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These quotes and features were extracted 
from conversations and blogs that were 
included in our 2024 social media strategy. 
These pages represent only a sliver of a sliver 
of our activities and engagement with 
brilliant engineers and visionary leaders 
across aerospace, imaging and immersive 
technology verticals. 

Jennifer Sertl, 
Editor 360 Pulse Publication
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We are a specialty camera ODM, with advanced 
expertise in panoramic imaging technology. 
Our team has over 200 patents collectively and 
optics and camera expertise from IMAX, Kodak, 
L3Harris, Navitar Incorporated and others.

 14 other employees with backgrounds including IMAX, Kodak, and L3Harris
 HQ in the “Imaging Capital of the World” - Rochester, NY, USA
 Part of the NY SMART I-Corridor Tech Hub
 Circle Optics, Inc. is an American Minority-owned, privately held Delaware Corporation
 Staff have collectively published over 200 patents within the optical engineering field

Mr. Niazi holds a degree in Optical 

Engineering from the University of 

Rochester. Prior to Circle Optics, 

Mr. Niazi worked at 1/0 Capital, 

University of New South Wales, 

and Harvard Medical School. He 

helped develop the world’s thinnest 

scanning fiber endoscope for 

Harvard Medical School and the 

first system that quantitatively 

assesses aberrations in eyewear. 

He developed the initial concepts 

and intellectual property for the 

Circle Optics imaging system and 

is the inventor of three issued US 

patents, and a contributing 

inventor to other pending patent 

applications.

Mr. Gauger is a proven leader with 

nearly 10 years of experience in 

company operations and finance. 

Across his career, he has started 

multiple technology companies 

and served on various boards 

raising more than $9.5 million in 

investment and non-dilutive 

funding. At Circle Optics, he 

established all company 

operations including HR, IT, and 

accounting, and has overseen the 

company’s growth from two to 

more than twenty employees.

Mr. Kurtz was a Principal Scientist 

at Kodak and a former Director of 

R&D at IMAX. He developed 

numerous image capture, 

scanning, printing, and projection 

systems, in both engineering and 

project management roles, 

including systems that became 

commercialized products (including 

two generations of IMAX laser 

projectors). He is a contributing 

inventor to over 115 issued US 

patents, and he has extensive 

experience in intellectual property 

development, including portfolio 

strategy and management, as well 

as patent development, and 

infringement and clearance 

assessments.

Mr. Krisiloff is a broadly and deeply 

experienced, hands-on, optical 

systems engineer, project 

manager, and business owner with 

strong leadership skills. He has 

designed, documented, 

prototyped, tested, debugged, 

manufactured, and supported 

products involving lasers, imaging, 

illumination, and metrology for 

turn-key products, one-of-a-kind 

tools, OEM sub-systems and 

components in industrial and life 

science markets. He also founded 

Triptar Lens Company, Inc.

We can design to any sensor, with package 
sizes ranging from a golf ball to a beach ball. 
We have hit resolutions anywhere from 12 
pixels per degree to over 2,000 pixels per 
degree. 

Target
Resolution

Advanced Panoramic Imaging Solutions

Physical
Constraints

Geometry Desired FOV

Zak Niazi
CEO

Ian Gauger
COO

Andy Kurtz
CRO

Allen Krisiloff
CTO

Resolution output varies 
by system size. We 

design systems ranging 
from 10-1000+ ppd

Customizable to fit
your SWaP

requirements

Spherical,
Hemispherical,

Conical and Custom

FOV is a function of
geometry
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Zak Niazi with James Bader, Director of the Strasenburgh Planetarium and 
Dan Schneiderman, Community Engagement Manager at Rochester 
Museum and Science Center

Hydra II capturing the path to totality April 8, 2024Taking Hydra II on first public outing to film the path to totality in 
Rochester, New York at Rochester Museum & Science Center. 
From left to right Cody Hatch, Steve Feller and Mitchell Baller.

Circle Optics Use Case: 
Revolutionizing VR Content Through 
Planetariums with Founder & CEO 

Zak Niazi 

A common question in the world of Virtual Reality (VR) is: 
how can content be distributed and ultimately 
monetized? While VR headsets have gained traction in 
recent years, largely due to advancements in smartphone 
technology that have driven down the cost of miniature 
electronics and LED screens, the technology's adoption 
rate remains slower than anticipated. Companies like 
Facebook (now Meta) and Apple have made significant 
investments in their headsets, betting on VR as a key 
driver of future growth. However, a substantial gap 
remains between the availability of VR technology and its 
widespread use.

There’s incredible potential for creating compelling 
content that leverages the immersive nature of 
planetariums. Consider, for instance, a wine and food tour. 
Imagine touring a vineyard in Tuscany, learning about the 
winemaking process and the history of the vineyard, all 
while strolling through the streets of Tuscany and 
sampling the wines you’re discovering. Or envision 
traveling through the rainforests of Ghana to learn about 
cocoa production, complemented by the taste of artisanal 
chocolates. These are experiences that blend education, 
immersion, and entertainment—offering something truly 
unique and repeatable.

While it’s true that traditional theaters are facing 
challenges, the demand for engaging activities on a 
Saturday night is as strong as ever. People still want to go 
out; they just want more diverse options. Theaters will 
continue to have their place, but we need to expand the 
range of experiences available. Planetariums are perfectly 
positioned to offer just that—immersive travel experiences 
that satisfy the public’s craving for education, 
entertainment, and immersion all at once.

One reason for this gap is that not everyone is a gamer, and 
the current shortage of non-gaming content limits the 
appeal of VR headsets. Additionally, physical limitations, 
such as motion sickness caused by the disconnect 
between moving visuals and a stationary body, have also 
hindered adoption.

Despite these challenges, I see a significant opportunity for 
planetariums to become a major distribution point for VR 
content. Planetariums, with their vast domed theaters, 
provide an immersive experience that naturally aligns with 
the strengths of VR. Globally, there are around 4,000 

planetariums attracting approximately 150 million visitors 
each year. People flock to planetariums for educational, 
entertaining, and immersive experiences. However, there 
is a notable lack of fresh content, which limits the 
frequency of visits.

Take, for example, the Strasenburgh Planetarium in 
Rochester, one of my favorite spots for a Friday or Saturday 
night, especially when friends and family visit from out of 
town. Circle Optics even filmed the recent eclipse outside 
the Strasenburgh! Yet, like many planetariums, the 
Strasenburgh has been showing the same lineup of four 
or five shows for several years. To keep audiences 
returning, they’ve introduced laser shows synchronized 
with music, thanks to a novel laser system developed by a 
local Rochester company.

While these laser shows are a creative way to attract 
repeat visitors, I believe there is a much larger appetite for 
content that builds on the core strengths of planetariums: 
immersive educational entertainment. Imagine if visitors 
could explore more of our world through regularly updated 
360-degree videos. This fresh content would encourage 
more frequent visits and give local communities a new 
reason to support their planetariums as a staple of their 
weekly outings.
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For many, Upstate New York evokes images of historical 
landmarks and ‘Rustbelt’ manufacturing towns. However, 
beneath this surface lies a burgeoning tech corridor 
brimming with potential and opportunity. The Greater 
Buffalo-Rochester-Syracuse region is challenging the 
traditional Silicon Valley narrative, rapidly emerging as a 
dynamic tech scene. Recently designated as the NY 
SMART I-Corridor, this region is bolstered by a new federal 
grant of $40 million awarded under the CHIPS & Science 
Act of 2023. This initial investment has the potential to 
unlock billions in future funding to support the region's 
focus on semiconductor manufacturing, innovation, and 
workforce development.

