
Conclusion

The Earwitness investigation interrogates the space-user-
object relationship that forms the basis of the interior 
architectural discourse. Through the use of sound as an 
additional enabling factor, the project aims to use an interior 
architectural mindset to discover possibilities of inhabiting 
the city in new, provocative ways.

The series of objects and installations subvert existing 
dialogues between the city’s inhabitants and its spaces - 
creating new avenues of interaction and ownership.
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suspended staircase detail
scale 1:10

internal staircase detail
scale 1:20

3D development

Existing brick cladding

Existing concrete structure

25 x 114 tongue and groove floor planks

178 x 53 x 5 galvanised steel channel welded to universal beams 
on site with purpose made 8mm end plate. Upper flange is 
notched. 

210 x 134 galvanised universal beam 
welded to channel off site and painted with 
intumescent paint

76 x 50 Nailable timber top plate

250mm Open Web K-Series Joists to manufacturer @ 550 
centres fixed to universal beams on site. Top plate extend 
and fixed to channel

50mm galvanised steel pipe handrail

75 x 50 x 20 x 3 cold formed lipped channel @ 1000mm 
centres bolted to steel channel with 2 x M8 bolts. Addi-
tionally fixed with 75 x 75 x 3 cold formed angle welded 
to steel channel 

12.5mm gypsum wall panel to 
manufacturers specifications

63.5mm aluminium dry-wall 
stud @ 600mm centres

63.5mm aluminium dry-wall track

6mm folded steel sheet to form stair with 250mm tread 
and 190mm riser, fabricated off-site

lipped channel fixed to stair with 75 x 75 x 3 cold formed 
steel angle and 150 x 50 steel bar, welded.

75 x 50 x 20 x 3 cold formed lipped channel @ 2060mm 
vertical centres, welded to vertical stair supports

50mm rigid insulation

8mm plywood ceiling panel suspended from open web 
joists with ceiling T-section

custom planed timber cornice

built in flourescent lighting/speaker system. cables to 
control box inside main structure, accessed through 
panel in floor.

19mm marine plywood external cladding fixed to lipped 
channel with galvanised self-tapping screws

19mm OSB internal cladding fixed to lipped channel with 
galvanised self-tapping screws

22mm marine plywood external cladding

150 x 8 galvanised steel flat, cut and welded to form staircase stringer

stair landing suspended from 
steel substructure with 10mm 
threaded bar

40 x 80 x 30 Steel Grating welded to 32 x 32 x 2 Cold-Formed Steel Angle to 
form stair

Stair Welded at both ends to staircase stringer off site

8mm plywood ceiling suspended from open web joist with ceiling T
sound reflective material

purpose planed timber fixed to angle with 
galvanised self tapping screws

25 x 114 tongue and groove floor planks

178 x 53 x 5 galvanised steel channel 
welded to universal beams on site with pur-
pose made 8mm end plate. Upper flange is 
notched. 

210 x 134 galvanised universal beam welded to channel off site. 

Horzontal sliding aluminium door frame with 6mm safety glass

5mm diameter cables acting as guard rail

perforated alumium panel (1.5mm) hung from 10mm diam-
eter steel cable fixed to T-section at each end

2 x 75 x 50 x 5 galvanised steel unequal angles spot weld-
ed to form 100 x 75 x 10 T-section

guide rail

motor

ventlated panel

fixed hinge point

rolling hinge point

76 x 50 Nailable timber top plate

250mm Open Web K-Series Joists to manufacturer @ 550 
centres fixed to universal beams on site. Top plate extend 
and fixed to channel

19mm marine plywood fascia board fixed 
to angle with galvansed self tapping screws

openable facade detail
scale 1:10

facade open (left) and closed (right)
scale 1:20

6.4mm gypsum ceiling board

waterproofing

38 x 38 timber batten

250mm Open Web K-Series Joists to 
manufacturer @ 550 Centres

fixed frame

galvanised flashing

aluminium glazing profile

glazing seal

glass

hood

glazing extrusion

ventilator

galvanised flashing

75mm rigid insulation 
(sloped to gutter)

