
 



always thought wood had something to do 
with the acoustics of a room. Walk into any 
good concert hall or theatre and you're 
bound to see a lot of wood on the walls, 
floors, stage and so on. 

No wonder we "think" wood gives a room a 
"warm" sound. "It's not true though. The wood is 
purely for aesthetic purposes," says Tateo 
Nakajima, 31, vice-president of ARTEC 
Consultants. 
World-renowned acoustician Russell Johnson, 
who founded ARTEC, designed the acoustics in 
the concert hall at Singapore's Esplanade –  
Theatres on the Bay. So if it's not the wood, what 
makes for good acoustics? 
"Quite a few things, actually. For example, the 
concrete floor beneath the wood. The challenge 
is to design a hall that has adjustable acoustics," 
says Nakajima. "Orchestras play a much wider 
repertoire these days. It is difficult for one room 
to be suitable for all the different types of music. 
"You have to remember that Baroque music was 
traditionally played in small rooms in people's 
houses." So, the acoustician works not just with 
the architect but also musicians when designing 
the acoustics in a hall. At ARTEC, which has its 
office in New York, it is not unusual to find quite 
a few musicians on the staff. 

Even Nakajima - I notice he likes to hum to 
himself - is a conductor. And when they tested 
the hall before the opening, he had the pleasure 
of conducting the Singapore Symphony 
Orchestra. 
That evening we were to hear maestro Kurt 
Masur lead the London Philharmonic Orchestra. 
I didn't feel it was a particularly large hall, even 
though it can seat more than twice the number of 
people our Dewan Filharmonik Petronas can. But 
then, I look towards the 

back of the hall and see the balconies rising 
up. And the gallery behind the performing 
stage can accommodate people when a choir is 
not using it. 
Earlier in the day, Nakajima had pointed out 
some of ARTEC's signature acoustic features: 
a three-piece canopy above the stage, acoustic 
curtain, which is basically cloth panels around 
the sides of the hall, and reverberation 
chambers. 
The canopy you can see but you'll probably 
think its purpose is to look good. While it does 
look like an interesting piece of art, its 
function - it is motorised and can move up or 
down - is to control the acoustics in the hall. 
The cloth panels - in the same soothing green 
shade as the seats - is not as noticeable. You'll 
think they are just part of the wall but these 
Thai silk panels can help change the acoustics 
atmosphere in the hall. 
Finally, the reverberation chambers. You 
cannot see them because basically it's just a 
big empty room around the sides of the hall. 
Here's how it works. "If the orchestra needs to 
play in a larger space, the doors - there are 26 
double doors and 32 single ones - can be 
opened to make the whole hall bigger," 
explains Nakajima. It's a simple idea really... 
more air, more room, bigger space. 

 



ARTEC was also mindful that the hall could have other uses. 
"Esplanade might want to rent it out for other functions and not 
just concerts, so it has to work for that as well. We had to make 
sure the hall worked for speakers." 
The other thing I noticed were the "layers" one had to go 
through to enter the hall. If I remember correctly, three doors. 
This reminded me of recording studios that do this so all outside 
sound is kept out. Same theory here. 
"When designing the hall, we made sure it was insulated from 
exterior sounds... as well as the dome which is above it," 
Nakajima says. At Esplanade, the two spiky domes each house 
the concert hall and the theatre. So when you are at the concert 
hall, you can be sure noisy raindrops hitting the dome roof won't 
disturb you, should there be a storm. 
So how did the hall sound? Well, I thought the London 
Philharmonic Orchestra sounded pretty good. And that's the 
thing about acoustics, you only notice it when it's not good. 
Well, that's how it is for me anyway. 
And how does it stack up against Dewan Filharmonik Petronas? 
I think our hall is prettier and I, personally, prefer a hall that is 
smaller. Sound-wise, one's pretty much as good as the other. 
But at dinner the night before, the guy who reviews classical 
music concerts for one of the local Singaporean papers told me 
he preferred Dewan Filharmonik Petronas. "The sound is 
warmer." So there you go. (Maybe he's influenced by the fact 
that our hall has more wood!) 
Still, it's good to know that Singapore now has its own world-
class concert hall. Now the job of those at Esplanade is to make 
sure people come. 
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