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Introduction 

10 

This book is about city spaces, why some 
work for people, and some do not, and 
what the practical lessons may be. It is a 
by-product of first-hand observation. 

In 1970, I formed a small r esearch 
group, The Street Life Project, and began 
looking at city spaces. At that time, direct 
observation had long been used for the 
stud y of people in far-off lands. It had not 
been used Lo any great extent in the U.S. 
city. There was much concern over urban 
crowding, but most of the research on the 
issue was done somewhere other than 
where it supposedly occurred. The most 
notable studies were of crowded animals, 
or of students a nd members of institutions 
responding to expe rimental situations­
often valuable research, to be su re, but 
somewhat vicarious. 

The Street Life Project began its stud y 
by looking at New York City parks and 
playgrounds and such informal recreation 
areas as city blocks. One of the first things 
that struck us was the lack of crowding in 
many of these areas . A few were jammed, 

I but more we re nearer empty than full , 
often in neighborhoods that ranked very 
high in density of people. Sheer space, I obviously, was not of itself attracting chil­

l dren . Many streets were. 
It is often assumed that children play in 

the street because they lack playground 
space. But many children play in the 
streets because they like to. One of the 
best play areas we came across was a block 
on 101st Street in East Harlem. It had its 
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problems, but it worked. T he street itself 
was the play area. Adjoining stoops a nd 
fire escapes provided prime viewing across 
the Slreet a nd were high ly fu nctional l"or 
mothers and older people. There were 
other faclOrs at wo1·k, too. and , had we 
been more prescient, we could have saved 
ourselvt>s a lo t of time spent later looking 
at plazas. Though we did not know it 
the n , this block had within it a ll th e basic 
elements of a successfu l urban place. 

As our studies took us neare r the center· 
of New Yo rk , the imbalance in space usc 
was even more apparenl. Most of the 

crowding could be traced to a series of 
choke points- subway statio ns, in particu­
lar. In total, these spaces are o nl y a frac­
tion of downtown, but the number of peo­
ple using the m is so high , the experie nce 
so abysmal, that it colors ou r pe rception 
of the city around , out of a ll proportion to 
the space involved . The fact that there 
may be lo ts of empty space somewhere 
else little mitigates the discomfort. And 
ther e is a strong carry-over effect. 

This a ffects researchers, too. We see 
what we expect to see, and have been so 
conditioned to see crowded spaces in cen­
ter city that it is often difficult to see 
empty ones. But when we looked , there 
they were. 

12 
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The amount of space, funhermore, was 
increasing. Since 1961 , ew York City has 
been giving incentive bonuses to bui lders 
who provided p lazas. For each square foot 
of plaza, builders could add 10 square feet 
of commercial floor space over and above 
the amount normally permitted by zoning. 
So they did-without exception. Every 
ne"· office building p rovided a plaza or 
comparable space: in total , by 1972, some 
20 acres of the world's lllOSL e~pensi, ·e 
open space. 

\ \'e discovered that some plazas. espe­
cially at lunchtime, attracted a lot of peo-

14 

pie. One. the plaza of the Seagram Build­
ing, was the place that helped give the city 
the idea for the plaza bonus. Built in 
1958, this austerely elegant area had not 
been plan ned as a people's plaza, but that 
is what it became. On a good clay. there 
would be a hund red and fifty people sit­
ting, sunbathing, picnicking, and shmooz­
ing-icl ly gossiping, talking "nothing talk." 
People also li ked 77 \Vater Street, known 
as "swingers' plaza" because o f the )'Ollllg 
crowd that populated it. 

But on most plazas, we didn't see man y 
people. The plazas weren' t used for much 
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except walking across. In the middle of 
the lunch hour on a beautiful, sunny day 
the number of people sitting on plazas 
averaged four per l ,000 square feet of 
space-an extraordinarily low figure for 
so dense a center. The tightest-knit CBD 
(central business district) anywhere con­
tained a surprising amount of open space 
that was relatively empty and unused. 

