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INTRODUCTION



‘ In  wr i t ing the ci ty ,  I  am wr i t ing mysel f . . . ’ 
(Rendell, 2000, p. 130)

At the start of her book The Sphinx in the City Elizabeth Wilson (1991) re-
counts her earliest experiences of exploring the city of London, fi rst as a 
child with the guidance of her mother and later - in the 1950s - as a young 
adult. She parallels her experiences with those written by Walter Benjamin 
of his childhood introduction to Berlin. Wilson, although at the time igno-
rant of Benjamin’s work, states that she ‘intuitively identifi ed with an urban 
consciousness of which his (Benjamin’s) reminiscences are one of the most 
beautiful examples’. (Wilson, 1991, p. 5)  In embarking on my research for 
this thesis I too was unfamiliar with many of the fascinating theorist that I 
would encounter, but also felt an ‘intuitive’ and immediate connection 
with idea of experiencing the city. Wilson’s description of the city as a place 
of ‘pleasurable anarchy’ (Wilson, 1991, p. 8), ‘dreamlike and magical, yet 
also terrifying’ (Wilson, 1991, p. 3) resonated deeply with me, and inspired 
my curiosity in how we all, as distinct individuals, encounter and experi-
ence the city in different ways. 

Discourse on the city and the human body is multifaceted but mostly fl uctu-
ates between ideas regarding isomorphism, gender and fi ctional dialogue. 
Most studies on gender and the city focus on the city as a place of danger 
to women, or as a place where women have continually been denied 
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005INTRODUCTION
access in comparison to the regular freedom that men experi-
ence. This thesis discusses some ideas of gender, and the literal 
connections (isomorphism) of body and city, but the primary 
focus is that of experiencing the city through spectatorship and 
spectacle. Once you step away from comparatively negative 
(and gendered) discourse on our cities, and decide ‘to respond 
to them as to nature or dreams: as objects of exploration, inves-
tigation and interpretation, settings for voyages of discovery’ 
(Wilson, 1991, p. 11) new spatial explorations are possible.

Through my research it quickly became apparent that in dis-
cussing bodily encounters with the city – and exploration - you 
would inevitably come across the literary fi gure of the fl âneur. 
The fl âneur and examination of the city go hand-in-hand as the 
character is seen as ‘an emblematic representative of moder-
nity and personifi cation of contemporary urbanity’ (Parkhurst 
Ferguson, 1994, p. 22). In many cases the character symbolizes 
a much deeper commentary on capitalism and modernity, but 
on the other hand, he also represents the wonder offered by 
the enchantments of the city. Thinking of the fl âneur as the ‘se-
cret spectator of the spectacle of the spaces and places of 
the city’ (Tester, 1994, pg. 7) highlights the pleasure that is to be 
gained from the visual display (of places, things and people) 

in the city. Based on my research it is my belief that as individu-
als in the city we become the spectacle, a commodity to be 
consumed, for the entertainment of others. Our encounters in 
the city are ultimately voyeuristic, where everyday occurrence 
become performances for unknown audiences. 

The ensuing architectural resolution engages with this topic 
through the design of a mixed-programme public facility. The 
building is located in inner city Johannesburg in Marshalltown. 
The building primarily houses a emerging media (digital) art 
centre – with a cinema and auditorium – as well as retail, of-
fi ce and dining facilities. The development of the street edge 
as well as the vertical movement through the building is of pri-
mary importance as a key component of the theoretical back-
ground. The programme aims to provide arts entertainment but 
ultimately engages with the enjoyment that is gained from the 
urban spectacle and considers what it is (how one feels) to be-
come the spectacle, to be an actor in the performance of ur-
ban existence. The intension of the creative process is to design 
for an urban experience which steps beyond the confi nes of 
the building (skin and programme), or the city, and engages 
with the experience of feeling ‘enclosed by a space whose lim-
its are defi ned by a gaze’ (Colomina, 1992, p. 128)





THE THEORY



B O D I E S  /  C I T I E S
B o d i l y  A w a r e n e s s 
o f  t h e  C i t y

theorists and commonly researched in 
various fi elds, such a geography, feminist 
research and social sciences. Merely ac-
knowledging that the city is built by the 
body – based on human needs, desires, 
design and construction – overly simplifi es 
the true relationship. With commonly ac-
cepted belief that ‘built form both affects 
and refl ects social relationships’ (McDow-
ell, 1999, p. 65) it becomes necessary to 
explore the true fl uidity of the relationship. 

In order to address this relationship body-
city theory will be studied from three 
differing approaches: Firstly the literal, 
isomorphic connections that are well es-
tablished in architectural history, second-
ly ideas regarding embodiment and gen-
der in identifying with the city, and thirdly 

– the primary focus of the research – the 
literary character of the fl âneur and the 
notion of experiencing a city observed. 
Finally architectural and spatial lessons 
will be drawn from the theory of the fl â-
neur and the arcades:Architectural theory and practice have 

a long standing relationship with the hu-
man body. At its most fundamental level 
the objective of architecture is to house 
and protect people; sheltering the body 
from the elements and harm. The ex-
amination of bodies located in space 
evidently brings about many enquiries 
regarding these occupied spaces and 
the consequential relationship. Subse-
quently, the relationship between people 
(bodies) and the city - and often more 
specifi cally women and the city - has be-
come of great interest to architectural 
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The City and the Body: 
L i t e r a l  A n a l o g i e s
Various precedents exist where the form 
of the body is seen to have a literal re-
lationship with urban and architectural 
structure. The study of ergonomics (which 
is solely focused on how bodies fi t into 
specifi c spaces, equipment and furni-
ture), proxemics (the study of the close-
ness of strangers in public spaces), and 
the theory of hexis (the social signifi cance 
of how people physically place them-
selves in spaces) have all emerged sur-
rounding this topic. (McDowell, 1999, pp. 
40 - 41)  Politically, the image of the body 
has been used by the state in attempts 
to encourage social order with a notable 
paradigm being the image of the body-

politic. This metaphor has various forms 
but constantly displays a hierarchical re-
lationship where the ruler is represented 
by the head, the general population by 
the body and the law as the nervous sys-
tem. Further, the military forces are repre-
sented by the arms, trade by the stomach 
or legs and menial labourer as the feet. 
(Grosz, 1998, p. 46 - 47) Political philoso-
pher Thomas Hobbes used this analogy 
- in his book Leviathan - to rationalize his 
views on the omnipotent rights of monar-
chy. (Grosz, 1999, p. 47) John of Salisbury, 
a philosopher, extended this correspon-
dence into a plan for a city - where the 
church was considered a head, the mar-
ketplace an abdomen and the houses 
were placed at the hands/feet. (Sennett, 
1994, p. 22) This exact interpretation of 

town planning may seem impractical to-
day but various instances of such thinking 
exist.  In his book Flesh and Stone – The 
Body and the City in Western Civilization 
(1994) Richard Sennett traces various ex-
amples, through the history of cities, in an 
attempt to argue his belief that ‘urban 
spaces take form largely from the ways 
people experience their own bodies’ 
(Sennett, 1994, p. 370). 

Sennett’s discussion spans from ancient 
Athens to modern day cities exploring 
how body image, norms and stigmas, 
and medical understanding of the body 
have impacted Western urban form. In 
the same way that we understand the 
Vitruvian man and Le Corbusier’s Le 
Modular, Sennett examines the infl uence 



