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Abstract
“In city streets and city centers, social activities will generally be more superficial, with the majority being
passive contacts – seeing and hearing a great number of unknown people. But even this limited activity can
be very appealing.” (Gehl,2001:15)
The public realm plays an important role in urban life which contributes to the perceptions of urban
memory. It brings a sense of togetherness in which spaces are valued as a place of shared experience.
However, urban enjoyment is often neglected and places often lack a cultural cohesion.
Within urban life we receive vast amounts of information which invoke our imagination to inspire new ideas
and generate new perceptions. The richness of the vibrant street life is one catalyst used to create a unique
cultural/social landscape not only for the place but for the city. Modern city attempts to accommodate
mass-culture have seen space and experience being organised into a one-dimensional aspect. Meaning the
clarity of space and meaning becomes unclear due to its homogenous and mono-functionalism fuelled by
today’s society for speed and convenience. The shopping centre is perhaps one of the main offenders. What
is needed are streets that are open to the sky, and are illuminated by sunlight light rather than streets that
are air-conditioned and lit with artificial light. They serve its purpose. However, there is something special
about a street that is open to the sky, something I think that is hard to recreate in an artificial environment
such as a shopping centre.
The street is a means of communication for all types of users from day-walkers to night-crawlers. Without
them there would be no city. They weave together places and make visible the past and present. These
spaces allow opportunities; to interact, to enjoy its setting and to create a sense of community. The growing
trend of privatisation and commercialisation of large-scale developments, such as offices and shopping
centres, has resulted in the loss of the public domain and the wide variety of activities on streets.
Pedestrian is a key form of metropolitan mobility that the city can not be separated from. Every single
member is a part of enormous crowd that brings meaning to the city and as a result shapes it. It allows
people to find out new personalities, opportunities for the future and new social and cultural structures. In
some situations the human scale and senses in relation to the environment is eroded. This essay aims to
explore the use of the street and how they can function well as spaces that can enhance life. What makes a
successful street?
seamless space
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Introduction
A street can be generally broken down as pavement and roads used to accommodate slow and fast
moving traffic. By principle the street is a public route that is used for access to buildings that line its edge,
which may or may not contain roads, to allow the passage of traffic and the connection between two points.
This is straightforward thinking but there is much more to the street than just facilitating
movement. Cerda comments that “they are real airways, through which the breath of all the inhabitants is
drawn” (Cerda,1999:104), suggesting that a street should be a space where society can enjoy or participate
(Cerda,1999). As I am interested in the life between buildings I would define the street as a linear setting,
composed by buildings or open space on either side, used for circulation and social activities
(Carmona et al,2003).

fig.1 Occupied territory

“Beyond our front door or garden gate begins a world we have little to do with, a world upon which we can
exert hardly any influence. There is a growing feeling that the world beyond the front door is a hostile world
of vandalism and aggression” (Hertzberger,1992:48)

The outside world should be a commonplace where society is able to feel comfortable and have the
ability to express ones mind (fig.1). Without this ability the environment that surrounds us would be dead. In
this context I have chosen to analyse the city as a vehicle to explore the moods, opinions and the vitality of
the street. In Rotterdam, for example, a port city oritented to mass transit has resulted in grossly oversized
spaces, not to the human scale. The architecture is innovative and fresh, however, from my own experience
the vast areas of public space and scale of the buildings seem impersonal and convey a sense of
emptiness. The human scale was missing.

fig.2 Activity as attraction

The image I have chosen for my inspiration is a gathering of people sitting around a chess game (fig.2). It
encapsulates a lot of what this dissertation is about. Everyone seems to be there because they want to be
and they are enjoying each others company. Although it is part of the street, there is a transition zone from
public to semi-public, creating a sense of community that is inviting. The people passing by stop to see what
is happening.
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This leads me to think that public space, wherever it maybe, should be accessible; people are engaged in
activities there; the space is comfortable and has a good image; and finally, it is a sociable place; one where
people meet each other and stimulate people when they come to visit. Within the street the city becomes
alive; it is a place of gathering, commerce, recreation and celebration. It is important that space around
buildings does not become collective space. The author Gehl notes that life between buildings is just as
important as the life within buildings (Gehl,2001). The Dutch architect F. van Klingeren who observes that
the assembling and mixing of various functions is necessary to create a self-reinforcing process of social
activities, meaning once activity begins, many more are generated and a pattern is established (Gehl,2001).
“Social activities are all activities that depend on the presence of others in public space….people are in the
same space , meet, pass by one another, or are merely within view” (Gehl,2001:14)
Through this study it is my intention to ask the following questions: What are the key factors that make the
urban street function well as a social and vibrant public space for different groups in the community? Who
are the main users of the street as social spaces? What are the different kinds of social interaction? What
influence does the urban environment have on people and how are they influenced by others? Only then
can I answer the question, what makes a successful street? I will explore these through the following
headings:The Street: its Place in History. In this chapter I will analyse the activities that have generated the form
of the street. By this I mean its importance as a whole, in the entire framework of the city, by exploring the
conditions on how they start and end such as vistas and monuments. I will make references to historical and
modernist views on street form.
How people use/interact with public space/streets. In this chapter I will analyse the street in terms of
visual and social situations. The former analyses the street on three dimensions; height, width and length
and also observations of the environment. The latter deals with how people might use the space and
explore conditions that allow and enhance or deter activity and experience. This chapter also analyses how
people might use the space and explore conditions that allow/deter activity. I hope to conclude from the
following that detailing at the small scale, where you are confronted with daily activity, is a contributing factor
in the enjoyment of space.
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The case studies. In these chapters I will look at Princes Street (Edinburgh) and La Ramblas (Barcelona).
I will analyse both by picking out their qualities, or lack of, based on what I have explored in the previous
chapters. I will also analyse their respective street sections. I have chosen these two streets because they
are both products of ‘planned’ streets. However, they developed within two different contexts. They are
similar in terms of street length and age, but whereas one evolved outwith the medieval city, the other grew
within. One street evolved out with the medieval city while the other grew within.
Princes Street is composed of a big contrast - city and park – the psychological meaning is different. It’s a
place where one can escape the city while still being in the city. The street itself was planned but grew out
of its intended residential function. The Ramblas on the other hand, from conception, was designed towards
the human scale which has evolved to integrate modern development. The historical planning of these two
streets will have a part to play in the delights we see at present. I will evaluate both on the research and
conclusions that I draw from chapters two and three. Although the conclusion will be on how successful or
otherwise the street is, we need to include, more importantly what we can learn from them. We can learn
from history (Sitte,1965).
By exploring the spaces/streets I hope to conclude that you can not change the way people live or change
their ways of life. You can however create streets that capture the quality of human existence. The presence
of people make the streets and the presence of people define the architecture (Gehl,2001).