As the COO of Circle Optics, a startup at the forefront of 
panoramic camera technology for Defense and 
Aerospace, I’ve witnessed firsthand the exceptional 
environment Upstate New York provides for companies 
like ours to thrive. Nowhere else can you find such a deep 
well of technical talent, research institutions, affordability, 
and community support. 

Harnessing a Rich Talent Pool

The region’s greatest strength lies in its people. The 
I-Corridor boasts a remarkable concentration of 
engineering and scientific talent, many of whom cut their 
teeth at early tech giants like Eastman Kodak and Xerox. 
This talent is bolstered by the area’s extensive university 
system, including world-class private research institutions 
like Cornell University and the public SUNY system with 
dozens of campuses across the region. Every year, these 
institutions produce large numbers of graduates with 
degrees in computer science, engineering, and other 
in-demand tech fields. Many even have co-op programs 
and internship opportunities that allow students to gain 
valuable real-world experience while still in school. 

Circle Optics regularly draws from this talent pool, and this 
summer alone is sponsoring four interns from local 
universities. This steady influx of highly skilled 
professionals fuels innovation and ensures we have the 
expertise to tackle complex technological challenges.

Fostering Collaboration and 
Partnerships

Beyond individual talent, the I-Corridor fosters a 
collaborative spirit that empowers innovation. Rochester, 
Buffalo, and Syracuse, in particular, have world-renowned 
research institutions like the Rochester Institute of 
Technology (RIT), the University of Rochester (UofR), the 
University at Buffalo (UB), and Syracuse University (SU), 
all working on next-generation advancements in science 
and engineering. Circle Optics has directly benefited from 
this proximity to top-notch institutions, having partnered 
on collaborative research with universities like UofR and 
RIT, and accessed state-of-the-art facilities like those at 
Monroe Community College (MCC). These facilities provide 
cutting-edge equipment and expertise, allowing us to 
push the boundaries of what’s possible. Furthermore, 
collaboration with local research centers on joint projects 
fosters a dynamic exchange of knowledge and resources, 
accelerating innovation. This consistent access to highly 
skilled professionals is a cornerstone of our success, 
enabling us to tackle complex technological challenges 
and drive innovation.

Building a Supportive Financial 
Ecosystem

Financial resources are crucial for any startup’s success. 
We’ve been fortunate to access a robust network of 
funding opportunities. Federal and state grants, along with 
local incentives, have provided much-needed capital to 
fuel our technological innovation and commercialization 
efforts. Additionally, engagement with a burgeoning local 
venture capital and angel investor ecosystem, facilitated 
through the innovation hub, has opened doors to secure 
funding for new projects and expansion. Upstate NY also 
offers a broad range of accelerator programs designed to 
fund and support early-stage companies. Programs like 
the GENIUS NY initiative, the world’s largest accelerator 
competition for uncrewed systems, provide invaluable 
resources and networks. Through GENIUS NY, Circle Optics 
has gained access to expertise and connections that have 
significantly enhanced our capabilities. Similarly, 

participation in the Luminate Accelerator program has 
been instrumental in accelerating our product 
development and market entry. Luminate’s mentorship, 
funding opportunities, and deep connections within the 
optics, photonics, and imaging sectors have been a 
game-changer for our company. This comprehensive 
financial ecosystem empowers startups to translate their 
ideas into reality.

A Community of Shared Success

In addition to these quantifiable features, the I-Corridor 
offers a competitive cost of living compared to other 
major tech hubs while maintaining a high quality of life. 
This affordability makes the region attractive to young 
tech professionals looking to launch their careers. 
Furthermore, the region’s collaborative spirit fosters a 
welcoming and supportive environment for newcomers.

One of the most inspiring aspects of Upstate NY’s tech 
scene is its collaborative spirit. The region fosters a vibrant 
community of startups, established companies, and 
support organizations all working together to drive 
innovation. Actively participating in events, seminars, and 
networking opportunities has allowed Circle Optics to 
build strong relationships with other tech players in the 
region. This constant exchange of knowledge and 
experiences allows us to tackle complex challenges 
collaboratively, fostering a collective environment of 
growth and success.

Building an Even Stronger Future

The SMART I–Corridor Innovation Office will create an 
integrated governance function supporting all 
components of the Tech Hub to ensure the success of 
the project and oversee implementation. Members of the 
consortium include semiconductor manufacturers and 
supply chain businesses like Micron, Wolfspeed, Global 
Foundries, Menlo Microsystems, INFICON, Corning, 
Optimax, AMD, TTM Technologies, Saab, Akoustis, 
L3Harris, Lockheed Martin, Edwards Vacuum, Danfoss, 
Linde, Lifatec, Indium, and SRC. The I-Corridor is also 
well-positioned to play a key role in the development of 
next-generation technologies, such as quantum 
computing and autonomous vehicles. The region's strong 
research universities and collaborative atmosphere 
provide the perfect environment for groundbreaking 
discoveries. 

Ian Gauger, 
Circle Optics  COO

“Having lived and worked in New York City and 
Berlin, we chose to locate Circle Optics in Rochester 
because of the startup ecosystem that fosters 
collaboration over competition.“

Thriving in the Upstate New York
Tech Corridor with COO  Ian Gauger
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Continued Investment in Education and Talent 
Development

Partnerships between educational institutions and 
industry leaders can ensure a steady pipeline of skilled 

graduates prepared to meet the demands of the evolving 
tech landscape. 

Streamlining Access to Funding 
Simplifying the application process for grants and 

incentives can make it easier for startups to secure the 
resources they need to thrive. 

Enhancing Infrastructure
Continued investment in high-speed internet, co-working 

spaces, and other essential infrastructure will create an 
even more attractive environment for tech companies. 

By implementing these measure, Upstate New York can 
solidify  its place as a breeding ground for groundbreaking 
ideas and a beacon for aspiring entrepreneurs. The 
I-Corridor is also well-positioned to play a key role in the 
development of next-generation technologies, such as 
quantum computing and autonomous vehicles. The 
region's strong research universities and collaborative 
atmosphere provide the perfect environment for 
groundbreaking discoveries. 

Ian Gauger with Nuair CEO Ken Stewart talking about Unmanned 
Aircraft Systems (UAS) and Advanced Air Mobility (AAM)
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Circle Optics has innovated its recruitment approach by 
hosting its first Student Expo at NextCorps, moving 
beyond its traditional participation in job fairs. This 
selective event aimed to forge stronger connections with 
potential talent, inviting 13 co-op hopefuls for an exclusive 
peek into the company's technology and operations. CEO 
Zak Niazi and COO Ian Gauger expressed their enthusiasm 
for the talent in Rochester and the positive impact of local 
tertiary education on the industry. Students, amazed by 
the experience, shared positive feedback, highlighting the 
unique opportunity to engage with the team and learn 
about real-world applications of their studies. Circle Optics 
sees this Expo as a step towards retaining talent in 
Rochester and fostering innovation within the local 
ecosystem.