In terms of gender, these analogies are 
often limited to the use of masculine im-
agery. Elizabeth Grosz (1998), in response 
to the body-politic in particular, fi nds fault 
with this ‘phallocentric’ approach as  it 
tends to associate humanity or, the uni-
versal representation of a body, as mas-
culine (Grosz, 1998, p. 46). The danger 
with this oversimplifi cation, as Richard 
Sennett also acknowledges, is that when 
a generic idea of body is accepted any 
bodies that do not fi t this category tend to 
be forgotten or deprived. (Sennett, 1994, 
p. 23) Lance Hosey’s article Hidden Lines: 
Gender, Race, and the Body in Graphic 
Standards (2001) offers a relevant view 
on the theme of anthropomorphic dia-
grams in the popular book Architectural 
Graphic Standards. In this book, and most 

others like it, the ideal human specimen is 
considered as the white male. Hosey be-
lieves that this gender and racial specifi c-
ity refl ects the belief of the architectural 
and larger community and ultimately 
‘men are offered as the image of perfec-
tion, which suggests the imperfection of 
women’. (Hosey, 2001, p. 101 – 102).  In 
contrast it is not uncommon for cities to 
be associated with feminine virtues, Paris 
is considered to be unquestionably fe-
male - often compared to a prostitute 
(Wilson, 1991, p. 47) – and New York and 
Los Angeles are also regularly referred to 
in the feminine. In these instances women 
are either entirely excluded from urban 
theory or incorporated in an erotic/sexu-
alised manner. In her book The Sphinx in 
the City (1991), Elizabeth Wilson discuss-
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that Roman belief of perfect bodily sym-
metry had on the urban planning during 
the time of the Emperor Hadrian. In more 
contemporary examples he demon-
strates how developing scientifi c medi-
cal knowledge impacted the design of 
traffi c circulation and the development 
of public open spaces for healthier living 
conditions. (Sennett, 1994, p. 22 – 23) Simi-
lar notions are highly evident in our cities 
and suburbs today with Ebenezer How-
ard’s Garden City movement (which pro-
moted ideals such as low density hous-
ing, separation of industry from housing 
and increased plot sizes) having gained 
support, in the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, in reaction to the unhealthy 
slum conditions in industrial urban centres 
. (Roberts 1991: 32)
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es the body-city relationship into terms 
of gender. In literal terms she associates 
characteristics of the city with either (by 
her own defi nition of) feminine or mascu-
line qualities – associating the order, rou-
tine and ‘triumphal scale’ of the city with 
male qualities and pleasure, disorder and 
‘embraces’ of the city as female. (Wilson, 
1991, p. 7) 

> Original cover illustration from Thomas Hobbes’ 
Leviathan (Hobbes, 1991, p. 1))
>>Illustration from Architectural Graphic Stand-
ards (Hosey, 2001)



rian, to ‘know’ the city. She proposes that 
in the pursuit of knowledge of the city 
a complex and ‘dialectic’ relationship 
emerges between the subject and their 
subject matter where ‘ ‘knowing’ the city 
invites, and invokes, a need to know the 
self’. (Rendell, 2000a, p.130)  Further, she 
deduces that this quest for knowledge - 
and the ensuing dialogue between the 
city and self - not only brings about a sig-
nifi cant enquiry regarding spatial knowl-
edge, but also ‘tantalising glimpses of the 
relation between outer and inner worlds’ 
(Rendell, 2000a, p.130). Similarly, Elizabeth 
Grosz’s (1998) outlook extends this notion 
into a physical experience, she believes 
that the body and its surroundings trans-
form ‘into the image of the other: the city 
is made... into the simulacrum of the body, 
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ondly, the discussion has to be expanded 
away from literal analogies - instances 
where the body is seen a cause and the 
city as effect - and rather towards expe-
riential and metaphorical encounters. 
For instance Wilson (1991) writes of the in-
tuitive difference women and men may 
undergo when encountering the city. 
She believes that women escape the 
preconceived notion of the city being 
dangerous for women and rather fi nd it 
a place of fascination, opportunity and 
freedom. Whereas men feel a sense of 
discomfort and unsettled by the cities in-
herent ‘disorder’.  

In a short exert entitled Knowledge – in 
the book City A-Z - Jane Rendell (2000a) 
writes of her desire, as a (female) histo-

T h e  C i t y  a n d  S e l f : 
Our inner and outer worlds
In order to fully develop a debate around 
body-city relationships, and their various 
corollaries, it is necessary to step away 
from the simplistic and one-directional 
associations discussed thus far and deal 
rather with a fl uid, two-way relationship. 
Firstly, human body needs to be under-
stood as a place: body-as-place. The 
body has a specifi c geographic loca-
tion (it occupies space), an imperme-
able boundary (a shape and size) as well 
as a cultural and historical signifi cance. 
Above and beyond belonging to the 
individual, the body is the primary site – 
the most direct place of being - of the 
individual. (McDowell, 1999, p. 34)  Sec-
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and the body ... is transformed, ‘citifi ed’, 
urbanized as a distinctively metropolitan 
body’. (Grosz, 1998, p. 43) Undoubtedly, 
this brand of thinking discards theories of 
the parallel co-existence of bodies and 
cities and rather promotes the notion of a 
true interface existing between the two. 
(Gross, 1998, p. 50) In this instance the use 
of term embodiment would hold particu-
lar value as it refers to the union of the 
body and social aspect of the city while 
capturing the fl exibility and the sense of 
performance inherent in the relationship. 
(McDowell, 1999, p. 39)

The exploration and discovery of urban 
spaces, and narratives of the city, are in-
creasingly signifi cant in architectural dis-
course. Accounts of fi gures who ‘traverse 

space’ and act as ‘spatial metaphors’ 
(Rendell, 2000a, p. 129) can be used as a 
tool to further understand the exchange 
between bodies and the city. In addi-
tion to chronicles of detectives, spies and 
prostitutes, literature provides us with a tru-
ly ‘metropolitan body’ with the character 
of the fl âneur – who in general tends to 
be cited as a representative of modernity 
and urbanism (Parkhurst Ferguson, 1994, 
p. 22). The fl âneur and the architectural 
manifestation of his practices – the Pari-
sian arcades - come about frequently in 
research concerning the human experi-
ence in cities and thus provides an ideal 
avenue for investigation and exploration.
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ter of the fl âneur in any reality, or indeed 
specifi cally name any examples, as the 
individual is seen as literary - almost tak-
ing on a ‘mythical’ quality (Shields, 1994, 
p. 62). In attempting a defi nition a repeti-
tive redundancy occurs ‘the fl âneur is the 
man who indulges in fl ânerie; fl ânerie is 
the activity of the fl âneur’ (Tester, 1994, p. 
7). The character originated in Paris dur-
ing the nineteenth century, and features 
predominantly in texts by Charles Baude-
laire and Walter Benjamin, but has since 
been reinterpreted and adopted by 
various writers and theorists. Benjamin be-
lieved that nineteenth century Paris pro-
vided a new merging of the public street 
and home life that fed the emergence of 
the fl âneur. (Benjamin, 1999, p. 423)         

Illustration from Louis Huart Physiologie du fl aneur, 
1841 (Parkhurst Ferguson, 1994, 24)

T h e  C i t y  O b s e r v e d : 
T h e  F l â n e u r  a n d 
t h e  A r c a d e s

The fl âneur is not necessarily a specifi c per-
son, but rather a character, who repeat-
edly occurs as a ‘motif in the literature, 
sociology and art of urban, and most es-
pecially of the metropolitan, existence’. 
(Tester, 1994, p. 1) The fl âneur performs 
the act of fl ânerie – a detached wander-
ing and observing of urban life – develop-
ing a metropolitan awareness. The act of 
fl ânerie is not merely a leisurely walk but 
rather a precise spatial and social study 
of specifi c sites in order to decipher se-
crets and gain perspective (Shields, 1994, 
p. 65).   It is diffi cult to ground the charac-
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build, and play of features’ and the social 
scene the fl âneur reads peoples’ nature 
and history (Benjamin, 1999, p. 430). The 
fl âneurs actions extend beyond mere ob-
servation – or that of the simple, idle gap-
er (badaud) – and can be seen as a skil-
ful reading of the city, and its populace, 
as if it were a text. (Frisby, 2001, p. 28) Ulti-
mately, he pieced together the ‘fl eeting, 
fragmentary’ scenes that make up mod-
ern urban existence. (Wilson, 1991, p. 54) 
Walter Benjamin’s 1926 essay One-Way 
Street could be seen as a literal manifes-
tation of the fl âneurs behaviour. The es-
say is made up of a collection of observa-
tions that seemingly occur to Benjamin as 
he walks along a city street. The intended 
result is to surprise the reader with ideas 
just as a person, walking down a typical 

Through the character of the fl âneur the 
interplay and interdependence of bod-
ies and cities becomes apparent. On 
and off the streets of Paris the fl âneur be-
comes a part of urban life and thus he 
needs an urban setting (the city) and its 
masses (bodies) in order to partake in his 
task of observation, even if disengaged 
from them. In her essay on the fl âneur and 
Paris, Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson (1994) 
states that ‘fl ânerie urbanizes observa-
tion by making the observer part of the 
urban scene’. (Parkhurst Ferguson, 1994, 
p. 27)  In Walter Benjamin’s (1999) notes 
on the passages of Paris he often makes 
the comparison between the fl âneur and 
a detective, which is essentially his rela-
tionship with the individuals he observes. 
Through inspection, ‘perusal of their gait, 

Illustration from Louis Huart Physiologie du fl aneur, 
1841 (Parkhurst Ferguson, 1994, 24)
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display and trade of luxury goods. The ty-
pology stemmed from the need to cre-
ate an accessible yet semi-private retail 
space where a certain class of consumer 
could be sheltered from the public street 
(Rendell, 1996, p. 223) as well as, from the 
developments in the iron construction in-
dustry which allowed for various applica-
tions of glassing - including the roofs of 
the arcades (Benjamin, 1999, p. 4). The 
arcades also represented the separa-
tion of the production of goods and their 
sale. This allowed the shops to be small-
er with narrow dimensions but also wide 
windows for the presentation of goods 
for sale, these windows not only allowed 
for the shopper to visually consume the 
commodities on display but its refl ective 
nature also provided a sense of mirror for 

in the city where these activities occurred 
were the established places of entertain-
ment and relaxation – parks, theatres and 
bars – as well as the ‘emerging spaces of 
commodity capitalism’ arcades, bazaars 
and shop lined streets. (Rendell, 2000b, 
p. 197) The arcades of Paris provided the 
ultimate backdrop for the fl âneur in that 
they are neither public nor private and 
house a chief intention of visual display 
(Parkhurst Ferguson, 1994, p. 35). 