seamless space
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(Chapter 1)

The Street: It’s Place in History
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Street Activities: that gives rise to its form and its links to other spaces
The street is a public showcase to “allow people to be outside…….places to be when they are not indoors”
(Jacobs,1993:4) helping to bring people together, cause people to act and interact and to achieve what they
could not have done alone (Jacobs, 1993). The purpose of the urban street has been to facilitate traffic,
social and commercial encounter and exchange which contribute to “moderate the form and structure and
comfort of urban communities” (Jacobs,1993:3). Composition of the street can affect how activity is
concentrated or dispersed. Cullen observes that the street network is a connection from place to place
through steps, bridges, floor patterns, monuments, buildings and vistas (Cullen,1971) (fig.3).
They are important in the making or linking of spaces such as squares or junctions. Lynch refers to these as
‘nodes’ where it can be a place of activity depending on where one “enters the node, where the break occurs
and how he goes outward” (Lynch,1960:103). The permeability of the street becomes an important factor in
determining how much variety or choice a user can make when going through our cities. Having smaller city
blocks means that we can have more street frontage and an increased choice of routes to, getting from one
point to the next.
Historical perspective on activity influencing form

fig.3 Casebook: Serial Vision

To understand the development of the street we must look at the city form as a whole and investigate the
influences on how city planning has evolved. The city can be separated into two types; “the planned or
designed or created city....it is set down at one moment, its pattern determined once and for all by some
overseeing authority” (Kostof,1991:43) these planned cities were usually found to be ordered like the Roman
grid characterised by the straight line (fig.4). The other is the organic city, characterised by “crooked and
curved streets and randomly defined spaces” (Kostof,1991:43) or by natural and historical features where it
is situated, resulting in an irregular city pattern.
As both can coexist together, it is perhaps more appropriate to describe the irregular plan as a process over
time or as Kostof puts it “the unplanned evolution or instinctive growth” (Kostof,1991:43). Gehl states that
the ‘unplanned’ cities did not develop based on plans but evolved in a process over hundreds of years (Gehl,
2001). It was the many adjustments and adaptations of the physical environment to suit city functions as
required (Gehl,2001). Such process can be found in many old cities, where the original Roman grid has
been more or less lost due to the passing of time (fig.4).
seamless space
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The Roman cities have served as models for a number of diverse cultures (Fusch,1994). The Roman
forum, an open space which served as a ritual centre, public meeting ground, marketplace or political centre,
was very important to the morphology of the Roman city. Its exact origin is unknown but they very likely to
have evolved from the Greek agora. During the fifth century A.D., after the fall of the Roman Empire, cities
became more free-form and organic in nature. The Christian church began to dominate most aspects of the
forums and town centres, moving inward from their traditional placement at the outskirts of towns and
significantly impacting the morphology of the early medieval city.
Florence provides an excellent example of the evolution in city morphology which occurred first in Roman
times then after the fall of the empire. The piazza was important in the evolution of the Italian city. Inside the
original Roman wall the city is basically geometric in its spatial orientation. Although the placement of the
various churches shifted after the decline of the empire they were originally at the edge of the city, outside
the wall. Florence’s morphology changed as the rigid Roman grid system was criss-crossed with additional
paths and streets running to and from the pagan forums and temples to the churches (Fusch,1994).
Another process that demonstrates, historical forms can have influence on contemporary needs is the
Piazza del Anfiteatro in Lucca, Tuscany. This piazza was built, during medieval times, on the remains of a
Roman amphitheatre (refer to appendix A). There are houses that stand on what used to be tiers of seats
and the arena now serves as a marketplace.
Kostof observes that the grid is characterised by its straight and uniform design (Kostof,1999). However,
depending on its composition and how buildings are situated and interact within the grid can often change
how they are perceived. Such conditions can determine how rigid or flexible the plan can be (Kostof,1991).
Further more, the curved form can read as a series of straight lines although we perceive them as curves.
The following chapter will explore these in more detail.

fig.4 top: The
gradual
transformation of
a gridded Roman
colony into an Islamic
city
seamless space
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Modernist influences
The modernist period sought to rationalise the city plan for varying reasons. This was very much the case in
France during the mid nineteenth century, which saw much of the old roots of cities being erased. In
addition, in favour of wide boulevards under the direction of Haussmann (fig.5). It was a politically motivated
move to defend the city from rioters. It expressed social status and technological advancement. The
boulevard approach did have its critics who felt it was too formal, too extravagant and too monumental.

fig.5 A Haussmannian percee in
Montpellier, France

Of all the detractors, the most influential of this outcry was Camillio Sitte, who campaigned for irregularity in
planning. His idea of planned picturesque called for “…stronger architectural projections, more frequent
interruptions of the building line, zig-zag and winding streets, uneven street widths, different heights of
houses, flights of stairs, loggias, balconies, gables...” (Sitte,1965:109). He did not, however, rule out the use
of straight streets in city planning. His main principle he wished to apply to all design of streets was enclosure.
The rationalisation of city planning is further evolved by great architects and theorists. One such figure,
Cerda, helped clear the slums through his Eixample extension in Barcelona, devoted much of his time to the
fine details of the street such as hygiene and practical dimensions to the human scale. The intuitive
ideologies of Soria y Mata and Le Corbusier who extensively promoted the linear plan in which the
segregation of human and vehicle traffic features quite prominently (fig.6). Often mocked the “planned
picturesque” expressed by Sitte (1965) and Cullen (1971).
The modernist wished to start with a ‘clean slate’ and engineer our ways of living, concrete solutions. The
result was often surgical and prison like. While the post-modernist commonly agreed that we should diversify
the city, learn from the past to create possibilities, not certainties. I think that the post-modernist were no
better than the Corbusean, while we can certainly learn from the past, trying to replicate it in a contemporary
age is another matter.