19mm marine plywood

19mm marine plywood 
external cladding

76 x 50 nailable timber top plate

galvanised steel gutter

galvanised steel flashing

existing brick cladding

254 x 73 x 14 galvanised steel channel 
bolted to existing concrete structure with 
6 M20 rawl bolts 

existing concrete 
structure

roof section detail
scale 1:10
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+the earwitness

12th February 2009
Queen Street

12th February 2009
Church Street

20th April 2009
Andries Street

12th February 2009
Queen Street

12th February 2009
Vermeulen Street

20th April 2009
Queen Street

12th February 2009
Queen Street

12th February 2009
Queen Street

20th April 2009
Bosman Street

20th April 2009
Andries Street

20th April 2009
Bureau Lane

20th April 2009
Andries Street

11th April 2009
Lilian Ngoyi Square

12th February 2009
Church Street

20th April 2009
Vermeulen Street

12th February 2009
Queen Street

12th February 2009
Church Street

20th April 2009
Pretorius Street

20th April 2009
Church Street

20th April 2009
President Lane

20th April 2009
Church Street

20th April 2009
Steyn’s Arcade

20th April 2009
President Arcade

20th April 2009
Vermeulen Street

20th April 2009
Andries Street

Introduction

The Earwitness endeavours to explore the 
sonic qualities of the city, the spaces that 
sounds occupy and possibilities of how 
these spaces can be inhabited. The ability of 
sound to travel around corners and through 
walls led to a process of urban exploration 
within the Pretoria Central Business District 
that identified a diverse range of ‘inbetween’ 
spaces that are not traditionally seen as 
inhabitable. 

The diversity of these spaces led to the 
development of an architectural strategy 
based upon the chair as a spatial device. Its 
ability to be interpreted on an individual 
level and employed in the widest range of 
scenarios makes the chair an ideal candidate 
to respond to the unique acoustic qualities 
of the spaces identified.

The chair is thus seen as the earwitness 
to the acoustic qualities of the city and, 
through a process of transformation and 
mutation, begins to respond spatially to 
the personalities of the spaces encountered, 
taking on mythical personalities of its own. 
Through occupying the inbetween spaces of 
the city block, the chairs become a subversive 
inhabitant of the city – locating spaces that 
can be listened to.

The investigation of the chair as a spatial 
device is grounded within a sonic festival 
scenario for the city of Pretoria that aims 
to re-establish the relationship between the 
user, sound and the spaces of the city. The 
festival is operated from a proposed infill 
typology that completes a more traditionally 
architectural element to the thesis, whilst 
maintaining the initial conceptual integrity 
of the exploration.

The process of critical investigation and 
exploration followed in the thesis aims to 
reveal methods with which architectural-
acoustic installations can promote user 
engagement with, and awareness, of the city. 
The Earwitness thus explores the fictions 
and fragments inherent in the experience 
of the city through probing the effects of 
audio culture and architecture. It hosts a 
set of curious confrontations between the 
field of the real and imaginary through a 
collection of quasi-cultural artefacts. These 
artefacts range from object to installation to 
event and engage the auditory aspects of the 
city –  questioning the role of design in an 
immersive world in which freak mutations 
and mistakes are the norm, perhaps even the 
key, to success.

part 1: urban exploration
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“Just like the eye, 
the ear is a finely 
tuned instrument for 
measuring space.”
Bernhard leitner (in 

muecke & zach, 2007: 63)

“We are condemned 
To listen”
R. Murray schafer (in 
muecke & zach, 2007:10)

Fig. XX
Diagrams illustrating progressive deconstruction of the city block: (a) the block before 
deconstruction begins; (b) individual building boundaries within the block; (c) pedestri-
anised street cut through the block; (d) individual building heights; (e) deconstructed 
block showing rooftop spaces, service alleys, closed arcades, open squares and base-
ment; (f) as (e), but with multi-storey car park and internal atrium

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

(e)

(f)

Fig. XX
Diagram illustrating the Nali map of 
Pretoria as experienced - a system of 
impermeable city blocks.

Fig. XX
Diagram illustrating the Nali map of 
Pretoria as traditionally understood - a 
system of permeable city blocks.