Essentially, an arcade is a long glass-cov-
ered passageway or street housing shops, 
the precursor to the department store. 
They appeared in the early nineteenth 
century - with the Paris Passages being 
some of the fi rst examples (Buck-Morss, 
1989, p. 3) - with their intention being the 

city street, would be surprised by the un-
expected things they observe. (Frisby, 
1994, p. 101)

Jane Rendell (2000b) refers to this urban 
wandering as ‘rambling’. By examining 
eighteenth and nineteenth century texts 
Rendell notices an intriguing transforma-
tion in the intent of the rambler. Originat-
ing from spy/detective texts, the initial voy-
euristic and secretive visual connection 
between the viewer and the city evolves 
to emphasize ‘the pleasure gained from 
visual display’ and ‘promenade’.(Ren-
dell, 2000b, p. 197) These urban fi gures 
fi nd a new enticement in the ‘obvious dis-
play of body and clothes’ and ‘views of 
the urban designed to be seen as specta-
cle’. (Rendell, 2000b, p. 197)  The spaces 
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customers to view themselves. These ele-
ments combined to create a novel city 
space, shielded from the weather, for 
‘agreeable promenade’. (Rendell, 1996, 
p. 223) The typology of the arcade spread 
throughout Europe, and to more distant 
cities with examples found in South Af-
rica, Argentina and Turkey, and may be 
considered the original international style 
of architecture, forming part of the urban 
experience of a universal generation. 
(Buck-Morss, 1989, p. 39)

In regards to architectural style and de-
sign the arcades were, to a large extent, 
far more than enclosed streets or boule-
vards. In many cases the arcades were 
designed to provide an intimate experi-
ence, creating a place where people 
could loiter and not use merely as thor-
oughfares. The shop exteriors were em-
bellished and miniaturised - with intricate 
windows and small doors - and their inte-
riors contained fi replaces and household 
furnishings, this aesthetic aids an under-
standing of Walter Benjamin’s descrip-
tion of the arcades as ‘bourgeois interiors 
forced outwards’. (Rendell, 1996, p. 221) 
At its core, Benjamin’s writing on arcades, 
shows his views on the space as a cross-
breed, both (drawing) room and city si-
multaneously, fundamentally ambiguous. 

>Illustration of Les Halles, Paris (Zaborowska, 2010,        
60)
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sumerism, commodity consumption and 
fetishism where the structure becomes ‘a 
street of lascivious commerce only; it is 
wholly adapted to arousing desires’ (Ben-
jamin, 1999, p. 42) housing the tempta-
tions of food, liquor, entertainment (the-
atre and gambling) and sexual pleasures 
(prostitution). The other temptations of 
the arcades, the mass produced objects 
for sale and fashion, are likened to pros-
titutes in Benjamin’s texts. The prostitute 
becomes a ‘mass article’, packaged as 
a commodity by fashion and makeup, in 
essence ‘woman-as-commodity’ (Buck-
Morss, 1989, p. 191).  True to Benjamin’s 
observations, the arcades provided a 
place of work to many prostitutes look-
ing for wealthy clients and shop-girls were 
know to perform acts of prostitution in or-

‘A Dialectical Fairy Scene’. (Buck-Morss, 
1989, p. 49)

Walter Benjamin’s fascination with the 
arcade came about through his associa-
tion of urban objects with dream images; 
furthermore he believed them to be pre-
cise reproductions of the ‘unconscious of 
the dream collective’ (Buck-Morss, 1989, 
p. 39) comparing the arcade to ‘houses 
or passages having no outside – like the 
dream’ (Benjamin, 1999, p. 406). Through 
his research, covering a variety of themes, 
he points out various characters (prosti-
tutes, gamblers, fl âneurs and shoppers) 
and shortcomings (commodity fetishism, 
fashion, prostitution, gambling and bore-
dom) of the arcades. Benjamin saw the 
arcades as a church to capitalism, con-

(Zaborowska, 2010, p. 59) In fact, in the 
Burlington Arcade, each shop was built 
with living quarters on the fi rst fl oor, creat-
ing a mini-home of sorts. These aesthetic 
references served two main objectives. 
Firstly, the imagery of home allowed the 
arcades to be seen as a respectable 
place for the female consumer as well as 
a place of safety for women in a danger-
ous city. (Rendell, 1996, p. 227) Secondly, 
the arcades (with the help of the fi ltered 
light from the roof) adopted a theatrical 
and exaggerated character which re-
moved them from the everyday and cre-
ated a feminine ‘world of fantasy, desire 
and seduction’.   (Rendell, 1996, p. 227) 
This sense of whimsy and mystery is exem-
plifi ed by Walter Benjamin’s original, but 
discarded, title for his arcades project – 



019THE THEORY
der to earn additional money. (Rendell, 
1996, p. 227)

At their core the fundamental nature 
(and design) of arcades is to offer the 
gratifi cation of looking; selling sights to 
people. They create a spectacle based 
on commodities, drawing in consumers, 
but ultimately the distinction becomes 
vague. Commodity, consumer and spec-
tator begin to merge until it is no longer 
clear who are the consumer and who or 
what is being consumed. (Bauman, 1994, 
p. 146) The display of goods (or people) 
for voyeuristic pleasure was seen by Ben-
jamin as the origins of commerce ad-
vanced by advertising based on ‘specta-
cle and fantasy’ – an illusion - in order to 
infl uence the wishes of the masses. (Mc-Leadenhall Market in London (1881), showing ornate detail ing and an intimate character 
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a literary form as a metaphorical space. 
(Zaborowska, 2010, p. 58 – 59)

S p a t i a l  L e s s o n s
In examining the fl âneur and the arcades 
of Paris we ultimately endeavour to gain 
the perspective that ‘considering differ-
ent experiences of occupying architec-
tural space may suggest new ways of 
designing architecture’ (Rendell, 1996, p. 
231) In the context of this thesis the study 
represents a search to uncover an archi-
tecture that allows for the exploration of 
themes surrounding bodies and cities. 
The following are some of the separate 
but applicable insights into the city and 
lessons learned:

1996, p. 223). Here Elizabeth Wilson’s 
statement that ‘leisure and consump-
tion must cease to be treated purely as 
commodities’(Wilson, 1991, p. 9) suggests 
the possibility of starting to see leisure and 
consumption as a spatial practice, with 
an architectural manifestation. This notion 
can be linked with the philosopher Henri 
Lefebvre’s work on the making of space. 
He acknowledged our experience of 
spaces as a development of awareness, 
where the lived experience of space is in 
fact separate to the built-material form 
(and function) of the space. (Rendell, 
1996, p. 222) Lefebvre’s views comple-
ment Benjamin’s thought on the arcades 
of Paris, as simultaneously object and 
metaphor. The arcades possess material 
form and (architectural) space as well as 

Dowell, 1999, p. 159) As recently as the 
1960’s social theorist Guy Debord (1994) 
wrote of the advancement of consump-
tion and advertising in The Society of the 
Spectacle stating that ‘commodity fe-
tishism’ is ‘the domination of society by 
things’. (Debord, 1994, p. 26) Herein lies 
the paradox of the fl âneur and essentially 
Benjamin’s criticism of modernity in the 
nineteenth century. For Benjamin the fl â-
neur represents the ‘bad faith of the com-
modity’, he is ‘duped by the spectacle of 
the public’ just as the consumer is ‘duped 
by the glittering promises of consumer-
ism’. (Tester, 1994, p. 14)