Circle Optics has been actively participating in four job 
fairs annually for the past three years. However, in a fresh 
twist to our recruitment efforts, we recently hosted our 
inaugural Student Expo at NextCorps. This event was not 
just another job fair; it was a carefully crafted experience 
designed to foster a deeper connection between Circle 
Optics and the next generation of talent. We extended 
invitations to an exclusive group of 13 co-op hopefuls, 
handpicked for their potential and interest in our field, 
offering them a unique opportunity to visit our office, meet 
our dynamic team, and get a sneak peek at our 
technology—a reveal so exclusive that even our Director 
of Marketing, Jennifer Sertl, has not shared publicly.

Our Founder and CEO, Zak Niazi, shared his enthusiasm 
about the event, stating, “It was a pleasure to host a 
bunch of bright minds from the University of Rochester 
and RIT tonight, in a fun and informal setting. Rochester is 
brimming with amazing talent that is gearing up for the 
industry.” Echoing this sentiment, COO Ian Gauger 
highlighted the invaluable role tertiary schools play in the 
region, describing them as “a real boon to the region and a 
primary contributor to the innovation seen in the area today.”

The Student Expo was more than just a showcase; it was 
a holistic experience complete with a tour, pizza, and a 
detailed look at Circle Optics’ groundbreaking technology. 

Circle Optics’
Student

Rochester’s technology ecosystem is a testament to 
the city's potential as a major innovation hub. By 
capitalizing on its existing strengths and fostering a 
culture of collaboration, Rochester can position itself 
as a global leader in the tech industry. Here are a few 
recommendations to further solidify this position: Expo

Amid these activities, our employees also shared invaluable 
career advice, passing on wisdom gleaned from their 
diverse experiences within the industry.

Feedback from the students attending was overwhelmingly 
positive, underscoring the impact of the event. Gabriella 
Fatigati, a Photographic Science student at RIT, was 
pleasantly surprised: “I wasn’t expecting the NextCorps 
building to be this cool, and I really didn’t know anything 
about the Circle Optics projects. The Student Expo really 
surpassed my expectations. The projects are really 
interesting, and I had no idea about all the industry 
connections.”

Mechanical Engineering student Declan Bhagwat shared 
his awe-inspiring experience: “The first thing is, I was lost 
in the building, which is cool, like finding a historic spot. 
But when I got to this floor, the environment was 
breathtaking—huge, open, with all the old architecture. 
Meeting the team was amazing; everyone was friendly 
and open, eager to share. I enjoy asking questions, which 
made it easy to dive into details about what they do. The 
facilities are top-notch. Seeing the actual camera was a 
stunning, once-in-a-lifetime experience. Talking to Bob, 
one of the mechanical engineers, showed how class 
concepts are applied here. It’s just a really cool experience.” 
Declan Bhagwat was selected as our Optomechanical 
Engineering Intern.
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Rhea Girish Koli, Strategic Business Analyst Intern, joined Circle 

Optics from the University of Rochester’s Simon Business 

School, where she is earning her MS in Business Analytics 

(MSBA). Originally from Muscat, Koli brings a global perspective 

that enriches the company’s diverse culture.

Chief Operating Officer, Ian Gauger, expressed, “We are excited 

to have a graduate of the Simon School of Business join us. Koli 

brings a unique skillset to the company, and we hope to get a lot 

out of her time with us this summer.”

Koli reflected on her experience: “One of the most impactful 

lessons I've learned during my time at Circle Optics this summer 

is the importance of multitasking across diverse leadership 

styles. Working with three different leaders, each with their own 

unique thought processes, expectations, and deliverables, was 

both challenging and enlightening. It pushed me to develop 

adaptability and taught me the critical value of clear 

communication and regular check-ins. Moving forward, I feel 

equipped to ensure that I align closely with my superiors' goals 

and expectations, which I believe will lead to smoother task 

management and more cohesive teamwork in any future roles.”

Looking ahead, Koli shared her aspirations: “I am excited to focus 

on more data-oriented roles where I can work extensively with 

big data. My goal is to analyze complex datasets, extract 

meaningful insights, and contribute to data-driven decision-making 

processes. By leveraging my analytical skills, I aim to bring valuable 

conclusions that can drive strategic initiatives and innovation 

within an organization. This direction aligns with my passion for 

making sense of large amounts of data and using it to uncover 

trends, patterns, and solutions that have a significant impact.”

As part of her role supporting marketing, Koli also wrote a series 

titled "Decoding Optics" for the Circle Optics team, highlighting 

her dedication to making the field more accessible. She added, 

“Given that optics is such a significant part of the Greater 

Rochester economic ecosystem, I believe that by having 

conversations with people and sharing insights, I can help 

reduce the intimidation factor associated with this industry. By 

demystifying the complexities of optics, I hope to encourage 

more individuals to explore the exciting opportunities it offers.”

David Krauthamer, Software Engineer Intern, has embarked on 

an impressive professional journey, marked by curiosity, 

dedication, and a passion for technology. Born in Florida and 

raised in Massachusetts, Krauthamer’s early interest in computers 

and video games led him to pursue a career in software 

engineering. His academic path took him to Hoboken, New 

Jersey, where he graduated with a BE in Electrical Engineering, 

focusing on software from Stevens Institute of Technology.

Krauthamer’s choice of Stevens was influenced by their robust 

co-op program, which allows students to gain practical 

experience alongside their academic studies. This five-year 

program included four years of coursework and a year of full-time 

work at different companies, providing Krauthamer with valuable 

hands-on experience, preparing him well for his role at Circle Optics.

During his time at Stevens, Krauthamer decided to major in 

electrical engineering, recognizing that this would give him a 

strong foundation in both hardware and software. This decision 

was driven by his high school experiences, where he took 

programming classes and worked on projects involving 

microcontrollers, combining hardware and software elements.

Chief Technology Officer, Allen Krisiloff, explains Krauthamer’s 

role at Circle Optics: “His student projects and his part-time jobs 

helped him to integrate his abstract coursework in electronics 

and software with the challenges of making things work. 

Krauthamer effectively understands the interplay of application 

software, digital hardware, and operating systems. His first tasks 

at Circle will be to improve the speed of Circle’s 360 video by 

integrating code with graphical processing units.”

Krauthamer is excited about the iterative and feedback-oriented 

culture at Circle Optics. He believes that being able to ask for and 

receive feedback is crucial for personal and professional growth. 

His main interest lies in building solutions to interesting problems, 

and he aims to remain hands-on in his work rather than moving 

into a managerial role. Krauthamer expressed, “I always want to be 

hands-on, building solutions to interesting problems. My goal is to 

become a principal engineer, where I can continue to innovate 

and tackle complex challenges.”

Benjamin Margulies, Optics Intern, hails from Knoxville, 

Tennessee, and his journey to the University of Rochester and 

eventually to Circle Optics exemplifies the power of pursuing 

one’s passions. With a strong foundation in optics and a love for 

the great outdoors, Margulies brought a unique perspective to 

the company. His enthusiasm for innovation, appreciation for 

simplicity, and commitment to optimizing experiences make him 

a valuable addition to the Circle Optics team.