If places like Seagram's and 77 Water 
Street could work so well, why not the 
others? The city was being had. For the 
millions of dollars of extra space it was 
handing out to builders , it had every right 
to demand much better plazas in return. 

I put the question to the chairman of 
the City Planning Commission, Donald 
Elliott. As a matter of fact, I entrapped 
him into spending a weekend looking at 
time-lapse films of plaza use and nonuse. 
He felt that tougher zoning was in order. 
If we could find out why the good plazas 
worked and the bad ones didn't, and 
come up with hard guidelines, we could 
have the basis of a new code. Since we 
could expect the proposals to be strongly 
contested, it would be important to docu­
ment the case to a [are-thee-well. 

We set to work. We began studying a 
cross-section of spaces-in all, 16 plazas, 3 
small parks, and a number of odds and 
ends. I will pass over the false starts , the 
dead ends, and the Aoundering arounds, 
save to note that there were a lot and that 
the research was nowhere as tidy and se­
quential as it can seem in the telling. Let 
me also note that the findings should have 
been staggeringly obvious to us had we 
thought of them in the first place. But we 
didn't. Opposite propositions were often 
what seemed obvious. We arrived at our 
eventual findings by a succession of busted 
hypotheses. 

The research continued for some three 
years. I like to cite the figure because it 
sounds impressive. But it is calendar 
time. For all practical purposes, at the end 
of six months we had completed our basic 

research and arrived at our recommenda­
tions. The City, alas, had other concerns 
on its mind, and we found that communi­
cating the findir!gS was to take more time 
than arriving at them. We logged many 
hours in church basements and meeting 
rooms giving film and slide presentations 
to community groups, architects, planners, 
businessmen, developers, and real-estate 
people. We continued our research; we 
had to keep our findings up-to-date, for 
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now we were disciplined by adversaries . 
But at length the City Planning Commis­
sion incorporated our recommendations 
in a proposed new open-space zoning 
code, and in May 1975 it was adopted by 
the city's Board of Estimate. As a conse­
quence, the re has been a salutary im­
provement in the design of new spaces 
and the rejuve nation of old ones. (Since 
the zoning may have useful guidelines for 
other cities, an abridged text is provided 
as appendix B.) 

But zoning is certainly not the ideal way 
to achieve the better design of spaces. It 
ought to be done fo1· its own sake. For 
economics alone, it makes sense. An enor­
mous expenditure of d esign expertise, 
and of travertine and steel, went into the 
creation of the many really bum office­
building plazas around the country. To 
what end? As this manual will detail , it is 
far easier, simpler to create spaces that 
work for people than those that do not­
and a tremendous difference it can make 
to the life of a city. 

15 
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We started by stud ying how people use 
plazas. We mounted time-lapse cameras 
overlooking the plazas a nd recorded d ail y 
patterns. We talked to people to find 
where they came from, ,,,here they 
worked, how frequently they used the 
place and what they thought o f it. But, 
m ostly, we watched people to see what 
they did. 

Most of the people who use plazas, we 
found , are young office workers fro m 
nea rby buildings . There may be relatively 
fe w patrons from the plaza's own build ­
ing; as some secretaries confide, they'd 
just as soon put a little distance between 
themselves and the boss. But commuter 
distances arc usually sho rt; for most pla­
zas, the effective market radius is about 
three blocks. Small parks, like Paley a nd 
Grcenacre in New York, tend to have 
more assorted patrons throughout the 
day-upper-income older people , people 
coming from a distance. But office work-

J ers still predominate, the bu lk from 
.. nea rby. 

T his uncomplicated d em ography under­
scot·es an elemental point about good ur­
ban spaces: supply creates d e mand. A 
good new space builds a new constituency. 
It stimula tes people into new habits-a! 
fresco lunches-and provides new paths to 
and from work, new places to pause. It 
does a ll this very quickly. In Chicago's 
Loop, there were no such amenitie not so 
long ago. Now, the plaza of the First ;\Ja­
tional Bank has thoroughly cha nged the 
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micldar way o f life for thousands of peo­
ple. A success like this in no way surfe its 
demand fo r spaces; it indicates how grea t 
the unrea li zed potential is. 

