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The life of the sreps
THANC LUONC

AITING AT the Svdnev
Tom Hall marble iteps you
find a comfortable spot ro sit,
resting those weary legs after

rcuring through another Najee clearance
sale. You cume to youmelf, glancing at your
watch because m.and-so is late aeain. A
group ofstnngem around you pla-y the
same rendezvous game; their visages feign
cmlns but their newous body gesrures
betray eageme$ to meet a ftiend or a
lover, perhaps.

It is lunchtime when the crowd beeiro
to swell. Looking around, you swour thle
newest grunge wom by beautiful young
things, then your attention is anested-
when a schmtgirl affeca a Claudia
Schiffer hand-thtough-tousled-hair-pose,
dercending the steps with all the haureur
of a catmlk temptres. An hour passes by
and still no rendezvous, but sitting here
and obseruing these public rituals, you
begin to wonder what makes the Town
Hall steps Sydney's premier meeting place.,

Architects and urban'dlannere are
suppored to mticipate the scial use of a
public place and so design according to a
vague notion of what 'the people' um or
need. They have mme preconception of
what people might enjoy doing; where .

they might sit, how to guide the
pedestrian's eye through a serouous vista.
This is all calculatingly responsible and
almristic, but these days spatial designen
are subict to r many imperatives that the
deign ofa public place invariably
sucumbs to the vagaries of lcal
govemment decision making and
commercial pressures. The result is that
the public, whom these professionals are
supporedly catering for, is neglected and
marginalised from the design rcheme. To
often the design achievement falls shon of
the congenial upirations for a site. Hence
the windswept concrete public spaces all
around the city.

Now that Sydney hc won the
Olympic Games, the tourists flaking here
will force many Sydneysiden to comid€r
the quality of the spaces rhey use and
ccupy on a daily bmis. They will say: 'OK,

you have the Opem Houre, the beaches,
the harbour, the foreshore, your city parlc, _
but what about the life ofthe inner cirvl , ."
Where's the street lifel'

Our reply might be a painful,'Er, well,
don't worry about downtom, it's dead.'
Gmnted Sydney is not quite Paris, Venice
or Rome, cities that lmk in on themselves;
rather its landscape loks at to rhe
sea-which is an imporranr and distinctive
feature ofSydney. But the ciry fails when it
comes to physical streetrcapes that burst at
the seams with energy.

In the past 20 years, Sydney designer

have built some notable areas for leisure
and gathering, namely Sydney Square
(the site between Tom Hall and St
Andrews Church), Martin Place, Darling
Harbour, Macquarie Street and the
Circular Quay foreshor*yet none of
them maks the mct of their soatial
potential. And like *".y nonh..,
Amerien cities, Sydney suffes from a
skpcnper qndrome of buildings
morotrously disprcportionate ln sele to
people on the street. Compounding this
urban encer is the fact that it's a cirv
centre lacking a heart-a core readily
pinpointed 6 a signpost ofspatial idmtity.
V/hat is downtown Sydneyt physical
centre ! lf it's the Centml Busines
Disnict's hodge.podge design, that's the
reult ofa planning philosophy
profesionals.in the'90s should take m an
object lemn in how not ro do it.

Amtd all this well-intentioned
medicrity, the Sydney Town Hall sreps
ate an inadvenent example ofcommunal
urban design, and a model for designen ro
investigate. Dear old Thomm Sapsford,
who designed the bgilding, probably never
imagined the stais would.fecome a kind
of demcntic symbol for ciry pedestriaru
and wandering/aurs like me.

Only the most untravelled Sydney
town plannen could claimlhat the Sydney
Tom Hall precinct has the cultuml energy
of European squares like the Piaza San
Marco, the Place des Voges, Red Square,
and St Peter's Square-all very strong in
delineating precincts of political,
commercial and sial life. But its very
nam+the Tom Hall<ignifi m
centmliry cultuml signilicance and public
gathering. Over time, even the vemacular
expresion'We went to rom' signified
that people had an acute seroe ofa place,
that they saw the city centre s
fundamentally necesary. Entenainmenr
and shopping area in domtown Sydney
have improved somewhat over the pasr
two decades and concentrated themelves
in specific lmkets of the city, and
peopl*particularly the young-need a
convenient laation to meet before they
undenake such activities (whether they
have shopping or shoplifting in mind).
The Tom Hall steps have accommodated
that role because no other physical space
contains people so well or offea them a
vantage point to lmk out from.

The white marble staircase is
attnctive to pffsers-by because it is set
back from George Street acting as an
alcove, an area oftemponry repite from
hearry vehicular movement. This is one
key function for downtown Svdnev where
pedestrians wage a silent war againsr cars,
trucks and especially taxis (the Torvn Hall,

oftoune, is one of many prcminenr
Sydney laatiom which mct taxi drivem
sem never to have hqd o0. It is of some
comfon to know the Sydney Planning
Committe hr finally b€gun ro a$e$ the
impact of automobiles agaimt human
traffic. Plaro are even under wav for the
Sydney lmms to make a riumphant retum
to George Street down to Circular euay.

