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  l i s t e n i n g  s i t e s  i n  b o n n
by Sam Auinger [Bonn city sound artist 2010]
My period as the Bonn city sound artist, which was based on an 
invitation from the Beethovenstiftung für Kunst und Kultur’s bonn 
hoeren project, was marked by countless walks and exploratory 
tours. I literally embraced the city with my two feet. The interesting 
thing about getting to know a city on foot is that you never leave 
the large, perceptible urban setting and the slow pace of move-
ment enables a high level of attention for sensory impressions –
ideal conditions for exploring a city from an aural point of view. 
This map is an invitation to visit various sites in Bonn and experi-
ence their auditory qualities, to consciously expand the individual 
perception, recognition and interpretation of urban settings/plac-
es – our urban living space – through the aural dimension. The 
auditory qualities of all the Bonn listening sites introduced here 
are mainly thought of as prototypes, which is to say that this map 
is also an invitation to discover other listening sites.

	 1 	  b e a t 		   train station forecourt, Am Hauptbahnhof

	 2 	 s o u n d  p a t t e r n
		  Klanggrund Poststraße/Maximilianstraße/Am Hauptbahnhof

	 3 	 c o l o u r
		  Martinsbrunnen, In der Sürst/Gangolfstraße

	 4 	 s y m b o l i c  s o u n d  s p a c e
		  cathedral cloister, Münsterplatz

	   5 	  o s c i l l a t i o n
		  Münsterplatz

	 6 	 m a s k i n g
		   fountain at Am Neutor/Kaiserplatz

	 7 	 w i d e  b o u n d a r y 
		  Oxfordstraße/Berliner Platz

	 8 	 r e f l e c t i o n
		  Annagraben/Oxfordstraße

	  9 	 s o u n d  i d e n t i t y
		  northern Altstadt, e.g. Breite Straße/Wolfstraße

	  10	 e x p e r i e n c i n g  t h e  s p a c e
		  Roman basilica, Rosental/Graurheindorfer Straße

	  11	 s i n g  s o n g
		  open-air market 

	  12	 g a i t s
		  pedestrian zone, e.g. Friedrichstraße/Wenzelgasse

	  13	 c u t - o u t  e f f e c t 
		  Brüdergasse, shortly before Belderberg

	  14	 s o u n d  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t
		  Rheinpromenade, e.g. at the Rheingasse

	  15 	 s o u n d  r e f l e c t i o n
		  L’Allumé am Rhein, Stresemannufer

	  16 	 r h y t h m  b o x
		  Konrad Adenauer bridge – right of the Rhine

	  17	 g r e y  n o i s e
		  Autobahn trail, Oberkassel, Am Stingenberg/B 42

	  18 	 s o u n d  e f f e c t
		  Konrad Adenauer bridge – left of the Rhine

	  19 	 d i s t a n t  r u m b l e
		  Rheinaue, e.g. south of the Konrad Adenauer bridge

	  20	 o c c u p i e d  s o u n d  s p a c e
		  Haus Carstanjen park, Plittersdorf, Martin-Luther-King-Str.	  	    21
	  25 	s p a c e  s e q u e n c e		  Fürstenstraße to Hofgarten

		  Note:    The listening sites 3 and 6 cannot be visited from 
 		  October to April for seasonal reasons.
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 s i n g  s o n g        11
open-air market On a late afternoon visit to Bonn’s open-air mar-
ket, when confronted with an intensified last-ditch attempt to sell 
off the offerings of the day before the close of business, one can 
clearly hear the typical, place-specific sing-song of the vendors’ 
repetitive calls.

 g a i t s        12
pedestrian zone The spacious pedestrian zone of Bonn’s historic 
old town offers visitors many possibilities to listen to the pedestri-
ans’ various gaits. The way in which we place one foot ahead of 
the other results in a rhythm and an individuality that almost ex-
clusively reveals itself in the car-free public space.

 c u t - o u t  e f f e c t        13
Brüdergasse You can experience a cut-out effect when standing 
in front of the pedestrian underpass on Brüdergasse and facing 
the Theaterhaus. When a vehicle travelling along Belderberg dis
appears from eyesight it also disappears from auditory percep
tion. The high frequencies of the traffic noise are reflected away or 
cut out by the houses at the corner of Brüdergasse/Belderberg.