Mechanical Engineer Bob Stanchus shared, “Margulies came to 

us ready to make a positive impact on, and contribute to, Circle 

Optics’ engineering efforts. He was able to grasp our opto- 

mechanical challenges and join in on the use of complex optical 

alignment equipment and fixturing. This afforded him the ability 

to make well-thought- through suggestions for improvements. 

His abilities go beyond the academics, with practical experience 

and skills such as mechanical aptitude and dexterity. We could 

leave him alone with confidence in the work he would do. I 

appreciated Margulies’ sincerity as a person and team member.”

Margulies’ interest in optics was sparked by a love for 

photography, which requires an understanding of light and how 

it can be manipulated to capture images. This interest naturally 

extended to a more formal study of optics. The desire to capture 

high-detail images led Margulies to explore how light and 

imaging work. This passion guided Margulies’ academic path at 

the University of Rochester, where he pursued both 

undergraduate and master’s degrees in optics.

Reflecting on his experience, Margulies noted, “The most 

impactful lesson I've learned this summer has been the ability to 

build on previous work. The parallax study I conducted this year 

relied heavily on the EP movement study I did last year. I was 

able to have a better understanding and framework thanks to it. I 

also spent time building the lens assemblies, which require a 

great deal of effort to get into the groove of. Thanks to spending 

last summer assembling Hydra on the same machine, Cody and 

I were able to be successful in our endeavor to build the Falcon 

lens assemblies.”

Looking ahead, Margulies shared, “I hope to continue working 

with innovative technologies that aim to improve the world. 

Circle Optics has certainly helped in keeping me in the world of 

optics to make that happen. My time here has also shown how 

much of an impact I can have when working on projects I am 

passionate about. I plan to return to the Institute of Optics to get 

my Master’s and then work for the AFTC at Edwards Air Force 

Base as an optical test engineer, thanks to receiving the SMART 

scholarship.”

Declan Bhagwat, Optomechanical Engineering Intern, joined 

Circle Optics from the University of Rochester, where he earned 

a Bachelor of Science in Mechanical Engineering and received 

the prestigious Emil J. Kuichling Award in 2023.

Senior Mechanical Engineer, Carlos M. Terrero, remarked, “I’m 

thrilled to welcome Bhagwat to our team. From the moment he 

stood up and started drawing on the whiteboard to explain a 

concept from one of his school projects, I knew he would be a 

great fit. I’m excited to see him bring his unique perspective and 

add to the cultural richness of our team. This internship presents 

a valuable opportunity for both Bhagwat and Circle as we 

enhance creativity, innovation, and problem-solving within our 

team. Bhagwat will be supporting several projects, particularly in 

enabling aircraft autonomy, where Circle is pioneering 

technologies for intelligent vehicle systems, especially as we 

look towards the future of flying cars and drones in urban air 

mobility (UAM).”

Bhagwat shared his vision for the future: “I believe the future of 

360-degree technology will be prevalent in data capture, 

especially through videos and images. Devices like GPS Maps 

and self-driving cars are controlled by how much data is taken in 

and processed about the environment we live in. With the ability 

to take in real-time 360 video, it will make the scanning and 

processing of this data much more straightforward and reliable. 

This will push these technologies to a greater level and give us much 

more comprehensive and accurate data regarding our 3D world.”

Reflecting on his internship experience, Bhagwat noted, “The 

most impactful lesson I have learned this summer is in regards 

to the patience and attention to detail the design process takes, 

especially in regards to precision systems like our opto-mechanical 

designs. When designing the adjustment for the sensor 

alignment system for the Prius lens barrels, I have been forced 

to iterate my design multiple times because I would encounter a 

new obstacle, whether that be space limitations, weight 

constraints, manufacturability, or the nature of the lens design. 

This has taught me to go slower in the initial stages of design to 

be sure I have a grasp of all of the obstacles and factors in a 

system before the creation of the comprehensive system design.”

This summer we had a record number of four interns.

11

Retaining Talent: 
Circle Optics’ 
Internships 

At Circle Optics, we feel a strong responsibility to retain                      this burgeoning talent within Rochester.



12 13

remains a relatively small, specialized company, a fact 
that Warda views as a strength. This allows them to stay 
agile, responsive, and maintain a close-knit work environment 
where every team member’s contributions are valued.

OTI’s reputation for quality and innovation is well-earned. 
Their work, whether developing systems for NASA or 
taking on cutting-edge projects for the Space Force, 
consistently pushes the boundaries of what’s possible in 
optical technology. This dedication to innovation, coupled 
with a deep respect for the craft of lens making, ensures 
that OTI remains a trusted partner for organizations 
requiring the very best in optical systems.

Looking ahead, John Warda is committed to continuing 
the legacy of Optics Technology Inc. He envisions the 
company maintaining its focus on specialized, 
high-quality optical systems while staying at the forefront 
of technological advancements in the field. Although the 
company may remain small, its impact on the industry is 
anything but. With a reputation for excellence and a deep 
commitment to solving the most challenging optical 
problems, OTI is poised to continue its legacy of innovation 
and craftsmanship for years to come. As Warda reflects, 
“Our commitment to precision and quality is reflected in 
every component we produce, no matter how small. It's 
this attention to detail that sets us apart in the industry."

In an industry where precision and expertise are 
paramount, Optics Technology Inc. stands out as a 
beacon of quality and innovation. From its humble 
beginnings to its current role as a leader in optical 
systems, OTI has built a brand that is synonymous with 
excellence. As the company looks to the future, it will 
undoubtedly continue to play a crucial role in 
advancing the field of optics, one lens at a time living 
up to their motto: Our Work Often Has 
Game-Changing Impact. 

Vendor Spotlight:
John Warda

Philip McMillen,
Senior Project Manager

“As we develop prototypes, we're not placing large 
orders but instead working with unique designs 
tailored to specific camera systems. Each project 
comes with its own set of challenges—tight budgets, 
fixed schedules, and the uncertainty of future orders. 
That's why finding skilled vendors who can collaborate 
with us to refine our designs and make them 
manufacturable is crucial. When we partner with 
someone who helps us deliver on time, within budget, 
and to the exact needs of our clients, it's a win-win 
that positions us for potential future success," says 
Philip McMillen, Circle Optics Senior Project Manager. 
This issue features John Warda, the owner of Optics 
Technology Inc. (OTI), because they are a great partner 
and asset for Circle Optics. Currently, OTI is involved 
in refining optical systems for Circle Optics, particularly 
in space applications. This includes tasks such as 
satellite fly-by imaging and optical detect-and-avoid 
systems. Their expertise is being leveraged to enhance 
Circle Optics' technology in these areas, ensuring 
that the systems meet the necessary standards for 
performance and reliability in demanding space 
environments. “Our commitment to precision and 
quality is reflected in every component we produce, 
no matter how small. It's this attention to detail that 
sets us apart in the industry," says John Warda.