fig.6 La Maison des Hommes 1942
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(Chapter 2)
How people use/interact with public space/streets
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Visual form
The space between buildings can be considered as two separate forms, streets and squares, which are
distinguishable by the width-to-length ratio (fig.7). As the ratio increases the transition from both spaces
become more apparent and can be further characterised by the composition.

fig.7 The Campo, Siena,
Italy

fig.8 Height to width
ratios for Street
Enclosure

The street is a three-dimensional element, height, width & length, which “in various contact situations has an
important parallel in the prevalent perception of architectural dimensions” (Gehl,2001:71) (fig.8). The ratio
of height to width relates to the sense of enclosure and how much of the surrounding architecture is seen
therefore the human scale and senses in relation to the environment becomes important. Gehl observes that
“distance between stalls in the marketplace and in department stores is two to three meters, a size
that permits pedestrian traffic, trade on both sides, and a clear view of the merchandise on both sides”
(Gehl,2001:93). He adds that places with narrow streets “should not be used as direct models for new
streets” (Gehl,2001:93) and states that modern space planning is “grossly oversized” (Gehl,2001:93). As a
result, it leads to the dispersal of activity rather than the assembly (fig.9).
“The outdoors is not just a display of individual works of architecture like pictures in a gallery, it is an environment for the complete human being, who can claim it either statically or in movement. He demands more
than a picture gallery; he demands the drama that can be released all around him from floor, sky, buildings,
trees and levels by the art of arrangement.” (Cullen,1971:28)
In a way, art is architecture therefore architecture itself becomes art. The theorist Gehl notes that narrow
streets, where the building heights are much greater than the width, where the immediate environment is
experienced at close range, are often perceived as intimate, warm, and personal. In contrast, when
buildings are coupled with large street widths they can reduce the sense of enclosure which can be
perceived as being cold and impersonal. However the combination of these two profiles, with appropriate
dimensioning, demonstrates that it is possible to create dramatic contrasts between different spaces.

fig.9 La Defence, Paris
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fig.10 Monotonous
vs Irregular

fig.11 Torun,
Poland

The sense of enclosure can be further enhanced if the street is winding and has irregular facades
(Sitte,1965) (fig.10). This has the potential to create much more of a vista and a sense of mystery. These
types of streets were the preference for many observers such as Sitte and Cullen although they do maintain
that straight streets have their place. Cullen notes that the straight road has little effect on the human
emotion because “the initial view is soon digested and becomes monotonous” (Cullen,1971:9). However
by creating contrast along the route it is possible to give it more meaning as it allows the observer to move
through a street of varied depth therefore hiding and revealing vistas (fig.11). Gehl notes that while there is
an acceptable distance it is also, to great extent, how that distance is experienced (Gehl,2001). This
suggests that, to the mind, a straight stretch of one mile can be perceived as being very long and tiring. It
is possible for the same stretch to be experienced in stages. He goes on to say that the route may wind a
bit to create a sense of enclosure which makes the distance seem shorter as the full distance is not insight
(Gehl,2001) (fig.12).
Le Corbusier emphasises that the straight line is “man’s way” because man has set an aim; he knows where
he wants to be therefore he will not stray from the path ahead. The end result is clear. By contrast he refers
the winding way as “the pack-donkeys way” because he “zigzags in order to avoid the larger stones, or to
ease the climb, or to gain a little shade; he takes the line of least resistance” (Le Corbusier, 1947:23). He
goes on further to describe Sitte’s book as “insidious pleas in the direction of the picturesque in town
planning” (Le Corbusier, 1947:17) and “the glorification of the curved line“ (Le Corbusier,1947:26). In
addition, concluding that the past ways of decorative art was dead. Broadbent comments that “Corbusean
man, clearly, would hack away stones, scrambling upwards in straight line, whatever the gradient”
(Broadbent,1990,130).
I think that, generally, to successful design a street in visual terms depends on factors like; the proportions
between height to width; the experienced distance; how the structures are composed on both sides and the
termination on a building or other features that eases the eye. It is important to have a compromise between
the technical planning of the city and the artistic aspect (Collins et al:1965).

fig.12 Torun, Poland
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Hard and Soft Landscaping
I have explored how the visual form of the street can be composed. We must consider how the materiality
can give character to a space. The landscaping of space does not only concern the visual aspect but also
how they can suggest meanings and function and response to the environment. It plays an important role in
integrating and harmonising the space between buildings.

fig.13 Canal Streets - Amsterdam, The Netherlands

In an urban context there are two main types of flooring, hard pavement and soft landscaped areas, both of
which are often overlooked during the design process. Attempts to fill leftover space or to hide poor
quality architecture with landscaping, only, “if the budget allows and once the major decisions have been
taken” (Carmona et al, 2003,159). The landscaping should be an integral part of the scheme and, if designed well, it can add character to the space in terms of visual interest and colour. The character is largely
dependent on the materials used, how they are used and how they meet with other materials and landscape
features. Scale and pattern of the floorscape can also aid the transition between different spaces and
functions.
The soft landscaping can be a decisive element in creating character and identity. Trees and other vegetation provide a contrast to the hard urban landscapes, and add a sense of human scale. In some streets,
trees can reinforce or give a sense of enclosure and continuity. In the street canals of Amsterdam, for example, the trees are placed in a regimented order rather than in clusters. It hides and reveals the view along
the canal, reinforcing a sense of spatial containment (fig.13). This shows that tree planting can be used to
enhance the effects of the three-dimensions and floorscape of an urban space.
The street furniture is the dressing of the street such as statues, monuments, bus shelters, CCTV cameras,
bollards, boundary walls, food carts lighting etc. Public art can also be a form of street furniture (fig.14).
Whyte (1981) points out that, as well as contributing to the identity and character, the quality and organisation of street furniture are prime indicators of the quality of an urban space. His research makes aware that
street furniture is often placed with little concern for their overall effect. This will be explored later on.
To achieve the visual form that I have explored it emphasises the need to consider the whole context and
not just solely relying on the architecture to do everything. It is not to say that architecture is insignificant,

fig.14 Wall art, Lodz, Poland

for it conveys meaning, identity and image. Buildings, streets and spaces, landscaping and street furniture
should be considered together to create drama and visual interest and to reinforce or enhance the sense of
place.
seamless space 16