T he best-used plazas a rc socia ble places, 
\\'ith a higher pro portio n o f couples than 
yo u find in less-used places, more people 
in groups, more people meeting people , 
o r exchanging goodbyes. At five o f the 
most-used p lazas in New York, the pro­
portion of people in g roups ru ns about 45 
percent; in five of the least used , 32 per- . 
cen t. A high pro portio n of people in 
groups is an index of se lectivity. When 
people >·o to a lace 111 twos or threes or 
1:-en ezvous t ere, it is most often because 
th& have decided to. or are these socia­
ble places less congenial to the individua l. 
I n absolute numbers, they attract more in­
d ividuals than do less-used spaces. If you 

:1/Jmw: PalC)' Park. 
Hl'low· A useful sculpture exhibit at Seagram's plaza. 
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are alone, a lively place can be the best 
place to be . 

l The most-used places also tend to have 
a higher than average proportion of 

1 women. The male-female ratio of a plaza 
basically renects the composition of the 
wo rk force, which varies from area to 
area-in midtown New York it r uns about 
60 percent male, 40 percent female. 
Women are more discriminating than men 
as to where they will sit, more sensitive to 
annoyances, and women spend more time 
casting the various possibilities. If a plaza 
has a markedly lower than average pro­
portion of women, something is wrong. 
Where there is a higher than average pro­
portion of women, the plaza is p robably a 
good one and has been chosen as such . 

The 1·hythms of plaza life a re much 
alike from place to place. In the morning 
hours, patronage wi ll be sporadic. A hot­
dog vendor setting up his cart at the cor-
ne r, elderly pedestrians pa using for a rest, 
a d elivery messenger or two, a shoeshine 
man, some tourists, perha ps an odd type, 
like a scavenger woman with sho pping 
bags. If there is any construction work in 
the vicinity, h ard hats will appear shortly 
after 11 :00 A.M . with beer cans and sand­
wiches. T hings will star t to liven up. 
Around noon, the main clientele begins to 
arrive. Soon , activity will be near peak and 
will stay the re until a little befo re 2:00 
P.M. Some 80 percent of the total hours of 
use will be concentrated in these two 
hours. In mid a nd late afternoon, use is 
again sporadic. If the re's a special event, 
such as a j azz conce rt, the flow going 
home will be tapped , with people staying 
as late as 6:00 or 6:30 P.M. Ordinaril y, 
however, plazas go dead by 6: 00 a nd stay 
that way until the next morning. 

During peak hours the number of peo­
p le on a plaza will vary considerably ac­
cording to seasons and weather. T he way 
people distribute the mselves over the 
space, however, will be fairl y consistent, 
with some sectors ge tting heavy use day in 

18 

and day out, others much less. In ou1· 
sightings we find it easy to map every per­
son , bu t the patterns are regula r enough 
that you could count the number in only 
one sector, then multiply by a give n factor, 
and come within a percent or so of the 
to tal number of people at the plaza. 

· Off-peak use ofte n gives the best clues 
~ to people's preferences. When a p lace is 
jammed, a person sits where he can. This 
may c r may not be "·he re he most wants 
to. After the main crowd has le ft, the 
choices can be sign ificant. Some parts of 
the plaza become quite empty; o thers con­
tinue to be used. At Seagram 's, a rear 
ledge under the trees is mod e rately, but 
steadily, occupied when other led ges are 
empty; it seems the most uncrowded of 
places, but on a cumulative basis it is the 
best-used part of Seag1·am's. 

Men show a tendency to take the front­
row seats, and , if' there is a kind of gate, 
m'en will be the gua rdians of it. Women 
tend to favor places slightly secluded. If 
there are double-sided benches parallel to 
a street, the inner side will usually have a 
high proportion of women; the outer, of 
men. 