Ultimately we can consider ‘commod-
ity consumption as the dominant spa-
tial practice of the arcades’ (Rendell, 
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male and female domains may be chal-
lenged. Western, capitalist and patriar-
chal societies customarily operate under 
a set of binary divisions that structure our 
understanding of male and female spac-
es and spatial separation  (McDowell, 
1999, p. 12) with the most perpetuated of 
these divisions being women with the pri-
vate domain (home) and men with the 
public (cities). These binary divergences 
are numerous and can be simply demon-
strated in a table:

Masculine Feminine
Public (City) Private (Home/Suburb)
Culture Nature
Work Leisure/Pleasure
Production Reproduction
Dominant Subordinate

                      (McDowell, 1999, p. 12)

1The typology of the arcade holds a 
particular spatial lesson, not only in 
regards to gender in public spac-

es, but in terms of the nature of certain 
spaces in the city. The arcade, and later 
the department store, was one of the fi rst 
places where women were free to wan-
der the city unaccompanied without fear 
of ridicule or danger. Thus women be-
came more active in public life either as 
consumers/shoppers or were even able 
to gain employment as shop-girls; a new-
ly available positions of employment. In 
her study of the Burlington Arcade - Sub-
jective Spaces: A Feminist Architectural 
History of the Burlington Arcade - Jane 
Rendell (1996) identifi es the arcade as a 
space where the preconceived and ac-
ademically accepted system of separate 

Rendell believes that there are built spac-
es in the city that displace these binary 
divisions, places ‘which are neither wholly 
private nor public, male nor female, ur-
ban nor domestic’ and in its historical 
context the arcade is such a place - as it 
is a privately own public space focused 
on consumption rather than production/
reproduction. (Rendell, 1996, p. 221-222) 
Hotels and their lobbies can also be found 
in this category. They act as transitional 
zones, neither public nor private, form-
ing simulated homes for nameless visitors. 
(Wilson, 1991, pg. 59)
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2‘Examining the relation between 
the fi gures and spaces of the ram-
ble enables us to explore the pro-

duction, reproduction and representa-
tion of space through pleasurable leisure 
activities – consumption, exchange and 
display, and through looking and mov-
ing.’ (Rendell, 2000b, p. 198)

The natural ebbs and fl ow of urban life, 
coupled with the maze-like quality of the 
city grid, unsurprisingly are a cause of un-
ease to many people in the city. The study 
of the character of the fl âneur suggests a 
different approach to urban life where in-
stead of apprehension one approaches 
the city with curiosity, developing - what 
Elizabeth Wilson calls - a ‘sophisticated 
urban consciousness’. (Wilson, 1991, p. 5) 

The fl âneur fi nds pleasure, not distress, in 
the constant shifting of the urban spec-
tacle dealing with the disorder by reduc-
ing it into a captivating performance or a 
new story. (Parkhurst Ferguson, 1994, p. 31)
This approach to the urban and unknown 
is novel and exciting as it allows people to 
read the city as more than a series of en-
closed spaces. As Jane Rendell (2000b) 
explains: ‘...rambling represents the city 
as multiple and changing sites of desire. 
In traversing the city, looking in its open 
and interior spaces for adventure and 
entertainment, the rambler re-maps the 
city, both conceptually and physically, as 
spaces of social interaction, rather than a 
series of static objects’. The spatial prac-
tice of a place becomes its defi ning fea-
ture rather than its appearance and size. 

Ultimately it is important to acknowledge 
that the practices of fi gures that traverse 
the streets hold spatial relevance. 
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3‘...the city offered an intensity of joy 
that was never, somehow, fulfi lled. 
The spectacle melted away just as 

you felt you had reached its centre; the 
bubble burst when you touched it.’ (Wil-
son, 1991, p. 55)

The city, like no other place, offers a life 
of extremes; wealth and poverty, plea-
sure and despair, excitement and fear. 
Rather than being discouraged by these 
extremes we may acknowledge that this 
is exactly where the city gains it captivat-
ing character. The experience in South Af-
rican cities, including Johannesburg, may 
be compared to anthropologist Claude 
Lévi-Strauss’s experiences when visiting 
South American cities in the 1930’s where 
he found ‘exaggerated and surreal con-

trasts’. (Wilson, 1991, p. 5) In these cities 
the contrasting conditions and derelict 
aesthetic of the structures ‘constituted its 
seduction, its peculiar beauty’. (Wilson, 
1991, p. 5)

The fl âneur was not fascinated by the 
great monuments and building of Paris 
but rather the everyday Paris; the streets, 
the cafes and the arcades. It was the 
street scenes of everyday life that cap-
tivated him, and his act of observation 
‘ ‘makes strange’ the familiar and disre-
garded aspects of city life’. (Wilson, 1991, 
p. 5) In doing this, and obtaining the nec-
essary separation, the fl âneur becomes 
an alien in his native city. So perhaps, the 
best piece of advice the fl âneur offers is 
‘not to overlook the obvious in one’s own 

city’ (Frisby, 1994, p. 92) as well as the dis-
regarded and ‘ugly’ aspects.
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GAUTENG PROVENCE

GREATER JOHANNESBURG
R E G I O N  F :  I N N E R  C I T Y
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I N N E R  C I T Y  D I S T R I C T S



C H O O S I N G  A  S I T E
The chosen site, in Marshalltown Johan-
nesburg, is made up of two remaining 
pieces of infi ll land. The inner city block is 
bordered by Commissioner Street to the 
north, Fox Street to the south, Rissik Street 
to the west and Joubert Street to the east. 
The block is made up of the two empty 
sites as well as three unoccupied heritage 
buildings – Shakespeare House, the CNA 
Building and the New Kempsey Building. 
The site was chosen as it offers the oppor-
tunity to thoroughly explore the theoreti-
cal foundation of the thesis. As the site is 
in a well populated area of the inner city 
it offered the truly urban nature necessary 
for the theoretical exploration. Fox street 
provides the perfect location for the de-
sign for street activity as its southern edge 
is inhabited, well-used and extremely ac-
tive; the northern edge alongside the site 
is completely devoid of development 
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and activity. Additionally the north-south 
orientation of the central infi ll site – and 
its frontage onto Commissioner and Fox 
Streets – creates an ‘internal’ street and 
the potential for the passage of people 
through the scheme. 

The location of the site, within its greater 
context, will allow the development to 
entice visitors from various locations with-
in Johannesburg central. The infl uential 
immediate surroundings are:

- The Ghandi square bus terminus to 
the south of the site, and ultimately 
the volume of pedestrians moving be-
tween the square and Johannesburg 
Park Station to the north

- The Carlton Centre and the retail ac-
tivity of Von Wielligh Street

- The civic spine along Market Street, 
namely: The Johannesburg Public Li-
brary, the newly redeveloped Library 

Gardens, City Hall (currently acting as 
the home of the Gauteng Provincial 
Legislature) and the Rissik Street Post 
Offi ce

- Rissik Streets’ connectivity with the N1 
highway to the South and Braamfon-
tein to the north, and its general vol-
ume of use as a ‘bridge’ in the city

- The mixed surroundings of the area in-
cluding residential, commercial, civic 
and public amenities creating a di-
verse yet well utilized part of the city.

The site offers:

- Vast access to public transport and 
thus accessibility

- Ample pedestrians traffi c to aid the 
exploration of ‘the street’

- A diversity of building use in the sur-
rounding buildings thus ensuring a di-
versity of people in the area

The combination of these factors will en-
sure a large amount of foot-traffi c and a 
diversity of people in and around the site. 
It will also allow the site to be accessed by 
a variety of users who may engage with 
it at varying levels – whether just in pass-
ing on their daily commute, as a short-
cut through the city block, for the retail 
and dining facilities or to use the enter-
tainment facilities – allowing the scheme 
to perform as intended and become a 
comprehensive public facility. 

Beyond the logistics of the chosen site the 
general context, constrained proportions 
and verticality promised to provide mo-
tivating parameters in which to design a 
building. Instinctually the site evokes the 
theoretical background and, although 
not as narrow as an arcade, calls to mind 
how the typology of the arcade ‘allowed 
narrow strips of unusable urban land to 
be economically developed.’ (Rendell, 
1996, p. 223)
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F I G U R E  G R O U N D
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VEHICULAR MOVEMENT
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PEDESTRIAN MOVEMENT
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M O V E M E N T  R O U T E S
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M O V E M E N T
The public transport connectivity of the 
site is exceptional. Ghandi Square Bus 
Terminus hosts an extensive Metro Bus 
service with routes throughout greater 

Johannesburg. The BRT (Bus Rapid Tran-
sit) System runs adjacent to the site along 
Commissioner Street and Rissik Street. As 
with most parts of the city mini bus taxis 
have a large presence around the site. 
Additionally, Johannesburg Park Station is 
within walking distance of the site.