Founded by Mr. Anderson in 1986, Optics Technology 
Inc. thrives as a leader in the design and manufacturing 
of precision miniature and sub-miniature optical and 
mechanical systems, assemblies, and components. 
Over the decades, OTI has built a reputation for 
producing artisan lens assemblies that are custom- 
made, often by hand, to meet the precise needs of 
their clients. The company’s ethos is rooted in patience, 
dedication, and an unparalleled level of hand-eye 
coordination-qualities that are essential in the delicate 
art of lens assembly. OTI’s capabilities, ranging from 
micro-optics to precision machining, enable them to 
serve a variety of industries, including medical, 
industrial, and defense sectors. OTI has established 
itself as a reliable partner for high-profile clients, 
including NASA, the Air Force, and the Space Force. 
The company has built hundreds of optical systems, 

A key differentiator for OTI is their ability to serve as a one- 
stop shop for optical solutions. Unlike many competitors, 
OTI handles the entire process in-house, from sourcing 
raw materials to assembling the final product. This vertical 
integration not only streamlines production but also ensures 
a higher level of quality control. OTI’s sourcing strategy relies 
on long-standing relationships with local vendors for 
materials like glass and metal, and they have access to top- 
tier consultants for metrology and optical design, including 
experts like Julie Bentley, a renowned optical designer 
and professor at the University of Rochester.

John Warda, who leads the small yet highly skilled team at 
OTI, embodies the values that have kept the company at 
the forefront of the optical industry. His hands-on 
approach and commitment to quality ensure that every 
product meets the highest standards. As Warda states, 
“The breadth of our capabilities, from micro-optics to 
precision machining, allows us to meet the diverse needs 
of our clients in the medical, industrial, and defense sectors."

One of OTI’s greatest strengths is their collaborative 
approach with clients, ensuring that each project is not 
just completed, but optimized for success. Whether it’s 
refining a design or going the extra mile to meet tight 
deadlines, OTI consistently demonstrates a commitment 
to customer satisfaction. Despite their success, OTI 

with components ranging in size from less than 1mm to 
30mm in diameter. This breadth of experience makes OTI a 
go-to resource for specialized optical systems, whether for 
defense, aerospace, or other advanced applications.

Ben Piatt, Optical Production Manger 
in front of Satisloh SPM-25-2-SL1 Machine 

In 2020, Optics Technology Inc. (OTI) was honored with the 
Intelligence Community Award, recognizing their exceptional 
contributions to U.S. national security through the development of 
advanced optical systems used in intelligence operations. Notably, OTI 
was the only privately held company in attendance, underscoring their 
unique position and reputation in the industry. This prestigious award 
highlighted OTI's cutting-edge technology, trusted by U.S. intelligence 
agencies for its precision and reliability, and solidified their role as a 
critical partner in advancing national security capabilities.

“As we develop 
prototypes, we're 
not placing large 
orders but instead 
working with unique 
designs tailored to 
specific camera 
systems. Each 
project comes with its 
own set of challenges-tight 
budgets, fixed schedules, and the 
uncertainty of future orders. That's 
why finding skilled vendors who can collaborate with 
us to refine our designs and make them 
manufacturable is crucial. When we partner with 
someone who helps us deliver on time, within budget, 
and to the exact needs of our clients, it's a win-win 
that positions us for potential future success." 

Philip McMillen and John Warda in the OTI Shop Floor 
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Jonathan Berube has built a reputation as a dynamic 
force in the creative world, having contributed to iconic 
franchises like Avatar, Star Wars, Blizzard Games, 
Stranger Things, West World, Apple, and Nike. Today, he 
channels a quarter-century of hands-on knowledge as 
a top-tier C-Suite Creative Executive and Founder of 
Hello Giant, where he specializes in game trailers, pitch 
material and IP development. His journey spans every 
corner of the industry: from Feature Films and TV to 
Commercials, Games, and Academia. Jonathan’s work 
embodies a relentless drive for excellence, a sharp 
technical know-how, and a genuine love for the craft. 
From brainstorming ideas to fine-tuning the final audio 
details, Jonathan Berube has gleaned insights and 
“Best Practices” from some of the greatest minds, 
creating his own one-of-a-kind creative operation 
playbook. In this exclusive podcast, Jonathan shares 
his journey, innovative approaches, and vision for the 
future of immersive technology with Circle Optics. 

From Blizzard Entertainment to Avatar

Within the journey, we meet people along the way who 
have a great impact on us and shape our careers. I was 
lucky to have a pretty long run at Blizzard Entertainment, 
from 2004 to 2016, about 12 years. When I started, I was a 
very young, junior industry professional, and by the time I 
left, I was a senior art director. That company has shaped 
me quite a bit. I met a lot of great people and had the 
chance to operate under different capacities, from 
non-leadership roles to big leadership roles. 

In 2009, when I worked on the Heart of the Swarm 
Cinematic, the second installment in the StarCraft II 
trilogy, I had to go through a big transformation. It was my 
first full-on leadership role, leading a big team of about 
~300 people. It was one of our most important intellectual 
properties, and my first real shot in the arena as a big 
project leader. I noticed some things were a natural fit and 
others not so much. I had to grow a lot of leadership 
muscles, organizational muscles, and self-discipline. The 
big transformation was learning where to apply effort and 
what is okay to let go. When you’re held accountable for a 
project like this, you want things to go well. My first 
instinct was to try to control the outcome and have the 
odds in my favor. But much of leadership is actually about 
letting go. This paradox took me a while to grasp—what to 
let go of and what to keep a close eye on. On the 
professional side, I think Avatar was the project that really 
expanded my horizon and opened my eyes. The caliber, 
technology, and quality of the team were so high that it 
was like, “Oh, wow, I’ve never seen that before.” It was 
really cool to witness and be part of. 

A Few Gems from the Berube Playbook

Every team, project, and company has a way of doing 
things, and the more you craft that special way, the more 
value you can add and become profitable or efficient. 
Having the chance to bounce from one industry to 
another—between video games, film, long format, or even 
TV episodic—these industries have slightly different needs 
and demand slightly different approaches. When you get 
the chance to hop between industries, you see things 
done in one industry that could help another. 
 
For example, in the game industry, I realized that a lot of 
companies operate with a very similar kind of playbook. 
You go from one company to another, and it’s the same 
process. It makes sense because people spend a few 
years in one place and then move to another, bringing a 
lot of what they’ve seen. Rarely do I see an organization 
that says, “Let’s scrap it all and start from a blank page. 
What are we truly trying to achieve, and what is the most 
direct way to get there? What is the best way to stack the 
team around our goal?” This flexible, agile, fresh 
perspective is not common. 

This stood out to me recently when I worked with a 
startup with no conventions to fight against or semantics 
to undo. They were open-minded, which was refreshing. 
Every idea was welcome, like using an effective bidding 
process from commercials or impressive pre-production 
techniques from Avatar. This goes back to the 
playbook--it’s a combination of the best practices I’ve 
seen mixed with critical thinking about what is truly 
needed. 

Over the last 25 years, I’ve had the chance to 
work on TV, some commercials, game 
cinematics, and feature films. In my role, there’s 
a great deal of technology and hard skills that 
overlap all these mediums. At the end of the 
day, they all aim to convey a story or a message 
through a visual vessel. Visual communication 
tools and know-how apply to all of them. 

As for what I’ve relied on the most, I find that 
traditional skills like drawing, painting, 
photography, layout, and staging are crucial. 
Even though we recreate these with software, 
the underlying rules of composition, color 
theory, lighting design, and form and shape 
language apply to all of them. Harnessing 
strong traditional skills has helped me transition 
between industries and different software tools. 