Architecture/buildings on the edge and within the street

fig.15 Contextual juxtapostion - ginger Rogers
and Fred Astaire building in Prague, Czech
Republic

The architecture that occupies the street edge provides opportunities for influencing the concentration of
activities and the intensity of experience for people passing-by on the pavement. This is summed up by
Alexander stating that “if the edge fails, then the space never becomes lively….the space becomes a place
a place to walk through, not a place to stop” (Alexander et al,1977:600). This suggests that the street edge is
an important element in making a successful urban place. They go on to say that the edge of space should
be considered “as a thing, a place, a zone with volume to it, not a line of interface which has no
thickness” (Alexander et al,1977:755). Gehl emphasises this further, noting that the “concentration of
activities depends on active and closely spaces exchange zones between street and faced” (Gehl,2001:95).
The facades should therefore be designed to reach out to the street and offer a more dynamic frontage,
adding interest and vitality to the in-between spaces. Jane Jacobs further emphasises that “the district must
mingle buildings that vary in age and condition, including a proportion of old ones” (Jacobs,1992,187) to
maintain its cultural and historical values (fig.15).
The theorist Gehl observes that big buildings that have “long facades, few entrances and few visitors”
(Gehl,2001:97), making the concentration of activities impossible to maintain. He recommends that in
principle unit front should be narrow and have many openings. These give a greater variety in functions. In
Princes Square in Glasgow, for example, the shopping arcade entrance only occupies a small area of the
street frontage with the shopping facilities located behind the main facade, allowing other establishments to
occupy units around it (fig.16).
This observation is also emphasised by Whytes distaste to the blank frontages that dominate most American
cities (Whyte,1981) (fig.17). He puts blame on the large institutes such as shopping centres, hotels, offices,
etc. Describing them as “wholly internalized environments with their own life-support systems….closing walls
are blank, windowless and to the street they turn an almost solid face of concrete or brick” (Whyte,1981:86).
This suggests that facades should give a sense of human scale and presence by creating many openings
and entrances, the more openings the better. Views into buildings provide interest to the public realm, while
views out put ‘eyes onto the street’ and contribute to its safety.

fig.16 Princes Square, Glasgow
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As a support to people-watching, the street edge can be enhanced by providing formal or informal places
to stay (fig.18). There is evidence that people prefer to be on the edges of open space. Gehl discovers that
there is a tendency for both standing and sitting people to place themselves “along facades and spatial
boundaries” opposed to “ areas in the middle of a space” (Gehl,2001:159). He also notes that “in standing,
people tend to seek support from the details of the physical environment” (Gehl,2001:159) – a facade, a
pillar, urban furnishings, etc. There is a natural instinct to protect ones back while facing the action
(Gehl,2001)
If these are at a slightly higher level than the space and are partially protected, awnings, doorways, then the
prospect and potential for people-watching is enhanced. As the visual field is larger than it would be if the
space was sunk. These are spaces that people would “naturally try to take up a position, a few feet above
the action” (Alexander et al,1977:604) (fig.22).

fig.17 The Bonaventure Complex,
Los Angeles

fig.18 Zones for staying - the edge
effect
seamless space

18

Street Activity as support
“The single social intercourse create when people rub shoulders in public is one of the most essential kinds
of social ‘glue’ in society” (Alexander,1977:489).
In all great cities there is a vast amount of street industries to be found, some of which support and invite
street activity. They may be an inconvenience to the public yet they are “nonetheless tolerated, and even
permitted and authorised….a powerful agent of support to the social organism” (Cerda,1999:109). Gehl
observes that “people are attracted to other people” and that “they gather with and move about with others
and seek to place themselves near others” (Gehl,2001:25).

fig.19 All kinds of activities will draw a crowd

Activities at the same level can generally be experienced within the “range limitation of the senses, 20 to 100
meters, depending on what is to be seen….easy to move about among activities” (Gehl,2001:99). This
suggests that spaces with sunken or elevated spaces will greatly reduce make the possibility for participation and interaction. This is further emphasised in William Whyte’s study, in New York City, noting that
“sightlines are important. If people do not see a space, they will not use it…. unless there is a compelling
reason, an open space should never be sunk” (Whyte,1981:58).
The street is the public amphitheatre that entertains life by means of “innocent amusements”
(Cerda,1999:109) such as street musicians, artists, goods traders, magic shows, the human statue, etc.
These activities give support in bringing people together and provide possibilities for other events to take
place, a conversation, meeting other people. Whyte conceives this as “triangulation”. This describes the
interrelationship between street performers and the audience (fig.19). Spectator A and B exchange smiles or
talk while they enjoy the skills and talents of the street entertainer, C. A triangle is formed (Whyte,1981). Or
as the Dutch architect F. van Klingeren puts it “one plus one is three at least” (Gehl,2001:75).
This suggests that the street is not just a passageway, between two points, but also a vehicle that provides
an endless number of services to support the vitality of in-between spaces. It reinforces the act to ‘stay’.
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Walking Space
Walking is a mediator between person and space. The ability to choose your own path allows one to
experience the city in many different ways. There is a grow need for the public environment to be
comfortable and safe. Gehl states that space for walking “is necessary to be able to walk…freely without
being disturbed, without being pushed and without having to manoeuvre too much” (Gehl,2001:135). As I
have discussed, the size of the street should relate to the building heights to maintain a sense of enclosure.
Further more, it is important not to over size the street.