80 spaces

During each visit to the CBD an 
effort was made to document as many 
inbetween spaces as possible within 
the study area. Shown here are a 
collection of 80 such spaces. Although 
not a comprehensive selection it never 
the less illustrates the variety of spaces 
that lay dormant within the block 
typology of the city.
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Multi-Story Parking Lot
The greedier cousin of the basement-dweller, 
takes up more and more room in its efforts. More 
pompous and indiscreet than its cousin, it broke 
free from the underground in an effort to hear 
more of the world. Lurking demurely under the 
pretence of utility and cloaked by commercialism 
and privacy, it lies in wait for its victims. Twice 
a day, around eight and five, it springs into life 
and, having waited patiently, it greets with gath-
ered exuberance, spluttering the day’s news at a 
somewhat incoherent pace. Exhausted after such 
outbursts, it takes its time to recover, sharing the 
space with its other silent partners and listening 
sleepily.
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Day 1:

Day 2:

Day 3:

MISSING:
RESPONDS TO ‘POLLY’AGE: 46

IF YOU SEE THEM LURKING ABOUT, PLEASE CALL: 012 362 5217
“EARWITNESS!”

MAY HAVE CHANGED APPEARANCE:

UPDATE: RUMOURED TO HAVE RUN AWAY DUE TO ABUSE AND NEGLECT

UPDATE: LAST SEEN HAUNTING THE STUDIOS AND 

CORRIDORS OF BOUKUNDE

UPDATE: FAMILY MEMBERS DISTRAUGHT AT SUDDEN DISAPPEARANCE OF POPULAR ICON

UPDATE: IF SIGHTED, PLEASE SMS 072 172 5548

WITH DETAILS OF LOCATION

ARCADE

SERVICE ALLEY

SERVICE ALLEY

ROOF

ATRIUM

PARKING
LOTS

PEDESTRIANISED STREETS

GREEN OPEN SQUARES

HARD OPEN SQUARES

SQUEEK

SQUEEK

Fantastic Chairs and Where to 
Find Them

The chair has previously been discussed 
as a spatial device with which to inhabit 
a diverse range of spaces. However, how 
would the form of a chair evolve according 
to its sonic surroundings? As illustrated by 
the Robin Day photographs in the previous 
chapter, individual chairs have an inherent 
personality. What would be the consequence 
of elaborating on these personalities to inform 
a formal response to a sonic environment? 
How would the inhabitants of the city react 
to a colony of chairs that take over the 
subversive spaces with the city?

Robin Day Stories

The Triplettes
The Triplettes obsess over the rhythms of move-
ment, but most especially the percussive beat of 
the city’s inhabitants pounding its sidewalks. Each 
day they ready themselves for the crescendo of 
activity that greets the morning, hearing-out the 
faint variances of high-heel and worker’s boot. 
They group together and keep tabs, not winning 
or losing but accumulating.

The Wall-Listener
The Wall-Listener approaches walls, carefully at 
first, trying to hear if there are any faint echoes 
or reverberations still lurking in its material. If 
it picks up something, however faint, its mood 
changes, becoming far more bold. It latches on to, 
or around, and sucks in whatever it can, tasting 
conversations and noises from days gone past, 
soaking up the hidden stories of the city. It guards 
this knowledge jealously, keeping it to itself and 
quickly running on to the next possibly place 
where it can sit, listen and clean up acoustic resi-
due.

 The Greedy One
Makes its way slowly through the city, impercep-
tibly moving and slowly growing wider, bigger, 
fatter. It collects all the sounds it comes across 
and stores them away, breathing in everything 
to the point that, if one passes it, one perceives a 
change in volume of the surroundings. Snippets of 
conversation go missing and have to be repeated; 
sirens suddenly die down and flare up again; mat-
ing birds have to move as it crawls past causing 
their songs to disappear. Goodness knows what 
will happen if, one day, its seams burst and it re-
leases a torrent of noises back into the city.

Basement
The basement-dweller grew to like its cavernous, 
underground dwelling; enjoying the sanctity of 
being hidden away from the noises of the street, 
aware only of the faint ripples of sound that reach 
it from above. The bassy-rumbles that reverber-
ate through the structure of its surroundings are 
nothing more than a pleasant massage when felt 
from underground, and it is to these rumbles 
that it prefers to listen to – spreading itself wide 
and low; basking pleasantly in sonourous sound 
waves. In the evenings, when all is quiet, it is said 
to sing softly to itself, returning the ripples of 
sound to the surface – although no-one is around 
to hear it.