Navigation
the Creative Journey

with Jonathan Berube, Film Director
and Senior VFX Art Director
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For example, transparency of communication is very 
interesting. In many companies, especially in film, 
information is power and is funneled down through a 
limited vector. The more transparent you make the 
information, the better everyone can get involved in 
achieving the goals. Systems like Notion or ClickUp, which 
allow for almost radical transparency, help align team 
efforts better than constantly managing communication 
through coordinators and playing telephone games. 
Another gem is having experience in almost all roles in the 
creative process—from writing and storyboard art to 
Digital Intermediate, Nuke Compositing, and The Academy 
Color Encoding System (ACES). This broad experience 
shows that many roles could be better integrated. For 
example, pre-visualization done in 3D is often rebuilt by 
the VFX company instead of sharing files. This redundancy 
happens often, even in films, leading to wasted effort. 
Integrating individual contributors with tools and 
processes can create shortcuts and reduce duplication. 

I’ll keep the rest of my playbook to myself because that’s 
part of our economic moat and business secrecy. So, we 
have transparency of communication, streamlining work 
to reduce duplication, and keeping the secret sauce secret.  

Staying on Top of Emerging Technology 

I have always been an avid student, and I think I still am. 
Over the last year, I went back to university, and I try to 
take a significant course every year. I was actually 
planning to attend a directing retreat that looked 
interesting. Even though I know what I know, there’s 
always more to learn. 

To keep up to date, I read a lot. I enjoy reading every 
morning and at sunset, carving out about an hour each 

The Future of Immersive Entertainment 

I am going to provide a high pie-in-the-sky version of that 
answer, and one that’s more grounded, like five to seven 
years ahead. A big topic, especially in our field, is the 
integration of game engines into the filmmaking process. 
This integration is already somewhat established but 
continues to evolve, accelerating the feedback loop. As a 
director of photography, production designer, or any other 
creative role, the ability to move and adjust lighting in real- 
time on set, almost like doing visual effects in real-time, 
opens up a whole area of flexibility. 

When I started, we had to wait for an hour for a mental ray 
render to show the results of our last few clicks. Now, with 
real-time engines like Unreal, you can see your adjustments 
immediately, making the creative process much more 
efficient. This integration into the VFX pipeline is ongoing 
and has already started to transform the industry. 

Then there’s the AI revolution with tools like MidJourney, 
Stable Diffusion, and others. This development is 
mind-boggling and challenging to fully digest, but it’s 
incredibly interesting for the creative process. While I’m 
not primarily an AI expert, I embrace these tools, using 
them to reinvent myself and stay relevant. AI often 
suggests ideas I wouldn’t have considered, serving as a 
creative sidekick that broadens my perspective. 

Jonathan Berube,
Film Director and

Senior VFX Art
Director

“Looking further ahead, the pie-in-the-sky answer 
involves Neuralink and similar technologies. We've seen 
storytelling and games engage our eyes and ears with 
visuals and sound. But if we could tap into neuroelectrical 
signals—akin to what Neuralink is exploring—it could 
revolutionize entertainment. Imagine a Spider-Man 
movie or game where you can truly feel a sense of 
vertigo as you swing between buildings. Engaging more 
of our brain's senses could create far more complex 
and immersive experiences. This concept is reminiscent 
of the movie "Strange Days" by Kathryn Bigelow, which 
presented a fascinating idea of tapping into the brain 
for immersive storytelling.“

Here are images demonstrating 
the range and imagination of 
Berube's craft. You can stay 
current with his projects 
on his Instagram. 

*All images provided with permission from Jonathan Berube

day. Whether it’s about color science, Unreal Engine, or 
tutorials from fellow artists on Patreon or books on 
business operation. 

In terms of academic resources, I’ve been involved with 
the GNOMON School of Visual Effects since 2009, serving 
on the board of directors for the curriculum. My close 
friend, Alex Alvarez, the founder, keeps me connected. 
Visiting the campus, seeing what the students are up to, 
and understanding the latest software we teach for the 
future workforce is very important to me. Another key factor 
in my learning has been my incredible group of friends. We 
love to share cool stuff and compete with one another, 
which has been a healthy way to keep me on my toes. 
Some friends are incredibly talented, disciplined, and 
prolific, making it hard to keep up but driving my personal 
growth. Steel sharpens steel, and I’m having a great time 
with it. 

For young students, especially those at institutions 
like Rochester Institute of Technology who are 
entering the field of digital media, I have a few pieces 
of advice. As creatives, always be curious and open to 
learning. The industry is constantly evolving, so 
staying updated with new technologies and 
methodologies is crucial. Seek out mentors and peers 
who inspire you and challenge you to grow. 

On a personal level, one lesson I learned is the 
importance of resilience. There will be setbacks and 
challenges, but they are opportunities for growth. Be 
prepared to adapt, learn from your experiences, and 
keep pushing forward. Stay passionate and disciplined 
in your craft,and remember that the journey is just as 
important as the destination. 
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From Startups to Innovation Hubs 

My journey hasn’t been a linear one, nor was it a 
well-charted series of events. I joined my first startup 
during my senior year in college as part of a project. The 
business, which focused on cardiology equipment, sold 
quickly and successfully, giving me my first taste of the 
startup world. After graduating, I worked for General 
Electric in the aerospace division, where I realized my true 
passion for research science. To pursue this, I returned to 
school for my doctoral degree. Post-graduation, I helped 

my husband with his tech startup, which we also sold, 
and then started working at Kodak Research Labs. It was 
an incredible experience, surrounded by brilliant minds like 
Circle Optics’ Chief Research Officer Andy Kurtz and Barry 
Silverstein, who are now leaders in the field.

At Kodak Research Labs, I was part of the Engineering 
Physics Lab, which was a hub of innovation. The team’s 
relentless drive resulted in numerous patents and 
inventions across various disciplines. As Kodak evolved, I 
transitioned to the Health Group and later managed the 
Printed Electronics Lab. This period was marked by 
intense learning and growth as I navigated different areas 
of research and development. Eventually, I moved into 
marketing, business development, and analytics, gaining 
insights into what makes a business financially successful 
and the intricacies of mergers and acquisitions.

My career further advanced as I took on the role of Chief 
Technical Officer for a mammography software group, 
facing the challenges of global product release and 
regulatory hurdles. Managing non-research personnel and 
understanding the costs of launching a business were 
significant learning experiences. After taking maternity 
leave, I became a product line manager, overseeing the 
incorporation of pediatrics and global business launches. 
Many of my former colleagues from Kodak are now with 
Mosaic Microsystems (in the Luminate portfolio) 
continuing our legacy of innovation. This journey taught 
me the complexities of commercialization and the crucial 
balance between innovative science and effective 
business strategies.

Dr. Sujatha Ramanujan is the Managing Director of the 
Luminate Accelerator.  With over 50 patents to her name, 
she stands out as a distinguished senior C-Suite executive 
and entrepreneur. Her impressive career includes a robust 
background in portfolio and investment development, 
mentorship of tech start-ups, and the successful conception 
and growth of multiple tech companies and business lines. 

Ramanujan’s academic prowess is underscored by her 
PhD, complemented by her extensive expertise in 
research and development, engineering management, 
and strategic planning. She has been instrumental in 
introducing Class 3 FDA-regulated medical devices on 
every continent, effectively managing global teams and 
contributing to over $50 million in EBITDA. 