Of the men up fro nt, the most conspic­
uous are girl watchers. They work at it, 
and so demonstratively as to suggest that 
thei1· chief interest may not r eally be the 
girls so much as the show of watching 
them. Generally, the watchers line up 
quite close together, in groups of three to 
five. If they are construction wor kers, they 
will be very demonsu·ative, much given to 
whistling, laughing, direct salutations. 
T his is also true of most girl watchers in 
New York's financial area. In midtown, 
they a re more inhibited , playing it coolly, 
with a good bit of sniggering and smirk­
ing, as if the girls we re not measuring up . 
It is a ll machismo, however, whether up­
town or downtown. Not once have we 
ever seen a girl watcher pick up a girl, or 
attempt to. 

Few others will either. Plazas are not 
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ideal places for strikin g up acquain tances. 
a nd e\·en on th e most sociable of them. 
there is n o t much mingling. \\'hen 
strangers arc in proximity, the n ea rest 
thing to an exchange is what Erving Goff­
man has called civil inatten tion. If rhe re 
are, say, two sm ashin g b lo ndes o n a ledge. 
the m e n nearby ll'ill u su ally put o n a n 
e laborate sholl' of disregard. Watch closely. 
however, and you will see the111 give them­
selves away "·ith covert g la nces, involun­
tary primping of the ha ir. tugs at the ear­
lobe. 

Lovers are to be found on plazas. But 
not where you would expect them. \\' he n 
\\'e first staned in te1·viewing. people told 
us ll'e'd find lovers in the rca1· p laces ( pot 
smoke rs. too). But they " ·eren't usually 
there. They would be o ut front. The most 
fervent e mbracing we've recorded on film 
has usu a ll y taken place in the most visible 
of locatio ns, ll' ith the co up le o blivio us o f 
the crowd. 

Certain location s become rendezvous 
points for cote ries of va rio u s kinds. Fo r a 
while, the sou th wall of C hase pl<lla ll'as a 
gathering point fo r cam e ra bu gs. the kind 
who like to buy new lenses and ta lk about 
them. Patterns of this son may last no 
more than a season-or persist for years. 

Some time ago, one particular spot be­
came a gathering place for raffish younger 
people; si nce then, the re h ave been many 
changeovers in personnel. but it is still a 
ga the ring place for raffish younger peo­
ple. 

Self-Congestion 

What attr acts people most , it wou ld_!!_)2.­
pear~ is other people. If I be labo r the 
point, it iS15Ccause In-any urban spaces a re 
being designed as though the o p posite 
" ·ere true , and that what people liked best 
were the places th e)' stay away from. Peo­
p le o ften do talk a long such lines; this is 
\\'h y their responses to questio nnaires ca n 
be so mis leading. How many people 
"·ould sar thev like ro sit in the midd le o r 
a cro\\·d?. Jnst~ad, the)' speak or getting 
a\\'ay fr o111 it all , a nd use terms like "es­
cape," "oasis," " retreat." VVhat peop le do, 
ho\\'cvcr, reveals a d iffe re nt priority. 

T his was firs t brought home to us in a 
stud y of street con versatio n s. When peo­
p le sto p to have a conversation, we won­
d ered , how far away do th ey m ove from 
the main pedestrian Aow? We were espe­
cially interested in finding out h ow much 
of th e normally unused bu ffe r space next 
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to buildings would be used. So we set up 
time-lapse cameras overlooking seve ral 
key street corners and began plotting the 
location of' a ll conve rsations lasting a min­
ute or longer. 

People didn't move out of the main pe­
d estrian f-low. They stayed in it o r moved 
into it, and the great bulk o f' the con,·c rsa­
tions we re smack in the cc nLcr of the 
f-low-the I 00 percent loca tion , to use the 
rea l-estate term. The same gra,·itation 
characterized "'tra\·eling con\'e rsations"­
thc kind in which two men move about, 
a ltc l'll ating the roles of' straight man and 
principal talker. The re is a lot of apparent 
mot ion. But if you plot the o rbits, you wil l 
find they are usuall )' cc lllered around the 
I 00 percent spot. 