B u s s e s  t o / f r o m 
G h a n d i  S q u a r e :
• Parkhurst via Oxford Road
• Rosebank via Highlands North/ Bram-

ley
• Sandton City/ Sunninghill via Hillbrow, 

Rosebank, Illovo

• Leeuwkop Prison via Woodmead, 
Sunninghill, Petervale

• Midrand, Midrand Extension, Centu-
rion, Pretoria

• Linbro Business Park
• Lonehill via Kramerville
• Glenhazel, Lyndhurst, Kew, Bramley 

via Highlands North Terminus
• Yeoville
• Townsview, Oakdene, The Glen, Bas-

sonia
• Towerby
• Mulbarton/Glenvista
• Rand Water Board
• Meredale via Ridgeway, Southgat
• Naturena
• Crown Extension
• Melville
• Parkhurst
• Randburg
• Fourways/Dainfern
• Witpoortjie
• Roodekrans

• Lindhaven/Roodepoort
• Weltevreden Park/ Strubens Valley
• Heldekruin
• Davidsonville via Fleurhof
• The Glen Centre/ Sandton City
• Bellevue/ Haddon
• Elands Park/ Parkhurst
• Bedford Gardens/ Northgate Centre
• Eastgate Centre
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S I T E  S T A T S

The chosen site is a consolidation of 4 
stands. Site A is a consolidation of Mar-
shalltown stands 273, 747 and 1182. Site 
B is the remainder portion of stand 1274.

Site A: Measures 44m x 15.7m resulting in 
an area of 690.8m²

Site B: Measures 22m x 15.

Totals Area: 1036.2m²
A

B

< Figure Ground Drawing of the 
   Site and Surroundings
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B U I L D I N G  H E I G H T S

1 - 3 FLOORS

4 - 6 FLOORS

7 - 9 FLOORS

14 - 22 FLOORS

10 - 12 FLOORS

34 FLOORS
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N O T E A B L E  F E A T U R E S

CIVIC AMMENITY

PUBLIC OPEN SPACE

PUBLIC TRANSPORT HUB

HERITAGE BUILDINGS

MARKET

BRT STOPS
BRT ROUTE



I M M E D I A T E  C O N T E X T 
H e r i t a g e  B u i l d i n g s
The Status Quo:

The two chosen sites exist on a city block 
surrounded by three heritage buildings 
designed in the 1930’s: The New Kempsey 
Building (1930), the CNA Building (1935) 
and Shakespeare House (1935). All three 
building are currently owned by property 
development company Urban Oceans 
who have a large portfolio of buildings 
in Johannesburg and South Africa. The 
company intends to develop the build-
ings into residential and offi ce schemes, 
but the plans seem to have been hin-
dered by the recent economic slump in 
the building industry. Currently the build-
ings have been secured with the lower 
fl oor windows and doors being sealed 
with brickwork but both the exterior fa-
cades and the interiors of the buildings 
exhibit a great deal of damage.   
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CNA BUILDING SHAKESPEARE
HOUSE

NEW KEMPSEY
BUILDING



THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT: 
Johannesburg Architecture 
i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 s
The 1930’s was a hugely progressive time 
for architecture in Johannesburg, with 
many of the buildings constructed during 
this time still existing today. Johannesburg 
was emerging as a ‘world city’ and ben-
efi ted from a post-Depression building 
expansion. (Chipkin, 1993, p. 90) There 
were various infl uences at the time which 
spurred commercial architects in Johan-
nesburg to disregard established forms of 
architecture and search for a new style. 
The work of the Bauhaus, the publication 
of Le Corbusier’s book Vers une Architec-
ture (Towards a New Architecture) in 1923 
and the formation of the Transvaal Group 
of architects promoted the ideal of the 
modern movement. This coupled with 
technological developments in concrete, 
steel and glass construction resulted in an 
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Obel & Obel on the corner of Jeppe and Von Brandis Streets and Ansteys’s (1937) on 

Joubert Street. (Brodie, 2008, p. 78) The quantity of buildings constructed in this style re-

sulted in Johannesburg being referred to as ‘Little Manhattan’ during this era. (Brodie, 

2008, p. 78) 

overwhelming transformation in the style 
of new buildings in Johannesburg. (Chip-
kin, 1993, p. 89) Other infl uences include 
the 1922 discovery of the entrance to Tu-
tankhamen’s tomb, the geometry and 
simplicity of the ancient structure was 
said to have infl uenced architect world-
wide. (Chipkin, 1993, pg. 90) Ultimately 
many of the commercial building of this 
time were labelled ‘modernistic’ – not 
adhering to the rules of the International 
Style promoted by the Bauhaus but still 
distant from traditional architecture – and 
were later regarded as Art Deco. (Chip-
kin, 1993, p. 90) The infl uence of New York 
architecture is evident in the popularity of 
Art Deco buildings favoured in the 1930s. 
(Chipkin, 1993, p. 92) The New Kempsey 
Building (1930) designed by J. C. Cooke 
& Cowen shows particular reference to 
the motifs found on buildings constructed 
in New York. Other examples of this style 
of building are Astor Mansions (1931) by 

Above Left: Detail of Manufacturers Trust  Building (1928) New York, similar to those on seen on the New 
Kempsey Building (Chipkin, 1993: 91)
Above Middle: Detail of Deak Perera Building (1930) New York (Chipkin, 1993: 90)
Above Right: CNA Building in The Times special edition on the Empire Exhibition (Chipkin, 1993: 111)
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New Kempsey Building and Shakespeare House from Joubert Street

The CNA – Central News Agency - Build-
ing (1935) is classifi ed as Empire Exhibition 
Style by Clive Chipkin (1993) in his semi-
nal book Johannesburg Style. The style 
stemmed from the architectural exhibi-
tion taking place in Johannesburg and 

was characterised by large, simple, rec-
tangular buildings with simple plaster fa-
cades (‘modulated with repetitive verti-
cal elements between the windows like 
giant columnar orders’) and fl ag masts. 
(Chipkin, 1993, p. 110) Another popular 
style at the time was infl uenced by the 
geometry of aircraft, boats and race cars 
exemplifi ed by streamlined fi ns similar to 
racing stripes. The CNA building shows 
the strong vertical elements of this style 
as well as fourteen fl ag masts. (Chipkin, 
1993, p. 111) Shakespeare House (1935) 
by Cook & Cowen shows the same ‘verti-
cal modularity’ and simplicity of the CNA 
Building. (Chipkin, 1993, p. 112)



044SITE ANALYSIS
F U N C T I O N A L
M A P P I N G
Inspection of the buildings immediately 
surrounding the site shows a wide range 
of diversity in functions. While the upper 
fl oors of the buildings mostly house of-
fi ce and residential functions the lower 
retail levels are varied. Various clothing 
stores, hair salons, fast-food restaurants 
and small convenience stores surround 
the site. Two banks, a music store, shoe 
repair store, optometrist, doctor’s surgery, 
internet cafe and tavern border the site. 
The retail functions of the CNA Building, 
New Kempsey Building and Shakespeare 
House have been removed in the proc-
ess of securing the building. Informal trad-
ing is not prevalent on the pavement sur-
rounding the site, as they are demarked 
as non-trading streets, and due to the 
market further north on Joubert street, but C N A  B u i l d i n g  f r o m  F o x  S t r e e t
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there is an informal pubic telephone stall. 
Additionally the nearby Ghandi provides 
a diversity of functions, along with various 

food outlets.