Balance is critical when selecting advisory board members. 
You need expertise in science, manufacturing, product 
launch, marketing, and financial growth. Consider the 
regions your business operates in and ensure your board 
understands your client space, whether you are an 
American company or growing internationally. Make sure 
your board meetings are well-structured, with materials 
sent out ahead of time for review, to avoid contradictory 
advice. Managing an advisory board effectively is not an 
afterthought; it requires active engagement and organization.

Organizational growth and team management are 
complex tasks. I always ask for help from experts and map 
the skills of my team members honestly. Playing to people’s 
strengths and celebrating small victories are crucial. 
Building relationships through fun and positive interactions 
makes it easier to have difficult conversations when 
necessary. Just like in life, we take direction better from 
those who have also given us compliments. This approach 
has been fundamental to my strategy for effective team 
management and organizational growth.

Women in Technology Leadership

I am thrilled to see an increasing number of women 
graduating with STEM degrees. Although we have not yet 
reached our ideal goal, the progress is evident. From being 
the only woman in the class to now seeing graduating 
classes with 20-30% women, it’s a significant 
improvement. At my alma mater, the University of 
Michigan, the electrical engineering classes are now 
nearly 50% women. This growing representation of 
women in tech is vital for fostering innovation. However, 
there are still specific challenges at every level, from 
encouraging girls to pursue science to supporting them 
through graduation.

One significant challenge is the financial and personal 
support needed to start businesses. Women and 
underrepresented minorities often lack the resources that 
make it easier to launch a startup. Unlike their counterparts 
who may have access to family wealth or networks of 
affluent connections, many women must figure out how 
to sustain themselves financially while growing their 
businesses. They might not have the luxury to forego 
earning an income to focus on their startup. This disparity 
makes the initial stages of entrepreneurship particularly 
tough. It’s crucial for organizations like mine to recognize 
these obstacles and provide the necessary support to 
level the playing field.

Expert Feature:
Dr. Sujatha Ramanujan Business Insight

I’ve rarely seen startups fail because the science is bad; it 
almost always fails because the business side doesn’t work 
out and they run out of cash before they can commercialize. 
I learned a lot about launching a business, especially the 
costs involved, which many research scientists don’t initially 
grasp. It’s not just about inventing something and selling it; 
there’s a lot more complexity. I had to understand 
marketing, sales, manufacturing, and regulatory aspects, 
which was an eye-opening growth experience.

When launching a business, whether it’s a complex tech 
product or something simple, you must know your client. 
Understand the industry, their pain points, and what they 
are willing to pay before launching. Have commitments 
from people that they want your product at the price 
you’re selling. Additionally, use insights from your supply 
chain and clients to create accurate projections. Hoping 
and wishing is not a marketing plan; you need a 
constructed plan to avoid running out of inventory or 
having unsold stock that ties up your cash.

Lastly, business is not about ego. Know your strengths 
and do what you’re good at. If you’re not strong in a 
certain area, hire someone who is. Don’t let your ego push 
you to take on roles you’re not suited for. In the end, 
everyone is happier and more successful when they get 
paid for their expertise. Many people love their technology 
and would work on it even if they didn’t get paid, but they 
are part of teams that need financial success.

Advisory Insight 

Switching from an operating board to an advisory board 
involves understanding the different types of advisory 
boards and their roles. Advisory boards can either advise 
you on your technology or on how to grow your business. 
It is essential to recognize that you need advice in both 
areas, as it is not within everyone’s skill set to handle every 
single aspect. Begin by mapping out the key aspects of your 
business, such as technological and growth areas. Ensure 
that the skills needed in these areas are well-represented 
and balanced within your advisory board. You don’t want 
all scientists with only one person focused on financial 
matters, nor do you want all business people who might 
not grasp specific scientific issues.Circle Optics was a Luminate winner in 2019
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Luminate Accelerator

I’m really proud to say that Luminate is the leading 
accelerator in the industry worldwide. We routinely host 
visits from foreign government contingencies who want 
to learn how we’ve achieved our success. Our influence is 
global because we accept companies from all over the 
world, even though our goal is to have them grow in New 
York. Our motto is Dream It Anywhere, Build It Here. We 
have leveraged the region’s capabilities, including its 
educational infrastructure and 150 optics companies, to 
create a thriving ecosystem. This integration into a robust 
ecosystem is crucial for startups, as it allows them to avoid 
the isolation of trying to build everything from scratch.

Luminate embeds companies into our ecosystem, teaching 
them about supply chain management and running an 
optics business. We provide the right introductions and 
help them meet investors who are specifically interested 
in optics and the Upstate New York area. This targeted 
support helps prevent startups from running out of cash 
before they can commercialize their innovations. We have 
taken approximately 75 companies through our program. 

There are a couple of Luminate companies I would like to 
highlight. Obviously, Circle Optics. It’s really great that Zak 
Niazibrought the 360-degree panoramic view concept to 

Rochester. He was able to pivot into the defense sector 
and build a business here, steadily growing and becoming 
an asset to the nation.

The other company I’d like to highlight is Neurescence Inc. 
I highlight them because they’re not actually one of our 
biggest investments. They were in the same cohort as 
Circle Optics. Yasaman Soudagar, the CEO, grew a 
neurological tool to map the brain for pharmaceutical 
research. She steadily grew it and sold it to Bruker 
Corporation two years ago for a solid profit. She’s a good 
example of taking really good science, growing it steadily, 
and catching the eye of the industry. Although it was a 
Canadian company, it was bought by a US company. There 
are many ways to grow a business: one is organically, and 
another is through acquisitions.

Organizational growth and team management are complex 
tasks. I always ask for help from experts and map the skills 
of my team members honestly. Playing to people’s 
strengths and celebrating small victories are crucial. 
Building relationships through fun and positive interactions 
makes it easier to have difficult conversations when 
necessary. Just like in life, we take direction better from 
those who have also given us compliments. This approach 
has been fundamental to my strategy for effective team 
management and organizational growth.

Luminate is the world’s largest business accelerator for startups with optics, 
photonics, and imaging-enabled technologies.

We bring founders from around the world into the OPI capital and pair them with $100,000 immediate investment, industry 
pioneers, renowned facilities, and  qualified investors to speed innovation and time to market. Most come for the money. 
All leave with a sound business.

Immediate funding Matchmaking

Mentorship

Workshops

Lab facilitiesIntroductions to investors

Feller 
helped build 
a monocentric 
lens for a 2Gigapixel 
camera at Duke University 

Steve Feller,
Senior Software Engineer

Steve Feller: 
Pioneering the Future 
of Imaging at Circle Optics

Steve Feller: 
Pioneering the Future 
of Imaging at Circle Optics

In the dynamic realm of high-resolution 
imaging technology, Steve Feller stands out 
as a visionary and a seasoned expert. Recently 
joining Circle Optics as a Senior Computer 
Engineer, Feller brings a wealth of experience 
and a proven track record of success. His 
journey has been marked by significant 
accomplishments, including leading the 
commer- cialization efforts at Geometric Data 
Analytics, Inc., steering operations as Director 
at Aqueti, and playing a pivotal role in the 
development of advanced camera systems 
ranging from 2 to 10 gigapixels under the 
auspices of a $25 million DARPA AWARE 
imaging program grant at Duke University. 
Feller is not just an addition to the team but a 
strategic move to enhance the company’s 
prowess in aerospace, autonomous systems, 
and entertainment verticals, promising new 
horizons in situational awareness and 
immersive experiences. 