Zoo
Was brought up in the zoo but escaped. It sneaks 
around the city projecting the sounds of its child-
hood: elephants, zebras, monkeys...

Hard Square
Open to all sounds, from all sides and all direc-
tions. However, despite its friendly and gracious 
nature, the sounds only reach it from a distance. 
It can’t understand why, but no matter how hard 
it tries it can’t get them to come closer. Most defi-
nitely giving more than getting, it spreads a little 
more by a little more, trying to edge itself closer 
to where it knows the sounds are coming from. 
Occasionally people stop by, rest for a moment, 
and its heart is warmed; but before long, and far 
too quickly for the XXXXX, they move along and 
out of ear.  

Pedestrianised Streets and Open Arcades
The most popular of the chairs, but more by 
chance than personality, the XXXXX found itself 
surrounded by people and activity. As such it has 
spawned numerous types and forms in response 
to the sounds it follows around. Always busy and 
always talking, wanting to interact with people, 
the XXXXX is forceful, rude perhaps, and overly 
interested in the conversations between people. 
It puts you on display and doesn’t allow privacy, 
waiting for its chance to unleash the latest ru-
mours that it has eavesdropped on. One can feel 
its cravings for rumours growing, a gathering ex-
citement that clamours forth in its outbursts. No-
one or no-thing is safe, and if it has been heard it 
will be repeated.

Gaps
Wanders the city at night trying to fit into the 
gaps between buildings, but no gap is quite right 
– being too wide mostly. Once nestled it awaits, 
trying it on for size and fooling people into think-
ing that it isn’t there. Inevitably someone stumbles 
across it, and forces it into use; but that isn’t its 
purpose; it is only there to seek out the voices of 
ghosts between two buildings that refuse physical 
contact with each other.

Rooftop
Looks down upon the city from its lofty height, 
and as such believes it has far more perspective 
than any other chair. It comes across as indigi-
nat, smug and unwarrantedly majestic. It enjoys 
its view of the sky and the horizon beyond. It 
shares its rooftop home with the birds of the city 
and concerns itself with their well-being, gather-
ing them close so as to hear their stories. Often 
though it over-hears noises that reach it from 
below – quiet because of their distance – and 
wonders about conversations that are happen-
ing and slips into gentle contemplation. Even the 
sounds of taxi’s and buses, so often grating when 
heard from street level, obtain the a more gentle 
quality up high. Despite the feeling of superiority 
then, often finds itself gazing downward rather 
than upward.

Closed Arcades
Feels trapped, longing for fresh air and a view of 
the sky. It is believed to be an original resident 
of the city of Pretoria, but has become stifled in 
recent years, choosing rather to sulk in its dark-
ness - slightly bittered with the passing of time 
and neglect. It wasn’t always like this and it often 
reminisces of a grander time when everyone 
would pass by and greet it warmly. It would play 
songs and entertain children, give advice on the 
latest fashions and generally contribute positively 
to the city. 

Atriums and Enlosed Volumes
A confused individual, mutated by the reverberations 
of its artificial interior. Sounds reach it through tun-
nels, light is filtered through skylights, plants are ever-
green plastic. Nervous, it tries to please all – emulating 
the pastiche of its surroundings.

Sonic Festival + Infill Typology

The investigation of the chair as a spatial 
device and earwitnessb, although valid, 
required a touchstone with the city to 
ground the exploration. It was decided to 
situate the experiment within the context 
of a sonic festival framework. The festival 
would provide the backdrop for a number 
such experiments that interrogate the sonic 
qualities of the city.

The festival mentality reaches out to people as 
an invitation to interact, thus re-establishing 
the relationship between the user, sound and 
the spaces of the city.

The basecamp for the festival is to be 
inserted within one of the inbetween 
spaces investigated, thus completing a 
more traditionally architectural element 
to the thesis, whilst maintaining the initial 
conceptual integrity.

This part of the design proposes an infill 
building typology that can be used as a live/
work space, office space or private studio. From 
such a building it would be possible to house 
the requirements for hosting a sonic festival – 
the infill providing a base and meeting point 
within the city centre. 

Choice of Site

The choice of site was governed by its sonic 
qualities, but also by its dimensions and 
locale. Of the sites investigated it was felt 
that the proximity to Church Square, Cafe 
Riche, and other thesis proposals within the 
same block provided an ideal location.

