t need to spend much money
for interior fit-out.”

Flexible Air
The 340 mm underfloor void of The
Center is unique in that it houses an
air -condi t ioning system wi th

relocatable air diffusers built into the
floor. This is the first air plenum
system in Hong Kong — the void
underneath the floor is filled with
cold air which is piped into the
working space via individual
underfloor units. This design allows
for maximum flexibility as the air-con
units (the units interchange with floor
tiles and are thus known as “fan-
tiles”) can be installed or removed
as needed. This eliminates the need
for ductwork and allows office
partitions to be reconfigured easily.
The system permits end-users to
adjust temperature and volume of air
circulation to suit personal tastes, or
to compensate for heat-generating
equipment.

Air circulation in each office is
further improved by a ceiling-
mounted recirculating air system
and air-filtering system which routes
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t h e  a i r  r e t u r n  t h r o u g h  t h e
interchangeable light reflector units
in the ceiling. Shen: “It’s all about
user control and keeping the air
c lean. The underf loor space
provides ease of maintenance as it
is simple to vacuum.”

The building also bristles with
technological frills at the public level.
LCD screens in the passenger lifts
display weather data and can be
programmed with the company logo
for firms leasing an entire floor.
Touch-screen directories are located
in the office lobby, while lobby
screens display financial data,
weather and news headlines. The
trump card is the huge Sony
Jumbotron display screen on the
Queen’s Road Central side, which
presents newsfeed information and
can also be used for special events.

Filling the Colossus
The abundance of office space in
the SAR has made the sector a
tenants’ market. Buildings which
re f lec t  qua l i t y  and pres t ige
combined wi th  an exce l len t
location will be more successful at
attracting tenants. The location of
The Center — close to the Mid-
Levels escalator, the Hong Kong
Airport  Express stat ion,  and
myriad MTR/tram/bus/road links —
is prime. But Shen also points to
the building’s facil it ies, which
include such amenities as showers

in the executive washrooms, as a
major selling point. The proof of the
pudding is the tenants who have
already taken space, including
D a o  H e n g  B a n k ,  S a m s u n g
Electronics HK Ltd, Celestial Asia
Securities Holdings Ltd and the
LDC. Others wishing to become
centrists are advised to view the
show flat on the 43rd floor.







The night-lighting features of The
Center are so dramatic that they

have become a symbol of the
building itself. They have been the
recipient of praise and scorn, but
more than anything else, they have
placed an indelible stamp on Hong
Kong’s famed nighttime skyline. In
sharp contrast to the normal practice
of training spotlights on a building
to articulate its curtain wall, fins and
ornamentation in the night hours,
The Center’s neon scheme leaves
the walls of the building dark as bent
horizontal str ipes cl imbs the
pyramidal  project ions of  the
e leva t ion ,  cu lm ina t ing  in  a
trapezoidal flurry of lumens at the
building’s crown.

The lighting scheme was supplied
by Far Display Lighting Ltd, a
subsidiary of Hong Kong-based Far
East Neon Light Co Ltd. The system
is a COZY® VIVID low-voltage neon
system which uses primary-colour
neon tubes to achieve a wide variety
of effects. The 8,784 tubes are
evenly divided between red, blue
and green; combinations of these
colours will create any desired
colour. The total power consumption
is approximately 110,000 watts,
although a conventional high-
voltage neon system of identical size
would consume four times as much
electricity. About 11 kilometres of
neon tubing was used.

The system has a total of 14
preset settings, three of which are
solid-colour and can be used for

checking the entire lighting system.
The everyday presets involve slow
and subtle changes, which always
m o v e  f r o m  b o t t o m  t o  t o p ,
accelerating the upward thrust.
There are presets for holidays — the
Christmas effect will evoke a green
and yellow Christmas tree with multi-
coloured sparkles, and the Lunar
New Year setting will alternate red/
gold/yellow/green with blooming
rainbow colours. The most dynamic
lighting effect is where the building
imitates a fireworks display going off,
with rapid colour rushes toward the
top followed by slower particles of
sparkling colour falling downwards
— an effect that will manifest during
pyrotechnic displays in the harbour.
Currently, the system presents a
single “fireworks” cycle at 9:00 PM
and a single “holidays” cycle at
10:00 PM.

Working in unison with the
neon lighting is a series of Italian
spot l igh ts  known as  “space
cannons”. This particular charge
of the light brigade takes place
mostly at the top of the building,
where space cannons in 4,000-,
2 , 0 0 0 -  a n d  1 , 0 0 0 - w a t t
configuration light up the rooftop
mast with its double-parabola
decoration. An additional quartet
of space cannons will train 4,000
watts of firepower on the lower
port ion of the bui lding. Al l  of
these ultra-tech spotlights are
wired into the main system and
will change colour as required.