“the street absolutely will not work unless its total area is small enough to be well filled by the pedestrians in
it….frequent entrances …..to bring people out” (Alexander et all,1977:491)

fig.20 A free choice between ramp and stairs in Zilina,
Czechoslovakia

fig.21 Shortcut in the Royal Park at Versailles

The theorist Jan Gehl observes that if the street intensity is far greater than what it can support then, in
some case, pedestrians are forced to walk in “two parallel opposite streams….freedom of movement is more
or less lost” they “no longer meet but walk behind one another in ranks” (Gehl,2001:136). This could be an
instruction or just a natural reaction. Where the intensity is low, streets can be as narrow as one metre and
are usual found in many old cities such as Edinburgh Old Town, Venice, Florence, etc. This implies that it
is not possible to determine limits as the flow of pedestrians is unpredictable. In general, the street section
should be dimensioned appropriately to the number of prospective users, so it is intimate, clearly defined,
and that people do not drift about in ,oversized, half empty spaces.
As I have already discussed regarding walking distances, people have the tendency to go straight towards
their goal, if it is in sight. They will seldom accept any large deviations. Often there can be obstacles that
hinder movement such as doors, stairs, floorscape materials, etc (fig.20). A detour that involves a change in
level is also a problem both physically and psychologically. Gehl states that people “prefer direct and
shortcuts…obstacles, like dangerous traffic…seem to be able to interrupt this pattern” (Gehl,2001:139)
(fig.21). However, this does not rule out the fact that to walk to a far away destination is tiring and being
forced to use a different route other than the direct route is an inconvenience. The quality of the experienced
distance is important.
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Standing and Sitting - two acts of ‘staying’
“good cities for staying out in have irregular facades and a variety of supports in their outdoor spaces”
(Gehl,2001:155)
When people stand or sit it is more or less the same action, to stay in one place. To sit, however, requires
much more thought in the design and placing of seating. I would therefore like to explore the
demands on urban furnishings.

fig.22 Good places to sit and rest - not any
bench will do

In general, good places for staying are situations that allow the opportunity to see the action.
The demands on the type of seating vary for different groups of people. Gehl states that the younger the
age group, the demands on of seating is more modest, they are more lilkey to sit anywhere, on pavement,
stairs, walls, edge of fountains, etc. And the older the age group, the greater the demands, a proper seat
like a bench or chair. (Gehl,2001) This suggests that seating needs to be designed so that it is comfortable
and practical (fig.22). It should be easy to sit down and get up. And Whyte states that fixed individual seats
should be avoided, “they are set pieces…..the forced choice is rarely chosen” (Whyte,1981:35-36). There
should be a degree of flexibility.
In addition to primary seat, there also exists the opportunity for ‘secondary seating’ which I have already
discussed regarding the use of architectural details and urban furnishings to provide supplementary sitting
opportunities for stays in the city (fig.23). Occasionally, measures are taken to indicate ownership or to
detract certain groups of people, architecture can simple get in the way (fig.23). The multipurpose use of
detail offers interest and attracts a greater diversity in the use of the city.

fig.23 Sitting landscapes - secondary
seating, sometimes
architecture can get
in the way (below)
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Pedestrian vs Vehicle
The introduction of the car to the city is often debated. It has a profound impact on how the pedestrian,
tourist, goes about their business (refer to appendix B). Most movement now takes place in indoor corridors
and lobbies, ‘wholly internalised environments’ . This happens partly because cars have taken over the
street and made them uninhabitable. On the Las Vegas Strip, for example, the car has become the dominate
mode of transport and everything is at a super scale. The street edge is occupied by huge billboards and
vast areas of carpark, only after weaving through this and then you arrive to the actual building.
It is common to separate pedestrian and vehicle traffic simply because of safety. Sometimes, however
the meeting of these two systems offer a great deal of urban life. Many places, Piccadilly Circus, Champs
Elysees, Times Square, are alive because theses are places were pedestrians and vehicles meet. In many
modernist visions, there is the idea of total separation between the two which rarely have the same sort of
liveliness. Whyte observes that the street corner is just as good a space for activity to occur (Whyte,1981).
He goes on to say “if it’s a busy corner, it has a brisk social life of its own. People will not just be waiting for the light to change. Some will be fixed in conversation…some phase of a prolonged goodbye”
(Whyte,1981:51). This suggests that even though we may detest the car in actual fact, depending on the
situation, they can be a good support for activities to occur.
In the Ringstrasse, Vienna, for example, traffic is filtered down according to the type of traffic (fig.24). The
section shows, the middle for high speed traffic, 40-50mph, and on both sides there is a tram track which
stops on a intermediate pedestrian strip. There is a side street for local access, 15mph, and then it is the
main pavement to the establishments. This also allows the car to experience the street, all be it passive,
something that’s not possible at higher speeds. The trees that line the intermediate island provides a sense
of safety as it creates a ‘space within a space’, protecting the person from traffic on either side.

fig.24 Ringstrasse, Vienna - Plan and Section
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(Chapter 3)
Case Study: Princes Street, Edinburgh Scotland
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Princes Street, Edinburgh Scotland

fig.25 Plan for the New Town as originally
published in 1967.