N e w  K e m p s e y  B u i l d i n g  f r o m  F o x  S t r e e t
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Shakespeare House and CNA Bui ld ing f rom Commiss ioner  St reet
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S o u t h  S e c t i o n a l  E l e v a t i o n 
t h r o u g h  F o x  S t r e e t  >
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N o r t h  S e c t i o n a l  E l e v a t i o n 
t h r o u g h  C o m m i s s i o n e r  S t r e e t  >
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E a s t  S e c t i o n a l  E l e v a t i o n 
t h r o u g h  J o u b e r t  S t r e e t  >



050SITE ANALYSIS
I M M E D I A T E  C O N T E X T 
FUNCT IONAL  MAPP ING
1. BRT Stop
2. Coffee Shop
3. Scooters Pizza
4. Sports Fashion Boutique
5. Doctors Surgery
6. Optometrist
7. Music Shop
8. Bidvest Bank
9. Ladies Fashion
10. Euro Fashion Boutique
11. Pep Store
12. Ladies World Fashion
13. Offi ce Building
14. Fashion Shop
15. His Majesties Offi ce Building
16. Hair Salon
17. Fashion Shop
18. Shoe Clinic/ Repair Shop
19. Tavern
20. 120 Fox Street Offi ce Building
21. Fast Food Outlet
22. Hair Salon
23. Convenience Shop
24. Hair Salon
25. Convenience Shop
26. Halaal Take Away
27. Hair Salon
28. Metropolitan Life Offi ce Building
29. Bidvest Bank

30. Surrey Offi ce Building 
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I M M E D I A T E  C O N T E X T 
M O V E M E N T  S T U D Y

BRT MOVEMENT

VEHICULAR TRAFFIC

PEDESTRIAN MOVEMENT 
INTENSITY

PEDESTRIAN GATHERING

PARKING AREAS
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P E D E S T R I A N
E X P E R I E N C E

As the street plays a signifi cant role in 
the theoretical context of the thesis the 
following is a photographic walkthrough 
of the current conditions. Starting at Fox 
street (the focal street for the design in-
tervention) and circling the block to Ris-
sik street, then Commissioner street and 
fi nally Joubert street.

P E D E S T R I A N
M O V E M E N T

The Johannesburg Inner City Traffi c and 
Transport Study (JICTTS) was completed 
by Arcus GIBB (Pty) Ltd – with Albonico, 
Sack, Mzumara Architects - for the JDA 
(Johannesburg Development Agency) in 
March 2010. The annexure on Pedestrian 
Assessment places Marshalltown in the 
sector of the city with the highest volume 
of pedestrian movement in the city. In the 
report Joubert Street running to the east 
of the chosen site is identifi ed as a direct 
route between Ghandi Square and Park 
Station and is suggested as ‘a high pe-
destrian priority street’. 
(JDA, 2010, p. 12 – 16) >  E x i s t i n g  S t r e e t  C o n d i t i o n :  F o x  S t r e e t
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> Existing Street Condition:           
   Commissioner Street

< Existing Street Condition:                                         
   Rissik Street
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> Existing Street Condition:           
   Joubert Street





PROGRAMME
& ACCOMODATION

< Witness (2000) by Susan Hiller (Shanken, 2009, p. 115)



I N T R O D U C T I O N
One of the greatest challenges of the the-
sis was to establish a building programme 
that relates to the theoretical foundation. 
The themes of bodily encounters with the 
city, voyeurism and observation do not 
lend themselves to an obvious building 
type or function. An early idea stemmed 
from the concept of body-become-
commodity, prostitution and brothels. 
Ultimately this idea was not suitable as it 
was the spatial practice and not the act 
of prostitution that is relevant to the thesis. 
It also moved into a niche practice that 
did not address the everyday urban ex-
periences of a visitor to the city. A similar 
consideration dealt with the practice of 
ethnography and the primitive notions of 
‘freak shows’ but ultimately the idea fell 
short as it did not hold enough relevance 
in contemporary society. 
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Eventually the programme was derived 
by exploring themes directly from the 
theory. If we consider the preconceived 
binary (gender) divisions previously dis-
cussed one of the associations that stands 
out if the link of the city with culture. An 
extract from Elizabeth Grosz’s essay Bod-
ies-Cities (1998) perfectly describes this 
relationship:

‘...the city is ... the site for the body’s 
cultural saturation, its takeover and 
transformation by images, represen-
tational systems, the mass media, and 
the arts – the place where the body 
is representationally reexplored, trans-
formed, contested, reinscribed. In 
turn, the body (as a cultural product) 
transforms, reinscribes the urban land-
scape...’ (Grosz, 1998, p. 51)

This extract not only reiterates some previ-
ously discussed notions but also points out 
the absolute relevance of a cultural (art) 
institution within this theoretical context.

Further, the theory surrounding places of 
commodity – ‘consumption, exchange 
and display’ (Rendell, 1996, p. 221) - was 
explored. Zygmunt Bauman (1994) de-
scribes the arcades as ‘spaces designed 
to offer the visitor the pleasure of looking; 
to attract the seekers of pleasure... these 
spaces sold pleasurable views to look at’ 
(Bauman, 1994, p. 146) Thus the notion of 
entertainment was integral to the thesis. 
The intended programme aims to do cre-
ate a building that provides a spectacle 
other than that of the mass of people/ 
urban scene. Ultimately the programme 

needs to allow for the activities and oc-
currences discussed in the thesis: A place 
to practice fl ânerie; develop an urban 
awareness; a place to observe - art and 
people - and to be observed; a place to 
consume - art, entertainment, food, com-
modities, and the urban spectacle.



T H E  P R O G R A M M E
A  B u i l d i n g  D e s i g n e d
for  V isual  Consumpt ion
The intended building scheme is a mixed-
programme public facility. The intension 
is to create a homogeneous environment 
that incorporates the arts, entertainment 
and leisure within an urban context. The 
primary function of the building is an arts 
centre, focused on new media (digital) 
arts, with an auditorium, cinema and re-
tail facilities. 

New media or emerging art is based in 
technology and digital formats. It has 
varying forms but performance art, instal-
lation, fi lm, video, audio, animation,  fash-
ion, robotics and virtual reality are com-
mon examples.    

DISPLAY: 
Emerging/New Media Arts
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• Exhibition/Gallery Space – with con-
sideration for the particular needs of 
new media artworks

• Art Lab – digital lab with educational 
resources

• Workspaces – for artists in residence
• Administrative – Offi ces, Receptions, 

Storage
• Public Ablutions
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C O M M O D I T Y 
C O N S U M P T I O N : 
Retail

T R A V E R S I N G  S P A C E : 
The Street Edge & Public 
Gathering

The theoretical context calls for a space 
which allows people to gather and watch, 
either the urban scene or impromptu 
performances. Normally this would take 
place in a public square or amphithea-
tre, but in this context the ground fl oor 
thoroughfare and street edge will serve 
this purpose.

< Woman admiring the window display at a 
luxury goods store in Paris

• Retail Stores – reestablishment of the 
existing retail spaces on the ground 
fl oor of the New Kempsey Building

• Restaurant 
• Bar/ Night Venue
• Public Ablutions

P E R F O R M A N C E : 
Cinema and Auditorium

• Cinema – to accommodate 100 peo-
ple, with projection room

• Auditorium – to accommodate 100 
people, with projection room

The cinema and auditorium can act as 
independent entities screening com-
mercial fi lms and hosting events but can 
also serve for the display of art projects 
ultimately bringing together the art and 
commercial programmes.

• Foyers
• Food and Drink Provisions
• Public Ablutions 

‘...the crowd as a theatre and the free-
dom of the stroller as the script-writer.’ 
(Bauman, 1994, p. 147) 

‘Flânerie is thus a crowd practice.’ 
(Shields, 1994, p. 65)
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Case Study: new media art
‘As accessibility and understanding of 
electronic media grows, its use by artists 
has become both widespread and in-
creasingly instrumental in the latest de-
velopments in contemporary art.’ (Shan-
ken, 2009, p. 1)

>Alejandro and Moira Sina - Spinning Shaft (1978)
Neon lights and electronic components
(van Uffelen, 2008, p. 17)

>>Dan Flavin - Greens Crossing Greens: to Piet 
Mondrian Who Lacked Green (1966)
Fluorescent lights
(van Uffelen, 2008, p. 64)
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DESIGN EXPLORATION

< (van Uffelen, 2008, p. 17)



I N T R O D U C T I O N
This thesis engages with the bodily experi-
ence of the city and voyeurism, thus it is 
pertinent that the resulting design is large-
ly concerned with the experience (and 
feelings) of a visitor to the building. In The 
Principles of Cladding Adolf Loos writes: 
‘the artist, the architect, fi rst senses the ef-
fect that he intends to realize.... he senses 
the effect that he wishes to exert upon 
the spectator’. (Loos, 1988, p. 135) In this 
excerpt Loos is suggesting that the ar-
chitect feels the intended space before 
visualising it, in essence he ‘privileges the 
bodily experience of space’ (Colomina, 
1992, p. 91) over its physical manifesta-
tion. The challenges of the design surpass 
simply accommodating the programme 

on the fairly constrained site. In embrac-
ing the theme of voyeurism, the crucial 
challenge is how the idea of people-as-
(visual)commodity can be conceived 
spatially? 