 s o u n d  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t        14
Rheinpromenade Straightened over the centuries to be made sub-
servient to commercial shipping interests, this body of water now 
flows silently through the landscape. Only wharfs or temporary ob-
structions make its powerful current visible and audible. 

w i d e  b o u n d a r y        7
Oxfordstraße Large urban multi-lane arterials, together with rail 
and other local transit lines, act as wide aural boundaries between 
one part of the town and another. Oxfordstraße is a great example 
of this in Bonn. Only when traffic is light, such as late at night, do 
these boundaries become aurally permeable.

 r e f l e c t i o n        8
Annagraben Walking from Oxfordstraße to the Annagraben, de-
scending through the large passageway formed by the suspend-
ed building, one can easily locate the spot where the sound of the 
traffic passing above is reflected in the passageway’s ceiling pan
els, both visually and acoustically.

 s o u n d  i d e n t i t y        9
northern Altstadt The predominantly three-storey buildings of the 
barely more than 100-year-old northern part of the city, narrow 
streets, irregular street layout, minimal through traffic and a varie
ty of paving styles all contribute to a strong aural identity.

 e x p e r i e n c i n g  t h e  s p a c e        10
Roman basilica The foundations, represented by an approximate
ly 50 cm high wall, of Bonn’s first Roman basilica can be viewed in 
the inner courtyard of the »leaning houses« at the corner of Rosen-
tal/Graurheindorfer Straße. Entering this rudimentary historical 
building while in conversation creates a new audible space. The 
smooth floor and the low exterior walls create enough clear reflec
tions to result in a new perception of space.

 b e a t        1
 train station forecourt The periodic cycle of the traffic light in front 
of the entrance to Bonn’s main train station meters the ever-domi-
nant sound of the traffic in the surrounding architectural space –  
swelling, flowing and subsiding in a predictable manner. 

 s o u n d  p a t t e r n        2
Klanggrund at the train station Wherever public space is vertically 
structured, e.g. by stairs connecting different levels, the footsteps 
of the passers-by create sonic and rhythmical patterns.

 c o l o u r        3
Martinsbrunnen The fountain colours the small square in the pe-
destrian zone around it with its poetic sounds of falling water. The 
thin water jets from the three dispensers quietly ripple into the up-
per basin. The water flowing over to the lower main basin creates 
a sound that is reminiscent of voices, seemingly telling a story and 
having a calming effect in its tranquillity.

  s y m b o l i c  s o u n d  s p a c e        4
cathedral cloister The medieval cloister of the Bonn Muenster is a 
place of quiet rest and contemplation, both literally and symboli-
cally. The sound of footsteps reflected from the stones and the 
small water cascade in the centre of the courtyard represents the 
fundamental sound of the European Middle Ages.

 o s c i l l a t i o n        5
Münsterplatz When standing on the Münsterplatz as the large ca-
thedral bells are rung at 6 p.m., you can listen to the blend of os-
cillating overtones producing the sensation of a single constant 
tone in space.

 m a s k i n g        6  
 fountain at Am Neutor The sound of this fountain offers two impor
tant functions: protection and privacy. Sitting at the edge of the ba
sin, the strong whoosh of the water dispenser can almost comple
tely mask the sound of the nearby transit lines. The same whoosh
ing sound, however, also makes it possible to hold a private con-
versation near the edge of the basin.

 s o u n d  r e f e l e c t i o n        15
L’Allumé am Rhein »L’Allumé« (The Illuminated One), a sculpture 
by Mark di Suvero, interacts with the sounds of the water along 
the banks of the Rhine in a magic way. The approximately 50 cm 
wide steel beam, which juts out onto the Rhine five metres above 
the Promenade, acts as an acoustic mirror: it reflects the water 
sounds from the surface of the river onto the Promenade. It is as  
if a silvery water sound radiating from the steel beam itself were 
swaying above one’s head. The location in which one can hear 
the sound reflection shifts minimally depending on the weather, 
water level and activity in the river.

 r h y t h m  b o x        16
Adenauer bridge – right of the Rhine For functional reasons, brid
ges are designed in sections that flex and twist with the surround-
ing ground. Between each section are small gaps that become in
stantly audible when passed over by a car and become amplified 
by the acoustic space below, creating a drum-like composition all 
its own. The Adenauer bridge underpass to the right of the Rhine 
is a good example of this.