The New Town was an 18th century solution, by James Craig, to the problem of overcrowding in the Old
Town. The city had effectively reached its limit in terms of building within the burgh boundaries of Edinburgh.
The proposed, 1967, expansion was to be located on, largely undeveloped, lands to the north across the
Nor Loch (fig.25 and fig.26). The plan built created a ridged and ordered grid which fitted well with the ideas
of rationality at that time. The principle street was to be George Street running between two squares, each
of which was to have a church on the outside edge, closing the vistas along the street. On the north and
south sides there are one-sided residential streets, Queen Street and Princes Street, in that one side is
defined and lined with buildings and on the other is mostly open space. At regular intervals they are linked
by intersecting streets that allow views of the gardens and beyond. It took over forty years to realise, the
end product is more or less how Craig originally planned it, the canal he proposed parallel to Princes Street
was not built. Between 1830 and 1840 the railway and landscaped gardens replaced the Nor Loch (refer to
appendix C).
Princes Street, originally residential, has since become one of the main shopping thoroughfares in the new
town of Edinburgh because of its situation. The spirit of this street owes itself to the rational layout proposed
by Craig. It borrows the picturesque backdrop of the long sweeping and ragged Medieval Old Town, crowned
by the castle (refer to appendix C). Between these two different ways of building cities lies the green heart of
Edinburgh, Princes Street Gardens, offering panoramic views of the old town. In some ways “princes street
is the castle and the gardens and the public buildings” (Birrell, 1986:28). Imagine if both sides of the street
were lined with buildings, perhaps it would not be so unique.

fig.26 Princes
Street,Edinburgh
- Partial Plan.

fig.27 Royal Scottish Academy - Stair
seats.

The street, approximately one mile, has a very distinct beginning and ending but not where they ought to be.
Instead they can be found beyond the east-west axis in the form of church towers to the west and
monuments on the hillside at the west. They are less distinct at ground level. On the western end you are
greeted by a large intersection of five streets that makes crossing the road quite intimidating as you are
confined to small islands. At the other end, it is more or less the same although the stepping back of the
building line works in its favour as it announces the importance of the space. Between the two points at each
street junction there are focal points, on the south side, which helps break up the journey along the street.
The protruding steps of the Royal Scottish Academy provide an interesting situation where pavement width
is reduced to 1.5 metres. It is sheltered by the huge vertical Grecian columns and portico. It would be a perfect place as a “secondary seating” area but because of traffic conditions it is not ideal, most people avoid
them (fig.27).
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Earlier plans suggest that the building heights were to be uniform composed of three to four storey
townhouses. It now ranges as high as eight to nine storeys as a direct result of commercialisation. In a way
it actually added character to the street instead of the dull and monotonous façades that was originally
proposed. The architecture on the built side is patchwork like, some architecturally distinguished, others less
so. They range from classical such as Adams Register House and the National Gallery of Scotland to the
ornate Gothic Scott Monument. A stark contrast to the almost delicate and charming is most notably the 70s
and 80s, concrete and glass, architecture that has spoilt much of the streetscape. Imposing itself onto the
street, jostling for position, amongst its neighbours. Through progress the architecture has become diluted
(fig.28 & fig.29).
fig.28 1900 looking east on Princes Street,
Walter Scott Monument (right), awnings, trams
vehicles - notice there is still horse and cart

fig.29 2007 looking east on Princes Street,
most of the existing architecture is gone.

On and around Princes Street you can find a mixture of functions such as shops, hotels, restaurants,
galleries, churches and monuments. The street-level display windows and entrances give the street a sense
of transparency allowing people views into the shops and onto the street. These more or less happen at
ground level. Most buildings on the upper floors are often used for storage, rather than office, retail or living
space. It offers little to the public realm in terms of interest and vitality.
As you walk along Prince Street the moods conveyed, at street level, from both sides are different. On the
built side it seems to be isolated and exposed to all the elements further emphasized by the motionless
view of the old town. The pavement width varies between seven to eight metres, to accommodate the mass
crowds. A place for sitting was a rarity usually found off the main street on pedestrainised areas. On Castle
Street, for example, the positioning and style of seating is uncomfortable and the gap makes it awkward for
conversation to take place (fig.30). It was modern seating that was not very functional and looked very much
like an afterthought. Perhaps it would have been better if benches were in their place, like on the park side,
at least it would give a degree of flexibility depending on the situation.
The shop side is south facing, there is little to shelter pedestrians from direct sun especially during the warm
seasons, which would mean long stays could be uncomfortable. The picture taken in 1900 (fig.28), looking
east, shows awnings covering part of pavement which would primarily be used to protect the shopkeepers stock from sun damage Cerda notes that the public “frequently seeks out those footways which offer
the shady protection of such awnings….there are undeniable advantages for the retailers, since it attracts
crowds to their establishments” (Cerda, 1999:171). The awnings may have been a success then, whether

fig.30 Fixed
seating just off
Princes Street

they would work today is debatable because of the events that have taken place since then (fig.28 and
fig.29).
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On the park side, it is much more intimate and sheltered with the overhanging trees and within its
pavement width, 3.5m, it manages to accommodate bus shelters and benches for sitting (fig.31). It gives
people the best of both worlds. Offering action on one side and glimpses of the landscape through the trees.
The connection with the landscape becomes more intimate and when you go down on to the gardens there
is a sense of relaxed detachment.

fig.31 Park side of Princes
Street

At times it can be very busy and people walk much more briskly, not at a leisurely pace, giving a sense of
over-crowding (refer to appendix C). There is practically no space for street activities to take place, passive
contact even at a modest level is lacking. It is also a major vehicular route which adds to the chaotic
situation however the street is mostly closed to private cars, with public transport given priority. Even so,
there is now the problem of buses hurtling up and down Princes Street. There has been recent debates to
bring back the trams, last seen in 1956, to reduce the number buses that go through. This would perhaps
lead to the pedestrianisation of the street, making it a much more public space.
I think that street furniture/activity is a problem, especially on the shop side, and that simply putting more
street furniture is not the final solution. Street activity can not be forced upon people however it can be
invited and supported. For these changes to happen there are many other factors that need to be considered such as space to accommodate change and how it integrates within the whole street context. In
Glasgow, for example, Buchannan Street has flourished since been pedestrainised. The in-between spaces
supports and invites street activity while the street edge reaches out to the public realm offering various
functions, even awnings feature on some establishments (fig.32). This is a model that Princes Street could
follow in future developments.

fig.32 Street activity on
Buchanan Street.