J usl why people behave li ke this, \re 
h ave never been able to detennine. It is 
understandable that conve rsations should 
originate within the main How. Conversa­
tions arc incident to pedestrian journeys; 
where there are the most people, the like­
lihood of a meeting or a leave-taking is 
highest. Whal is less explainable is 
people's inclination to remain in the main 
flow, blocking traffic, being j ostled by it. 

This does not seem to be a matte r of in­
ertia but of choice-instinctive , perhaps, 
but by no means illogical. In the center of 
the crowd you have the maximum choice­
to break off, to continue-much as yo u 
ha ve in the cente r of a cocktail pa rty, itself 
a moving conversation growing ever 
denser and denser. 

People also sit in the mainstream. At the 
Seagram plaza, the main pedestria n paths 
are on diagonals from the building en­
trance to the co rne rs of the steps. These 
are natural junction and transfer points 
and there is usually a lot of activity at 
them. They are also a favored place for 
sitting and picnicking. Sometimes there 
will be so many people that ped estrians 
have to step carefull y to negotiate the 
steps. The pedestrians rarely complain. 
Wh ile some will detour around the block­
age, most will thread their way through it. 

Standing patterns are similar. When 
people stop to talk on a plaza, the y usuall y 
do so in the middle of the traffi c stream. 
They also show an inclination to station 
themselves near o~j ects, such as a fl agpole 
o r a statue. They like well-defined places, 
such as steps, o r the border of a pool. 
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What they rarely choose is the middle of a 
la rge space. 

T here are a number of explanations. 
The preference for pillars might be as­
c•·ibed to some primeval instinct: you have 
a full view of all comers but your rear is 
covered. But this doesn't explain the incli­
nation men have for lining up at the curb. 
Typically, they face inwards, toward the 
sidewalk, with their backs exposed to the 
dangers of the street. 

Foot move ments a re consisten t, too. 
They seem to be a so rt of silent language . 
Often, in a shmoozing group no one will 
be saying anything. Men stand bound in 
amiable silence. su rveying the passing 
scene. Then, slowl y, •·hythmicall y, one of' 
the men rocks up and down: first on the 
ball o f the foot, the n back on the heel. He 
stops. Another man starts the same move­
ment. Sometimes there are recip rocal ges­
tures. One man makes a half turn to the 
right. Then, after a rhythmic interval, an­
other responds with a half turn to the left. 
Some kind o f communication seems to be 
taking place here, but I've never broken 
the code. 

Whatever they may mean, people's 
movements are one of the great spectacles 
of a plaza. You do n ot sec this in architec­
tural photographs, which typically arc 
empty of life and are ta ken from a per­
spective few people share. It is a quite 
misleading one. At eye level the scene 
comes alive with movement and color­
people walking quick ly, wa lking slowly, 
skipping up steps, weaving in and out on 
crossing patterns, accelerating and retard­
ing to match the moves of the others. 
There is a beauty that is beguiling to 
watch, and one senses that the players are 
quite aware of it themselves. You see this, 
too, in the way they arrange themselves 
on steps and led ges. They often do so 
with a grace that they, too, must sense. 
With its brown-gray monochrome, Sea­
gram's is the best of settings-especia lly in 
the rain , when an umbrella or two spots 
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color in the right places, like Corc)t's red 
dots. 

Ho\1' pecul iar are such patterns to N<.:\1' 
York? Our \\'Orking assumption \\·as that 
beha,·ior in other cities \\'O uld prohabl) 
differ littl e. and subseq uent comparisom 
h<l\'e prc}\·ecl our assumption correct. The 
important variable is city size. As 1 \\' ill 
discuss in more deta il , in smalle r cities. 
densities tend to be lower, ped c:,trian:, 
move at a slo\\'e r pace , and there is less of 
the social activity characteristic of high­
traffic areas. In most other respects. pe­
d estrian patterns a re imilar. 