T H E O R E T I C A L  T H E M E S
The early design stages began with ex-
plorations (visual and physical) of the re-
curring themes in the thesis:

- Observation and Event

- Passage and Transitions

- Public Perforation 

OBSERVAT ION & EVENT
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PASSAGE & TRANSIT ION
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P U B L I C  P E R F O R A T I O N



D E S I G N I N G 
F O R  T H E  G A Z E
In her essay The fl âneur on and off the 
streets of Paris (1994) Priscilla Parkhurst Fer-
guson writes: ‘If, by chance, the fl âneur 
turns up at the theatre, it will not be for 
the drama on stage but for the crowd-
ed, bustling ‘street scene’ in the corridors 
where the real drama takes place’. This 
statement highlights the objectives (and 
intricacy) of the design process. Although 
an auditorium and cinema are included 
in the programme, as a traditional form of 
entertainment, the spaces that link these 
functions – the foyer, the circulation, and 
the passages – are of great importance 
as the platform from which to observe the 
mass of people and the spectacle of the 
urban scene.  
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Sketch showing the intended design approach of visual connectivity as well as physical 
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> MoMA, New York
>> Musee d’Orsay, Paris
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Case Study: 
T h e  T h e a t r e  B o x
Objectives: Designing spaces as a view-
ing platform, emphasising visual connec-
tions

One of the chief characteristics of the 
fl âneur is his apparent incognito, unseen 
yet seeing. In mastering the art of looking 
without being caught the fl âneur gains a 

perceived sense of control, acting - in a 
sense - as a ‘perambulating Panopticon’.  
(Mazlish, 1994, p. 50) Similarly, in Adolf 
Loos’ domestic architecture his principle 
of the theatre box becomes a spatial 
mechanism for the concept of control 
and power within the house. This concept 
stems from actual seating boxes at the 
theatre which given their size, Loos notes, 
would feel exceedingly claustrophobic if 
the inhabitants were unable to look out 
towards the open space of the theatre 

hall. (Colomina, 1992, p. 76) The Moller 
House (1928) in Vienna is a prime model 
of this notion.

The house contains a raised seating area, 
located in a bay window overlooking the 
street. The occupant of this seat would 
immediately become aware of any per-
son who entered the living room, while re-
maining obscured due to the backlight-
ing of the bay window. The psychological 
condition created by this space is obvi-
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‘Architecture is not simply a platform
that accommodates the viewing

subject. It is a viewing mechanism
that produces the subject.

It precedes and frames
its occupant.’

(Colomina, 1992, p. 83)

ous. The occupant of the raised seating 
area takes command of the household 
and ‘comfort in the space is related to 
both intimacy and control’. (Colomina, 
1992, p. 76) The space becomes a control 
tower (a panopticon of sorts), suspended 
in the house. 

Equally, the theatre box can act as a 
frame drawing attention to its occupant 
and inverting the object and subject in 
the voyeuristic encounter. (Colomina, 
1992, p. 82) The design practice of ‘fram-
ing’ occurs frequently in Loos’ domes-
tic architecture where he separates the 
physical and visual links between rooms. 
An occupant is able to see a space be-
fore they are able to decipher a route to 
the space. 

< Plan and Section of the Moller House showing                           
   the sight line that exemplifies the Theater Box 
   concept (after Colomina, 1992, p. 79)
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Case Study: Lincoln Centre 
A l i c e  T u l l i  H a l l
Objectives: Strategies in emphasising a 
visual connection between interiors and 
exteriors (the arts and the public)

The Lincoln Centre in New York is a col-
lection of buildings and public spaces 
that from a cultural campus in the city, 
housing various facilities. The collection of 
buildings can be generally described as 
Monumental Modernism or Brutalism and 
their overall effect is alienating, elitist and 
uninviting. (Diller, n.d) The practice of Dill-
er, Scofi dio and Renfo were appointed to 
implement and large scale masterplan, 
renovation and extension project on the 
Centre. On their website the Diller, Scofi dio 
and Renfo state that the project will ‘turn 
the campus inside-out by extending the 
spectacle within the performance halls 
into the mute public spaces between 

the halls and further into the surrounding 
streets’. (Diller, n.d) The fi rst of the building 
complete is the Juilliard School Building 
containing the Alice Tulli Hall. The building 
was originally designed by Pietro Belluschi 
in 1969. (Lubell, 2004, p. 28)

The Alice Tully Hall is a venue for concerts 
and theatre, with the associated Juilliard 
School located above it. On their website 
the Diller, Scofi dio and Renfo state that 
the project will ‘turn the campus inside-
out by extending the spectacle within the 
performance halls into the mute public 
spaces between the halls and further into 
the surrounding streets’. (Diller, n.d) At 
street level the architects have attempt-
ed to give the building more presence, 
with new glazed entrances and seat-
ing areas (Kolb, 2009, 54-59), creating a 
previously denied link between the inner 
and outer worlds. Another feature which 
exaggerates this new visual relationship is 

a projecting dance studio on the south-
west corner of the building. (Kolb, 2009, 
p. 54-59) 

Ultimately, the architects planed an ‘an 
architectural strip-tease that exposes 
theatres and activities buried behind 
opaque ... street walls’ (diller, n.d) blurring 
the boundaries between the public and 
private spheres. The overall effect is that 
the architects designed ‘an experience 
rather than a form’ – similar to the previ-
ously discussed ideas of Adolf Loos - and 
have created ‘an experiential sequence 
that structures a kind of narrative’. (Kolb, 
2009, p. 54-59

> 3-D representations of the interventions at the 
Lincoln Centre, New York (Diller, n.d b)
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D E S I G N I N G
T H E  S T R E E T  S C A P E
The fl âneur is defi ned by ‘mobility’. 
(Parkhurst Ferguson, 1994, p. 32) He is a 
character concerned with traversing 
space, as Elizabeth Wilson writes, ‘the 
fl âneur lived on the boulevards, and 
made the streets and cafes of Paris his 
drawing room’. (Wilson, 1991, p.54) In a 
densely packed urban environment the 
streets become an extension of life; a 
place for informal trade, socialising and 
movement. In the context of this thesis 
developing the street edge is of great im-
portance, but other conditions of ‘street’ 
exist within the building. The ground fl oor 
‘passage’ and the vertical circulation 
must be treated accordingly. Essentially, 
it is important that the design strives to 
provide ‘urban explorations, passages of 
revelation, journeys of discovery’ (Ren-
dell, 2000, p. 129)

1 .  A C T I V E  S T R E E T  E D G E
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2. GROUND FLOOR PASSAGE

PASSAGE PA
SSA

GE
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3.  THE VERT ICAL STREET
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THE STREET :  PUBL IC MERGES WITH PR IVATE



M A T E R I A L I T Y

The materials used in this project are of 
particular signifi cance. On the facades 
the materials will determine how the build-
ing reacts to its urban context, whether it 
is in variance to the heritage buildings on 
its fl anks, or creates a sense of union.

In the internal spaces, particularly, the 
materials will have an obvious link to the 
theoretical context. The translucency, 
opacity and refl ectivity of the fi nishes will 
determine the user experience, as well 
as, form or break visual connections. 

< Fukusaki Hanging Garden (2005) by Kengo 
Kuma and Associates (van Uffelen, 2008, p. 10)
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D E S I G N I N G
F O R  E M E R G I N G  M E D I A

All art has particular requirements of the 
spaces it is housed in. Generally direct 
light is excluded and large, clean wall 
space required in galleries. The variety 
and scope of emerging media art means 
that it is extremely diffi cult to design a uni-
versal space to house it. In general it is suit-
able to have large open spaces that are 
adaptable to various situations and can 
contain a variety of work. There are some 
specifi c considerations when designing 
for digital art, namely the accessibility 
of power sources, the ability to enclose 
spaces and shut out light and acoustic 
considerations for audio artworks.