Ergonomic design of staim is crucial
and the Tom Hall steps confom to the
optimum codes ofstaircue design, thar is,
a five.ir1ch riser and a founeen.i-nch treaj.
This enzures sufficient bum-rom for
sitting. But if the steps eter to people!
deniEres;rhat are people doing when they
sitl Somehow the steps fcter an unspoken
dialogue between omplete stmngen,
encoumging visual communication and

. infrchange. Men and women corotanrly-' 
afid suneptitiously ogle eac\ other,
perhaps wondering who so.and-rc will
meet. Young teenage girls check each
other out in the latest Dret.a-mner
fuhion, while young men seretly glance
out ofrhe comer of their eye (diabotielly
so if they'rc wearing sunglmes) at psing
membe$ ot the opposite or same rexl

- During my mndom monitoring period,
there wm a recuning phenomenon every
couple ofdays around l2.30pm-a young
man driving along Oorge Sreet to*ardJ
Circular Quay in a gold Bugatti. He usually
succeeded in timing his run so that he
would stop at the red tmffic signal. Then,
like a peacck, he would prcn himself to
the sunounding mtchen, the people
w_aiting_at the steps and pedesriaro. Quite
blaantly he would lmk in out diration.
the_n into the reapview mircr, back to us,
glide his hand through hls Elvisroiftired
hair, and look around at the pmin! drives
to convey to all and sundry.i'm heirc'. This
provoked a chorus of comments ftom the
steps like 'Check out the love-me-do, what
a show off'. Once the lighr tumed gren, . .
he would tum up the volumc and dive - .:.,
amy with funky mmic blarins. : . r

' 'On 
the steis adula omeiims beiome

s animated * childrcn, playing out a
*ries of hide and seek renderyouz
rcenario. You see everything from
harmles tricks played by giggling girls on
their friends to more subrly charged, half-
delibemte and half-neryous misunder.
standings berween lovem m to the orecise
spot to meet up. Sometimes ic's almct like
the last act of Tfu Manrlage of Figco. This
is all pan of the drama of the steps.

I wm rcmewhat half.heaned about- .
conducting vox.pop-which the editor'
had cruelly demanded on my fint
asignment-after witnesing the
intemptions of interviewere conducting
questionnaires or bible bmhes stalking-
their prey (not to mention the ribald
answen). Young people provided my mosr
colourful responses. Although they said
they ccuionally waited ouiside Hoyts to
be'bad' (a sign that they had ligged
schml), they acknowledged the erandeur
of the Town Hall and said *rev liked to sit
on the steps to'lmk cml', though nor
necesarily 'bad'. I also asked then
whettrer they checked out other vouns 

1

people, to which ofcoune they said yJs. \

Young mala said they checked out lho
gets wirh who', and if the youns woman!
boyfriend w* a'dud'thev wouii
colourfrrlly comment on the match, saying'how could she go out with an ugly bastard
like him'. Similarly some young reenage
temales inremupted my questioru with
commena like, 'Oh lmk at him, no
wonder het going out withher- Lmk what
she's wearing, what a tart.'

If my obscwations so far imply notrons
ofdemcracy, rhat is popular participation,
it isn't surprising rhat during the Vietnam
War, and in the days of post-Whitlam mge
maintenance, demonstntos congregated
on the steps to protest. It was the landing
of rhe sreps which was rhe platform for
mass discord. The main problem with the
ciry ofSydney in this regard is that ptrblic

demonstmtios do not have acces to srtes
of powet for adequate protst. Fmnk
Sartor, even if he ws prerent, isn,t the
mst appropriate target for protat for
anything much (even the city plmnrng
shamble is more the state govemment's
fault than his). And the fact that there are

, only four to five metres of paving in front
of NSW Parliament House allows no
latitude for popular di*nt there.
Nowadays demonstmtore are pwhed to the
periphery of the city, to such areu u the
Domain which dcsn't contain or
enoumge any snse of rclidarity, since it is
largely a space without fcal poins. Therc
is no platfom (like the Tom Hall steps),
no ren* of enclosure as opposed to the
smong visual nexus ofthe Tom Hall. the :
Queen Mctoria Building and the
rVmlwortts building. As history shows,
mot politiel demomffations happen on
the street-but it is the street that Svdnev
people are being denied proper hcm to.

Around 1900, George Srreet would
have been more conducive to romantic
prcmenadingyet even amid today,s
automated blight, the Tom Hall srcps
thrive in inveme proportion to rhe stifling
tmftic around them. There are mumurinss
that the incoherent, ad-ha approach to
planning ofrcent yeam must be stopped
and that imtead we should envision a city
with a dmmatic and inteme ore. If soace
is intelligeirtly given to people domtown
it will be usd intelligently. There are ateu
which favour people over caepitt St
Mall, the Circular Quay foreshore and the
Rocks---all enlivening the city. Gmd
public spaces have livs of their om. llhe
plan to tear dom the Cahill Exptewy ro
open the foreshore and redevelop the.
square in ftont of Cutoru Hre at:Ieis?flfrtE

1 show that city ofilclals arc t6ixtderthg ! i
prctnctsforpirbltcgbecacleand rr: 1 :

. parttcipatkn. If tt viorlc, tt wlll be a visual '

beaccin dendting a seimc 6fentil' to the
city from the hatbour.

But the city centre ibelf needs to be a
hub of social frolic, a magnet, that says:
this is the genemtor which all other'spaces
stem from. Perhaps the compact miai life
of the Tom Hall steps can bring and
extend some of its inherent qualities to

, public design in the coming yeas. I
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