Observers in other count ries ha\'e also 
noted the tendency to se]f.congestion. T n 
his study of pedestrians in Copenhagen. 
architect J an Gehl mapped bunching pat­
tcms almost identical to those obserYable 
here . Matthe\1' Ciolek studied an Austra­
lia n sh opping center, with similar results. 
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This is a typical sighting map. We found that one could map the 
location of every sitter, whether male (X), female (0), alone, or with 
others @ , in about five minutes, little more time than a simple 
head count would take. 

"Contrary to 'common sense' expecta­
tions," Ciolek notes, "the great majority 
of people were found to select their sites 
for social interaction right on or very close 
to the traffi c lines intersecting the plaza. 
Relatively few people formed their gather­
ings away from the spaces used for navi­
gation." 

The strongest similarities are found 
I among the world's largest cities. People in 
them tend to behave more like their coun­

!/ terpa rts in other world cities than like fel­
vlow nationals in smaller cities. Big-city 
people walk faster, for one thing, and they 
self-congest. After we had completed our 
New York study, we made a brief compari­
son study of Tokyo and found the procliv­
ity to stop and talk in the middle of de­
partment-store doorways, busy corners , 
and the like, is just as strong in that city as 
in New York. For all the cultural differ-

ences, sitting patterns in parks and plazas 
are much the same, too. Similarly, 
shmoozing patterns in Milan's Galleria are 
remarkably like those in New York's gar­
ment center. Modest conclusion: given the 
basic elements of a center city-such as 
high pedestrian volumes, and concentra­
tion and mixture of activities-people in 
one place tend to act much like people in 
another. 
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Sitting Space 
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In their use of plazas, New Yorkers were 
very consistent. Day in, day out, many of 
them would sit at certain plazas, few at 
others. On the face of it, there should not 
have been this variance. Most of the plazas 
we were studying were fairly comparable. 
With few exceptions, they were on major 
avenues and usually occupied a block 
front. They were close to bus stops and 
subway stations and had strong pedestrian 
flows on the sidewalks beside them. Yet 
when we rated plazas according to the 
number of people sitting on them at peak 
time, there was a very wide range-from 
160 people at 77 Water Street to J 7 at 280 
Park Avenue (see chart I). 

How come? The first factor we studied 
was the sun. We thought it might we ll be 
the critical one, and our initial time-lapse 
studies seemed to bear this out. Subse­
quent studies did not. As I will note later, 
they showed that the sun was important, 
but did not explain the diffe rence in the 
popularity of plazas. 

Nor did aesthetics. We never thought 
ourselves capable of measuring such fac­
tors, but did expect our research to show 
the most successfu l plazas would tend to 
be the most pleasi ng visually. Seagram's 
seemed very much a case in point. Here 
again, the evidence proved conflicting. 
Not only was clea n, elegant Seagram's suc­
cessful; so was the fun plaza at 77 Water 
Street, which some architects look on as 
kitsch. We also noticed that the elegance 
and purity of a bu ilding's design seems to 
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Above: The ledge 2t St. Peter's 
Church, part of the Citicorp com­
plex, has become one of the most­
used sitting places on Lexington 
Avenue. 
Left: Another popular place to 
tarry is a simple round bench at 
Rockefeller Cente r, j ust across the 
street from St. Patrick's Cathcdi·al. 
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The designer sees the whole building­
the clean verticals, the horizontals, the way 
Mies turned his corners, and so on. T he 
person sitting on the plaza may be quite 
unaware of such matters. He is more apt 
to be looking in the other direction: not 
up at other buildings, but at what is going 
on at eye level. To say this is not to slight 
the designer's eye or his handling of 
space. The area around Seagram's is a 
great urban place and its relationship to 
McKim, Mead & White's Racquet Club 
across the street is integral to it. My per­
sonal feeling is that a sense of enclosure 
contributes to the enjoyment of using the 
Seagram plaza. But I certainly can't prove 
this with figures. 