> Genesis (1999) by Eduardo Kac (Shanken, 
2009, p.158)
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S u r f a c e :  C l o t h i n g , 
B o d i e s  a n d  B u i l d i n g s
‘...fashion is an inescapable part of the 
urban scene’ (Wilson, 1990, p. 234)

In the discourse of the fl âneur and gen-
der much debate arises around the pos-
sible existence of a female fl âneur, or the 
fl âneuse. One of the debates against the 
existence of the fl âneuse, though with 
little factual support, is woman’s sup-
posed inability to maintain the appropri-
ate level of disconnection and aloofness 
while travelling the city. In the nineteenth 
century shopping was seen as the pri-
mary activity for women in the city, thus 
women were seen as unable to resist the 
goods on sale and the general allure of 
the city. (Parkhurst Ferguson, 1994, p. 27) 
In fact, the advancement of the depart-
ment store was seen to modify and femi-
nize fl anerie (in removing the distance 
between the observer and the objects 

or commodities on display) to such a de-
gree that they are credited with the de-
mise of the fl âneur. (Parkhurst Ferguson, 
1994, p. 35) An added argument against 
the female fl âneur is the perceived role of 
woman within the urban spectacle act-
ing as sights to be ‘consumed’ and ‘en-
joyed’ (Parkhurst Ferguson, 1994, p. 28). 
Elizabeth Wilson (1991) considers the pos-
sibility that prostitutes - with their ‘intimate 
knowledge of the dark recesses of urban 
life’ - may be seen as the fl âneuse. (Wilson, 
1991, p. 55) This association is problematic 
as it tends to glamorize prostitution and 
disregards the signifi cant differences be-
tween prostitution and those who walk 
the city for leisure and entertainment. 

George Sand – a nineteenth century 
French writer and feminist – may be one 
of a few women who were able to experi-
ence the city as fl âneur. Sand was known 
to occasionally dress in men’s clothing in 
order to explore Paris freely in a manner 

that was prohibited to most women. (Wil-
son, 1991, p. 52) George Sand’s accounts 
highlight the importance of dress (fash-
ion) in urban life not only in the nineteenth 
century, but also today. In her essay These 
New Components of the Spectacle: Fash-
ion and Postmodernism Elizabeth Wilson 
writes that fashion played a ‘central and 
indispensible’ role in the spectacle of ur-
ban life. Clothes were seen as tools used 
to signify class, status and gender ensur-
ing appropriate behaviour and etiquette 
were followed. (Wilson, 1990, p. 211) Fash-
ion also plays a signifi cant role in the, pre-
viously discussed, concept of the urban 
spectacle, the narcissistic promenade 
and the performance factor of urban 
existence and can be seen as ‘the cos-
tuming of the daily theatrics of social life’ 
(Wilson, 1990, p. 221) On the other hand 
dress could be seen as a disguise, allow-
ing people to escape unnoticed into a 
crowd, and enhancing the ‘anonymity of 
urban life’. (Wilson, 1991, p. 50) The signifi -
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cance of clothing and fashion in how we 
experience the city, and conversely how 
the city responds to its guests cannot be 
disregarded – ultimately it is the surface 
that mediates between our being and 
the outer world. The relationship is similar 
to that of a building skin (facade) and 
the occupants of the building.  

Adolf Loos wrote of clothing in a similar 
context. The occupiers of Loos’ buildings 
were urban beings engaging in a com-
plex association with the city, struggling 
with their individualism and indepen-
dence within the public realm. In essence 
he felt that ‘fashion is a mask which pro-
tects the intimacy of the metropolitan 
being’ (Colomina, 1992, p. 93). Le Cor-
busier wrote of fashion in terms of gender. 
He acknowledged that men’s dress had 
had little advancement over time and 
was uncomfortable but it also provided 
men with the neutrality and dominance 
to command a voyeuristic stare, whereas 

women’s fashion – in constant progress 
and more comfortable – produced her 
as the subject of the gaze. (Colomina, 
1992, p. 128) Loos praised men’s suits and 
wrote of them as an analogy for his do-
mestic building facades. Comparing the 
facade to a dinner jacket Loos makes the 
distinction between the stoic, reserved 
and masculine public face of his build-
ings and, conversely, the intimate and 
protected interiors. (Colomina, 1992, p. 
94) As Beatriz Colomina writes, ‘for Loos, 
architecture is a form of covering...the 
spaces of Loos’ interiors cover the oc-
cupant as clothes cover the body’ (Co-
lomina, 1992, p. 91-92). These examples 
express the importance of surface, or the 
‘fetishization of surface’ (Colomina, 1992, 
p. 98) – whether clothing or facade – as a 
site of cultural communication, as well as 
its voyeuristic qualities. 

< Portrait of George Sand 1830 (Maurois, 1953:1) )  



Case Studies: Architecture/
Technology/Voyeur i sm
The work of practice Diller, Scofi dio + Ren-
fo can be used as a contemporary prec-
edent of similar ideas regarding surface 
and voyeurism. This interdisciplinary prac-
tice works with performance art, elec-
tronic media and print, as well as archi-
tecture and interior design. A study of the 
practices body of work clearly suggests 
an interest in examining the divisions of 
public/private, inside/outside and refl ec-
tion on performance. 

The Facsimile (2002-3) project by Diller, 
Scofi dio + Renfo is the model amalgam 
of architecture, technology and voyeur-
ism.  The Facsimile installation entails a 
large screen suspended over the glazed 
facade of the Moscone Convention Cen-
tre in San Francisco. The screen - approxi-
mately 5 meters high by 8 meters wide - 
has a video camera attached to its back 

pointing towards the building interior, as 
the screen slowly traverses the surface it 
fi lms the interior and broadcasts live foot-
age to the public. As stated on the prac-
tices website the effect created is ‘the 
transparency of the glass building is en-
hanced through this virtual transparency’ 
as the screen acts as a travelling magni-
fying lens. The screen also has a mislead-
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3-D visualisation and section of the Facsimile 
project (Diller, n.d a) 



ing quality. The screen broadcasts pre-
recorded scenes, which appear to be 
the buildings occupants, but are in fact 
actors performing scripted tasks. (Diller et 
al, n.d) In this project the individual on the 
street gains the privileged view, becomes 
voyeur, of the interior scene. There are 
case studies which invert this dynamic 
and allow the inhabitants of a building 

to become the secret spectators of the 
public street. 

One of these examples is the penthouse 
Le Corbusier designed for Charles de 
Beistegui in Paris on the Champs-Elysées 
(1929-31).  On the upper levels of the 
roof terrace Le Corbusier employed high 
walls to obscure the street-scene below 
and only allow for a partial view of the 

skyline - including just the very top of Pa-
risian landmarks like the Eiffel Tower and 
Arc de Triomphe. The inhabitants of the 
apartment must make use of technology, 
a periscope camera obscurer, in order 
to view the busy goings-on or spectacle 
on the street below, and ultimately ‘the 
distinctions between outside and inside’ 
become vague. (Colomina, 1992, p. 109 
– 110)
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Top left and middle: Example of pre-recorded scenes from the Facsimile project (Diller, n.d a) 
Top right: The camera obscurer at the Champs-Elysées penthouse by Le Corbusier (Colomina, 1992, 109)
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T H E  B U I L D I N G  S K I N

The chosen building skin, intended to en-
case the upper fl oors of the scheme, is 
polycarbonate sheeting suspended by a 
steel frame. The motivation for this choice 
of material is both functional and themat-
ic. 

The upper tier of the building houses the 
gallery component of the programme. 
The polycarbonate skin provides natural, 
yet diffused, light to the interior – protect-
ing any sensitive exhibitions from direct 
sunlight. Additionally the ability to light 
the skin at night, with various colours, or 
project onto it will allow the skin to be 
used as a form of new media art. 

Thematically the properties of the skin 
have a strong association with voyeurism. 

By day the skin is opaque yet with enough 
translucency to provide a suggestion of 
movement to the outside observer. By 
night the nature of the material under-
goes a transformation. The lights within 
the building interior cause the material to 
become transparent providing a clearer 
view to the activity inside the building.    

< (van Uffelen, 2008, p. 58)
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CONCEPTUAL 3D IMAGE OF SKIN
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< section through building skin

> (van Uffelen, 2008, p. 59)
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< detail showing skin connection to structure
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CURRENT SITE CONDITION EXTENT OF DEVELOPMENT
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<GROUND FLOOR PLAN

> B A S E M E N T  P L A N



099DESIGN



100DESIGN

< 2 N D  F L O O R  P L A N
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> 3 R D  F L O O R  P L A N
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< 5 T H  F L O O R  P L A N
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> 6 T H  F L O O R  P L A N
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N O R T H  E L E V A T I O N
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S O U T H  E L E V A T I O N
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F O X  S T R E E T  A C T I V I T Y
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E / W  S E C T I O N
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N / S  S E C T I O N
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DIAGRAM OF 
P U B L I C  P E R F O R A T I O N

> I N T E R N A L  S T R E E T
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< C E N T R A L  A T R I U M

DIAGRAM OF 
OPACITY & TRANSPARICY
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> C E N T R A L  A T R I U M

DIAGRAM OF 
VISUAL RELATIONSHIPS
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C O R E S C I R C U L A T I O N

< DIRECT

< THE CITY SHORTCUT

< THE ‘RAMBLE’
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