Light Show



The CenterConstruction of

April 1995 ,when the contractor was
doing the foundation work. On the left
hand side of the photo is Jubilee Street
and on top is Queens Road Central. In
the middle, several machines are
digging the vertical trench for the
construction of the diaphragm wall

A ser ies of  1.2-metre thick
diaphragm wall panels were joined
to form a 24-metre diameter
caisson shaft. Four of these
caissons were built to provide a
sound base for the foundation of
the main structure of the building
tower. The photo shows the
excavation work using typical
excavating machines inside one of
the caisson shafts

Overall view of the automatic
circulation trench cutter

by Raymond Wong Wai Man



Close up showing the twin
drum cutter set. A 150-
millimetre suction pipe is
placed between the drum
cutters. The excavated soil
or gravel isbeing sucked out
from the trench together
with the bentonite slurry.
The slurry is then pumped
to the bentonite treatment
plant where the soil and
gravel are removed by a
filtration process

An overall view of the four caisson shafts which form the major part of
foundation system of the building. A typical work stage can be seen here,
starting from the excavation, construction of the bottom raft, erection of
the structural steel column clusters and the onward fabrication of the column
structure respectively

Detailed close-up of a
typical caisson shaft. At this
stage, the structural steel
c o l u m n  c l u s t e r  h a s
essentially been completed
up to the ground level. The
scaffold inside the shaft was
erected as further support
for the construction of the
podium structure of the
building

The main frame of the building tower rising
from the ground. The four column clusters that
support the building, each composed of three
2.5m x 2.5m and one 1.2m x 0.8m steel
columns, can be clearly seen here. One
special feature in the structural design of this
building is that it does not consist of a
reinforced concrete central core, which is quite
unusual in buildings of similar type. The whole
building is based on the design concept of a
gigantic space frame in order to achieve the
necessary rigidity in structure



The overall layout of the site on June
1996. At this stage, the basic
structure of the podium had been
formed. Since most of the basement
structure was constructed using a
top-down technique, there was no
activity until a later stage, when the
podium structure was completed
and access to the ground was made
ava i lab le  fo r  the  basement
excavation

A work platform attached
to a corner column to
prov ide  access  fo r
workers to carry out the
necessary welding work

A 5-metre reinforced concrete raft was
constructed in the bottom of the
caisson to form the foundation for the
column clusters of the building tower

At this level — some 180 metres
above the ground — a worker
prepares a lifting rope for the placing
of a connecting member



The core frame at the centre of
the building. This core measures
roughly 25m x 25m, and will
accommodate a pair of stairs
and the requi red escape
passageways, lavatories, air
handling unit rooms and 26
passenger lifts

The composite floor, which acts as a diaphragm
structure which provides rigidity to the vertical
steel members, is constructed of reinforced
concrete laid on a ribbed steel deck as a
permanent shutter. The one shown here is the
deck prior to placementof the floor reinforcement



A complicated con-nection arrangement at the junction of the
inner columns and the floor joists

A detailed look at one of the four corner gusset blocks which
connect and provide the required rigidity for the pyramid structure
and the mast

The dimension of the main frame is reduced and set back
to form the “pyramid” top of the tower. The details of the
structural arrangement for the housing of the 80-metre mast
can also be seen



The temporary tack rail system provided at 30-
storey intervals for the manoeuvring of the
gondola used for the erection of the curtain
wall panels

The curtain wall system used in The Center has a simple
design due to a unitised system combined with the
relatively simple and plain form of the building exterior.
The only exception is the “half-pyramid” located at the
top and bottom of the four cantilevered attached
portions. The one here is the inverted half-pyramid —
with the bracket for the suspending scaffold partially
erected in preparation for the erection of the backing
frame and curtain wall at a later stage

Close-up of the partially completed steel mast.
Due to the height of the free-standing mast,
a resonant wind effect which creates low
frequency vibration must be considered. A
special resilient design is used to stop the
vibration from transferring to the main
structure below



May 1997

January 1997



One of the prominent designs
employed in The Center is the
automatic curtain wall cleaning
system which occupies almost the
entire area of the 80th floor. With
a retractable gate door on each
side of the facade to launch the
gondola, the cleaning system can
cover all the wall surfaces of the
building exterior. The photo shows
the gate door opened with the rail-
mounted crane-car equipped with
a telescopic arm launching the
window cleaning gondola during a
trial operation

The operation of the curtain wall
cleaning gondola and the crane-car
as seen from a distance

Workers inside the gondola carry out
a commissioning test before the
handover of the system. A control
panel inside the gondola can steer the
gondola to any position on the exterior
surface of the building

Stage 1 Stage 4Stage 3Stage 2