The street, recently, has become a very heated debate. What do we do with it? Someone suggested that
it should be razed to the ground and rebuilt from scratch. The regeneration of the street has proved to be
difficult because of its historical heritage and any plans are sure to be scrutinised in detail. A competition
was held in 2002. Of the many schemes, presented to the city planners, ranging from underground facilities
that spill into the gardens to the renewal of existing buildings to create self-contained space. The firm Allan
Murray Architects won the race with their underground galleries and streetscape scheme for the eastern end
(fig.33). Since then, taunting remarks have been exchanged between some organisations. The most notable
is Malcolm Fraser who argues that the problem lie above ground and the solution to make a building in a
historic city is not to hide it underground (Fraser,2004). It may seem like handbags, but based on
discussions earlier, there is merit in his argument.
seamless space

26

Many people widely agree that Princes Street is not the great street it should be and they recognise bold
new changes are needed if it is to compete amongst other great streets around the world. The situation, in
this case is trying to find a balance between economics and cultural/historical values. To put in short, “If a
city’s streets look interesting, the city looks interesting; if they look dull, the city looks dull” (Jacobs, 1992:29).
At the moment the street is scattered and divided, the built side and then the gardens, and the in-between
space seems to be forgotten. I think the people deserve architecture that is uplifting.

fig.33 Image of Allan
Murray’s Princes Street
Gallery
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(Chapter 4)
La Ramblas, Barcelona Spain.
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La Ramblas, Barcelona Spain.
Between 1100-1400s, Barcelona developed as a port city and became the central hub for ship trade.
Originally, the city was not orientated towards the port in a spatial sense instead it evolved concentrically
around the old Roman city (fig.34 and fig.35). The harbour front was considered to be just the edge of town,
a defensive front with its rampart.
The Ramblas locates itself in the heart of the medieval city, once a riverbed marking a border of medieval
Barcelona. By the fifteenth-century, the city had expanded across the river to accommodate population
growth. By the end of the eighteenth-century, the river was transformed into a long paved boulevard. Over
time, the Ramblas became the central route to both sides of the city and a line of orientation towards the sea
(fig.34). Like Princes Street it became an important entrance for traffic arriving from all over Catalonia. This
prompted many establishments to locate themselves on this street.
The street, approximately one mile, consists of five pedestrian orientated streets strung end to end in a, not
quite straight line. This slight curve helps to break down the long distance. Its beginnings and endings are
marked clearly with the Columbus statue, at the port, and to the north is a large square, Placa de Catalunya
which marks the start of the nineteenth-century expansion by Ildefonso Cerda (refer to appendix D). It enters
the square at the corner, giving the space a very strong presence and also allows a view of all the activities
taking place.

fig.34 Photomap of Barcelona: the Ramblas

fig.35 La Ramblas in relation to the Old Roman
Centre

The street edge is lined with five-to-seven-story buildings, street-level display windows, and many
entrances. This gives the street a sense of transparency allowing people views into the shops and views
onto the street. The façade details are different in terms of surface and detail however, in general, they are
in keeping with the surrounding neighbours (refer to appendix D). Some step back from the building line
which gives the street more depth and character (refer to appendix D). The building frontages can be narrow
as five metres, offering a greater variety of shops (Jacobs, 1993). Along the whole stretch there are lots of
side-streets and alleys which lead to other major functions such as theatres and markets which adds to the
intimacy and mystery of the city.
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The central walkway is, on average, eighteen metres wide; sidewalks are usually less than three metres
wide, encouraging walking in the centre. A row of trees separates the central walkway to protect pedestrians
from vehicular traffic - two lanes on either side and one parking lane. Pedestrians are given priority: vehicles
are relegated to narrow shoulder-lanes and must at every turn accommodate pedestrians. Jacobs notes
that “people are constantly crossing those two bordering street….giving some pause to motorists” (Jacobs,
1993,96). As the street is orientated south, “the design assures comfort: shade in the summer and sun in
the winter” because of the tall trees and also the buildings heights throughout parts of the day. The arcades
on the sidewalk, as well as providing shelter they also give a much more intimate space with views into the
central walkway. The overall street dimensions allows one to experience the whole street no matter where
you are placed, views to windows on the other side are possible.
fig.36 Flower stalls in central walkway
On and around the Ramblas, there is a variety of cafes, shops, markets, and cultural institutions. Its
central pedestrian promenade is unique in many respects, not the least being its agreeable aesthetics. It has
its own social life that complements the surrounding functions. It is lined with stalls that sell birds, flowers,
magazines, food, and drinks (fig.36 and fig.37). There are also plenty of places to sit along the edge which
offers opportunities to people-watch (fig.38). Pedestrian traffic is always high, partly because of the area’s
24-hour attractiveness and partly because of the mixture of activities; regardless of the time of day, there is
something to do.

fig.37 Bird stall

The writer Jacobs notes that the Ramblas does has its faults such as buildings not being maintained, new
buildings not in harmony, and things like modern street lights (Jacobs,1993). I think that from conception, the
basic design layout has served its purpose and has maintained much of the original characteristic through
time. Their intention to make it a street for people has been successful while still being able to accommodate
modern technology. It sounds like a street that would offer different experiences everyday.