$100,000 at program acceptance and 
the ability to compete for $2 million in 

follow-on funding

with the global OPI network of experts,
suppliers, and manufacturers

with an OPI focus to help scale your 
business

and space to collaborate in Rochester, NY, 
the optics and imaging capital of the world

that’s matched to both business and 
deep tech integration needs 

including over 30 pitch opportunities

“My favorite part of the innovation process is the 
creative challenge of drawing connections between 
seemingly disparate concepts and technologies. I find 
immense satisfaction in developing a deep 
understanding of how these different elements can be 
combined in novel and transformative ways. This part 
of the process is where true innovation takes 
place—when you can see potential where others see 
none, and you can bring together ideas from various 
fields to create something entirely new. It's this 
synthesis, this ability to bridge gaps and think outside 
traditional boundaries, that excites me the most. It’s not 
just about creating new products or solutions, but 
about redefining what’s possible by connecting the 
dots in ways that haven’t been done before.“

Favorite part
of innovation process
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Steve Feller,
Senior Software Engineer

”Circle Optics has needed a firmware engineer to lead the development 
of the data paths, relative to both hardware and system software, the 
provide complex functionality for applications needing the outputs of 
more than calibrated, high quality composited panoramic images. Circle 
Optics ongoing development of camera systems that can help enable 
drones and eVTOLs to avoid collisions is such an example. Steve Feller, 
with both his broad experience in developing camera data paths, and his 
specific experiences supporting the development of the Duke University 
AWARE gigapixel multi-camera systems, brings a wealth of relevant 
engineering and project management experience to Circle Optics. I am 
very much pleased to have him coming on-board.“

Engineering Approach 

At Geometric Data Analytics, Inc. (GDA), I was primarily 
tasked with developing a commercialization pipeline for the 
transition of R&D prototypes and algorithms into 
commercially viable products. This process was developed 
to maintain momentum after the initial development phase 
of government funded research programs and to identify 
the costs, effort, and ecosystem partners required to 
successfully transition to a commercial product. This effort 
was successful in identifying the opportunity and risks of 
commercialization for GDA technologies and provided 
critical guidance to the management team on which 
opportunities to pursue. While achieving its objectives, this 
information was one of many considerations when GDA 
decided to return to their roots doing direct government 
contract research and no longer pursue product 
development. With this change I my position was no longer 
needed and I left after 9 months. 

My technical foundation was really built at Aqueti, a gigapixel 
camera company that spun off from Duke University. At 
Aqueti, and previously at Duke where I served as the project 
manager on a DARPA AWARE gigapixel camera grant, I was 
deeply involved in all technical aspects of camera array 
systems from when the light hit the front lens surface until 
it was rendered for user consumption. While I don’t 
specialize in algorithms, image processing, or GPUs, I have a 
comprehensive understanding of how these elements need 
to integrate in camera array imaging systems and how to 
effectively optimize performance across a wide range of 
resources to achieve specific objectives.

Technically, I built my first camera array system in 1999 at 
the University of Illinois, so I’ve been in this field for quite 
some time. My tenure at Aqueti, in particular, honed my 
technical skills and allowed me to develop a strong intuition 
and understanding of the capabilities and limitations of 
camera array imaging systems. These experiences were 
crucial in preparing me for my current role at Circle Optics, 
where I can apply this blend of technical expertise and 
commercial insight to push the boundaries of imaging 
technology. 

Commercialization Challenges

As an analytics company, Geometric Data Analytics (GDA) 
had a different culture than the engineering focused 
companies where I had previous experience. An initial 
challenge was to learn the domain specific vocabulary and 

language of mathematicians where the same term may 
have an equally deep and specific, but different meaning to 
engineers. While this wasn’t a difficult challenge to 
overcome, it is something that is often not well appreciated 
when working with different groups and cultures. 

One significant challenge at GDA was to help the research 
team to think about the commercial viability of their 
solutions in equal terms as the technical challenges. This 
shift in thinking was necessary to ensure that the 
solutions that are developed both achieve technical 
objectives and align with customer needs and 
expectations. In support of this effort, I would often 
provide insights from market research and direct 
customer engagement to clarify the opportunity and need 
or lack thereof for a particular capability and work with the 
team to identify ways to improve this potential.  

Primary Role at Circle Optics

At Circle Optics, my primary role revolves around managing 
the data flow to enable in-flight collision avoidance for 
drones and eVTOLs. This involves the selection and 
implementation of hardware components such as focal 
planes, sensor boards, carrier boards, and communication 
components. In the context of these projects this will 
likely include edge processing and visualization/rendering 
components as well. I look forward to using my expertise 
to evaluate modules, understanding system constraints 
and to optimize performance. My role at Circle Optics  is to 
oversee and streamline the integration process, from the 
initial hardware setup to the final software implementation. 
This involves architectural problem-solving, coordinating 
the various components of our camera systems , and 
organizing efforts so that each team member can 
concentrate on their specific tasks, ultimately leading to a 
coherent and efficient technological system. 

Emerging Technologies

One area I find particularly interesting is the concept of 360 
immersive experiences. I can imagine this technology being 
used for human focused applications such as job training, 
remote robotic control, and remotely shared experiences.  
The cameras we are developing at Circle Optics could have 
a significant impact in scenarios requiring low latency 
viewing of remote spaces. This advantage over other 
camera array systems, particularly in terms of low latency 
and bandwidth, opens substantial opportunities, especially
in drone applications. However, I am cautious about the  

“For young professionals or students aspiring to build a career in 
specialized fields like geometric data analysis and optics, my advice 
would be to focus on what you want to do, not just on what you want 
to be. Often, people make the mistake of saying, “I want to be an 
engineer,” but that’s is not really meaningful. It’s more important 
to think about the problems you want to solve and the topics that 
genuinely interest you. That approach is far more fulfilling and will 
guide you more effectively in your career. 

Passion for what you are doing is key. Without it, even the most 
exciting job can quickly turn into mundane work. Stay curious, 
open to learning across disciplines, and focused on the problems 
you’re passionate about solving. This approach will not only make 
your work more enjoyable but also more meaningful and impactful 
in the long run.“ 

regulatory environment in this space, as it could potentially 
slow down deployment and widespread adoption. 

Another area I find promising is 3D imaging. The technology 
we’re working on at Circle Optics could be transformative in 
environments with varying depths of field, providing 
detailed 3D images in situations where current technology 
falls short. I see potential applications in autonomous 

vehicles, like cars and boats, where such technology could 
be crucial for navigation and safety.

On a more personal note, I’m intrigued by the social aspects 
of this technology. The idea of being able to remotely 
experience an event or location in real-time is fascinating. 
While there are many technical and logistical challenges to 
overcome, the potential for such an experience is exciting 
and could open up new ways for people to connect and 
interact with the world around them. 

Andy Kurtz,
Chief Research Officer

for Young 
Professionals