Chairs and the Festival

A festival framework allows the above 
mentioned hypothetical chairs to be re-
situated within reality. The ‘little red chair’ 
now functions as a visual signpost to an 
acoustic quality or event.

Elevated Structure

The proposed structure for the infill typology 
is to be suspended from the existing concrete-
framed Poynton’s Building that borders 
the western edge of the service passage. 
The concrete structure of the building is 
typically over-engineered and therefore able 
to accommodate alterations and additions 
with relative ease. A second consideration is 
the heritage building that forms the eastern 
boundary. It was decided to design structure 
that would not impact upon this building. The 
third consideration is the network of services 
that run in the ground beneath the passage. 
These services eliminate the possibility of 
typical groundworks associated with a new 
building.

Secondary StructurePrimary Structure
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Primary Structure

A series of steel channels is attached to the 
concrete floor slabs of the existing building. 
Welded to these are a number of steel beams, 
in essence forming a series of structural 
brackets.

Secondary Structure

The latitudinal rigidity between the brackets 
is created by a series of open-web joists. 
The joists are lightweight and spaced so as 
to accommodate the internal floor structure. 
Where openings are necessary, for circulation 
and glazing for example, steel channels are 
used to brace the structure. These channels 
also form the members to which internal 
staircases are attached.

Evolved Chairs

If this process of evolution were to continue, what 
would be the outcome? The chairs, morphing into 
spaces, would become quasi-acoustic instruments 
to be played and explored by the city’s inhabitants. 
Spaces to sit and listen to what the chair’s new 
form is saying.

Space 2: Andries St

Space 1: Pretorius St

Space 3: Acoustic Periscope

first floor plan
scale 1:50

ground floor plan
scale 1:50

Suspended Staircase

Access to the new structure is provided by a suspended 
staircase. The staircase, as with the structure, does not 
touch the ground. The cladding provides an opportunity for 
branding depending on the occupants of the work space.

Internal Staircase

The internal circulation is provided by a staircase that 
connects the three levels. Its design features open risers that 
allow light to permeate down from the skylights. This effect 
is further enhanced by the use of steel gratings as the treads.

Arcade/Suspended Ceiling

The elevated structure creates a covered walkway that 
connects Church Street to the exterior spaces outside the 
Capitol Theatre and behind the Gauteng Tourism Office 
(previously the Old Nederlandsche Bank). The passage links 
to other thesis projects by Jason Wiggin and Carien Theart, 
who propose new used for the Capitol Theatre and TPA 
Building respectively.

The suspended ceiling contains lighting and audio that allows 
the atmosphere of the passage to be manipulated depending 
on the event. The ceiling is angled upwards at the northern 
side and functions as a sound-reflective board. This allows 
sounds to be projected into the street and can be used for 
performances of music, poetry readings, or for people wanting 
to project their own thoughts and sounds into the streetscape.

Suspended Ceiling

Ventilation & Sevices

Natural ventilation is provided by openings in the front 
(northern) and rear (southern) facades, as well as by ventilated 
skylights above the staircase.

Water supply and sewerage connections rely on the existing 
connections of the Poynton’s building. Electricity is provided 
through solar panels placed on the roof. Services are placed 
on the western side of the proposal, allowing them to be 
grouped together neatly and carried to connection points at 
ground level.

Ventilation & Services

part 3: sonic festival pretoria
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Active Street

The positioning of the site next to Church Square and looking 
out onto a relatively quiet portion of Church Street provides 
a space for activities external to the building itself. This active 
street can be occupied for meetings, exhibitions, performances 
and the like. The facade of the building can then be used as a 
projection surface on which films and images can be displayed.

Facade

The northern facade serves as a sun screen and external 
projection surface. It consists of a glazed internal curtain wall 
and an external system of louvred panels.

Courtyard

The internal courtyard provides a private, quiet area that is 
open to the sky. It also allows additional southern light to 
penetrate the building.

Other Facilities

To function as a festival base, additional facilities can 
easily be housed within the structure including wi-fi access, 
Bluetooth, and FM radio transmission. These facilities allow 
the activities of the festival to covertly penetrate the digital 
communications network of the city.
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