fig.38 The best seats
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Conclusion
What I have learnt during this discussion is that while debates over architectural styles, expressions, and visions, what really makes people happy, above all, is social interaction. Some modernists sought to
rationalise the way we live with engineered solutions while the post-modernists reacted to this by agreeing
that we must promote the diverse city, learn from the past to create intimacy and mystery, not certainties. By
looking to the past we can take traditional principles and reapply them to our contemporary needs. We do
not need to reinvent the wheel, so to speak, for so called originality.
If we observe how people behave on the streets in their everyday life, we can learn to design for them. It is
all too often that we see planners adopt a modernist attitude of designing places from scratch with
prescribed human activities. Sometimes, certain things are often the way they are because they work.
Activities such as street trading, innocent amusements, sitting, conversations, and people-watching seem
to bring a ray of light to our contemporary streets. I suggest using the streets beyond the simple function of
transportation
The increasing number of shopping centres that have appeared all over cities is quite astonishing. What we
need are streets that are opened to the sky, streets that are illuminated by sunlight and not streets that are
air-conditioned and with artificial light. Something I think we will never be able to recreate in an environment
such as a shopping centre. And also, the private car is probably the biggest enemy in our fight to produce
habitable, diverse and humane streets. This is very much evident in Princes Street whereas the Ramblas
successfully integrates both human and vehicle traffic while maintaining interest and diversity.
Professor Allan Jacobs best sums up the significant influence that the street has on everyday life:
“Beyond functional purposes of permitting people to get from one place to another and to gain access to
property, street – most assuredly the best streets- can and should helps to do other things: bring people
together, help build community, cause people to act and interact, to achieve together what they might not
alone” (Jacobs,1993:312)
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By understanding how the street can work as a vehicle for social cohesion as explored in La Ramblas, not so
much in Princes Street, one can understand the idea that public life, the pedestrian, must be maintained as
a positive attribute that helps to create interest and diversity to public space. The two case studies, although
different in many aspects, have highlighted that the fundamental idea of the street is to meet the needs of
‘the people’ by offering opportunities to socialise and participate.
I have discussed much about what would make a successful street and, to an extent, it is possible to measure the social value. It is not to say that by putting all of these qualities together, you some how conceive
the perfect street. There are streets that do not have the described qualities yet they are still great streets.
In a sense, that is what makes it unique. Just think if there was a street, like Princes Street or the Ramblas,
which was replicated throughout the world. The experience would not be the same.
To conclude, what makes a successful street? While good design makes a big contribution to the success
of the street, what really makes the street is society. A street that creates and leaves you with a positive and
everlasting impression, is a street worth going back to.
Things to see, people to meet and memories to take away.
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Hertzberger, H. (1992) Lessons for Students in Architecture. Rotterdam: Uitgeverij 010 Publishers.
The author explores the relationship between architecture, space and people using his experience
to convey his theory.
Hume, J.R. (1995) ‘James Craig New Town’. In: Rassegna, eds. Themes in Architecture: Edinburgh. March,
p18-25, Bologna: CIPIA srl.
Jacobs, A.B. (1993) Great Streets. Massachusetts: The MIT Press.
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Jacobs, J. (1992) The Death and Life of Great American Cities. 2nd edition. New York: Vintage Books.
The author makes a critical critique of modernist planning policies that she believes to be destroying many existing inner-city communities going into great detail of what a city should be. The key word that
encompasses her vision of a successful city is “diversity” on many levels.
Kostof, S. (1991) The City Shaped: Urban Patterns and Meanings Through History. London: Thames and
Hudson.
The author explores the challenges of topography and the urban form demands invoked by market
needs, political architectures and cultural expectations through history. It is a study of time rather than architecture.
Kostof, S. (1999) The City Assembled; The Elements of Urban Form Through History. London: Thames and
Hudson.
The author explores the history of the city through its components such as streets, public spaces,
urban divisions and city edges from its beginnings to the present. This text provides information about the
origins of the street and its historical beginnings.
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Le Corbusier, M. (1947) The City of Tomorrow. 2nd edition. Translation by Etchells, F. London: Architectural
Press
Analysis of urban problems and their origins, and his bold solutions
Lynch, K. (1960) The Image of the City. Massachusetts: The Mit Press.
The author explores the theme of “imageability” of the city and looks at its importance and if it can
be changed. In his book he uses three American cities as case studies and suggests method in how the
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Meyer, H. (1999) City and Port: Transformation of Port Cities, London, Barcelona, New York, Rotterdam.
Haasbeek: International Books.
Moughtin, C & Mertens, M. (2003) Urban Design: Street and Square. 3rd edition. Oxford: Architectural
Press.
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the public face of towns and cities. It includes the arrangement, design and details of these elements and
the roles they play in city planning.
Rapoport, A. (1991) ‘Pedestrian Street Use: Culture and Perception’. In: Moudon, A.V., eds. Public Streets
for Public Use. New York: Columbia University Press: 80-94
An investigation into the variables that affect street use by pedestrians which is compared to streets
for high-speed traffic.
Rowe, C. & Koetter, F. (1978) Collage City. Massachusetts: MIT Press.
A critical review of contemporary theories of urban planning and design and also of the role of the
architect-planner in an urban context. The authors reject the grand utopian visions of “total planning” and “total design,” propose instead a “collage city” which can accommodate a whole range of utopias in miniature.
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Sitte, C. (1965) City Planning according to Artistic Principles. 2nd edition. Translated by Collins, G.R & Collins, C.C. London:Phaidon Press
The author strongly criticises the current emphasis on broad, straight boulevards, public squares
arranged primarily for the convenience of traffic, and efforts to strip major public or religious landmarks of
adjoining smaller structures because they are regarded as burdens on the growth of the city.
Venturi, R., Brown, D.S. & Izenour, S. (1977) Learning from Las Vegas: The Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form. 2nd edition. Cambridge: The MIT Press.
The authors called for architects to be more open to the tastes and values of the general public.
Although the Vegas strip was oriented towards the car it highlights the danger of commercial driven architecture which can ruin urban enjoyment.
Whyte, W.H. (1981) The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces. Washington, D.C.: The Conservation Foundation.
A study in why city spaces work for some people and some do not. The findings were based on The
Street Life Project which he headed based on New York city parks, playgrounds and informal recreational
areas. This source provides information about situations that invoke and discourage street activities.
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Appendix A
Historical perspective on activity influencing form

Entrance

Piazza del Anfiteatro, Lucca, Tuscany

Marketplace
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Appendix B
Pedestrian versus Vehicle

Pedestrian Landscape,Kings New Square, Copenhagen.
top: 1905
Pedestrian Landscape: Confined to 48 islands ,Kings New
Square, Copenhagen. below: 1971
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Appendix C
Edinburgh Analysis

Princes Street Gardens

Princes Street

Borrowed Landscape

Princes Street Gardens

Sections through Princes Street and Princes Street Gardens
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Appendix C

Princes Street Gardens

Princes Street Gardens

Princes Street Gardens

Edinburgh Analysis

Mapping out the street activity
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Appendix D
The Ramblas

Journey Through the Ramblas
from bottom, Columbus Statue;
middle, Central walkway; top,
Placa de Catalunya
The Ramblas, Barcelona, Plan and Section
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