 g r e y  n o i s e        17
Autobahn trail Crossing the B 42 Autobahn in Oberkassel at Sting-
erberg and turning left onto the adjoining trail, one is confronted 
immediately with a schizophrenic atmosphere, caught between 
extremely divergent visual and aural sensations. What at first 
glance appears to be an idyllic excursion into nature is complete-
ly submerged in the grey noise of the adjacent motorway.

  s o u n d  e f f e k t        18
Adenauer bridge – left of the Rhine The expansive architectural 
space on the left bank of the Rhine under the Adenauer bridge is a 
fascinating and rewarding place for exploring the close relation-
ship between sound and architecture by conducting one’s own 
experiments, such as clapping, shouting or singing.

 d i s t a n t  r u m b l e        19
Rheinaue  A characteristic of our large urban green spaces is that 
they are mostly dominated by a distant rumble from the infrastruc-
ture systems that surround and traverse them.

 o c c u p i e d  s o u n d  s p a c e        20
Haus Carstanjen park Standing on the left bank of the Rhine, in 
front of the Haus Carstanjen, you can experience by day and by 
night how the powerful sound of the passing freight trains on the 
opposite bank completely occupies the large auditory space as 
they approach, and releases it again as they ebb away.

 s p a c e  s e q u e n c e         21  t o  25
The spatial sequence around the university described here exem
plifies any longer path through neighbouring listening sites. This 
listening path begins at the corner of Remigiusstraße and Fürsten-
straße in the pedestrian zone and ends at the forecourt of Bonn 
University in front of the Hofgarten.

 o p e n  s o u n d  s p a c e        21
Fürstenstraße Walking on Fürstenstraße in the direction of the 
main university building, you pass through the bustle of a pedes-
trian zone with tables and sales stands in front of cafés and shops. 
About 15 metres wide, the street only imperceptibly amplifies the 
acoustic events, the space sounds open and bright, the people’s 
voices and steps are easily heard. Listening carefully, the electri-
cal humming sounds of air conditioners and fridges can be iden-
tified. There are no outdoor sound systems or other loudspeaker 
sounds.

 s p a t i a l  t h r e s h o l d        22
 Am Hof The closer one gets to the university, the more the traffic 
noises invade the space-severing street Am Hof to the cycle of the 
pedestrian lights. Stepping out of the sound shadow of the corner 
houses on Fürstenstraße, one finds oneself in an audio-spatial 
threshold, and in the next instant in the sound space of a busy in-
ner-city one-way street. Its narrowness and the facades of the 
buildings amplify the car engine sounds. Depending on the traffic 
lights, voices and footsteps are drowned out and masked by the 
sound of the traffic.

 a m p l i f i c a t i o n ,  r e s o n a n c e        23
university entrance Upon crossing Am Hof and entering the uni-
versity through the tripartite vaulted passageway, one is immedi-
ately impressed by the spatial feel of the small hall, which func-
tions as a virtual sound box. Multiple reflections and resonances 
amplify and colour the permeating engine sounds of the traffic 
passing by.

 r e v e r b ,  r e f l e c t i o n        24
inner courtyard of the former Kurfürstliches Schloss Crossing 
the university via the large inner courtyard, one enters a large,  
enclosed space, a kind of open-topped, almost square hall. The 
students’ voices from the courtyard windows, the footsteps and 
voices on the square and from the open colonnade enliven the 
space with bright sounds. Here the reflections also convey the 
predominant material of the surrounding structure: stone. In the 
wing on the opposite side, one now enters a hall opening onto a 
second level, a space with its own unique architecture and rever-
berant acoustics. 

 o p e n ,  w i d e ,  h i s t o r i c  s p a c e        25
Hofgarten Stepping outside onto the forecourt into the Hofgar- 
ten, one is suddenly transported into the electoral prince’s audio 
space. No urban traffic sounds, so typical to our time, can be 
heard except for a faint distant rumble and the helicopters specif-
ic to Bonn: a sonic resonance of the federal city, with its various 
economic and ministerial headquarters. The palace’s side wings 
perfectly screen off the space acoustically. No sound caused by 
human or animal is strong enough to enliven the spacious archi-
tecture, each acoustic event can be easily located. The space 
here is open and wide.
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