Another factor we considered was 
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shape. Urban designers believed this was 
extremely important a nd hoped our find­
ings might support tight criteria for pro­
portions and placement. They were partic­
ularly anxious to rule out "strip plazas"­
long narrow spaces that were li ttle more 
than e nlarged sidewalks, and empty more 
often than not. Designers felt a developer 
shouldn't get bonuses for these strips, and 
to this e nd they wanted to rule out spaces 
the length of which was more than three 
times the width. 

Our data did not support such criteria. 
We found that most strip plazas were, in­
deed, empty of people most of the time. 
But was the shape the cause? Some square 
plazas were empty, too, and several of the 
most heavily used places were, in fact, 
long narrow strips. One of the five most 
popular sitting places in New York is es-
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sentially an indentation in a building- and 
long and narrow. Our research did not 
prove shape unimportant or designers' in­
stincts misguided; as with the sun, how­
ever, it did prove that other factors were 
more critical. 

If not shape, could the amount of space 
be the key factor? Some conservationists 
were sure this would be it. In their view, 
people seek open spaces as a rel ief from 
the overcrowding they are normally sub­
jected to, and it would fo llow that places 
affording the greatest fee ling of light and 
space would draw the most. If we ranked 
plazas by the amount of space, there 
surely would be a positive correlation be­
tween the size of the plazas and the num­
ber of persons using them. 

Once again, we found no clear relation­
ship. As can be seen in chart 2, several of 
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the smaller spaces had lots of people, sev­
eral of the larger had lots of people, and 
several of the larger had very few people. 
Sheer space, it appears, does not draw 
people. In some circumstances, it can have 
the opposite effect. 

What about the amount of sittable space? 
Here we begin to get close. As chart 3 

. shows, the most popular plazas tend to 
) have considerably more sitting space than 
/ the less well-used ones. The relationship is 
rough. For one reason, the amount of sit­
ting space does not include an y qualitative 
factors: a foot of concrete ledge counts for 
as much as a foot of comfortable bench 
space. We considered weighting the fig­
ures on a point basis- so many points for 
a foot of bench with backrest, with arm­
rests, and so on. This would have pro­
duced a nicer conformance on the chart. 
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We gave up the idea, however, as too ma­
nipulative. Once you start working back­
wards this way, there's no e nd to it. 

There was no necessity. No matter how 
many variables we checked, one point 
kept coming through. We at last saw that 
it was the major one: 
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People tend to sit most where there aTe places 
to sit. 

This may not strike you as an intellec­
tual bombshell, and, now that I look back 
on our study, I wonder why it was not 
more apparent to us from the beginning. 
Sitting space, to be sure, is only one of the 
many variables, and, without a control sit­
uation as a measure, one cannot be sure 
of cause and effect. But sitting space is 
most certainly prerequisite. The most at­
tractive fountains, the most striking de­
signs, cannot induce people to come and 
sit if there is no place to sit. 
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Integral Sitting 

Ideally, sitting should be physically com­
fortable- benches with back rests, well­
contoured chairs. It's more important, 

·r however, that it be socially comfortable. 
This means choice: sitting up front, in 
back, to the side, in the sun , in the shade, 
in groups, off alone. 

Choice should be built into the basic 
design. Even though benches and chairs 
can be added, the best course is to maxi­
mize the sittabili ty of inherent features. 
This means making ledges so they are sit­
table, or making other flat surfaces do 
double duty as table tops or seats. T here 
are almost always such opportunities. Be­
cause the elevation changes somewhat on 
most building sites, there are bound to be 
several levels of flat space. It's no more 
trouble to make them sittable than not to. 
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It takes real work to create a lousy 
place. Ledges have to be made high and 
bulky; railings put in; surfaces canted. i 
Money can be saved by not doing such 
things, and the open space is more likely 
to be an amenable one. 

T his is one of the lessons of Seagram's. 
Philip Johnson recounts that when Mies 
van der Rohe saw people sitting on the 
led ges, he was quite surprised. He had 
never dreamt they would. But the archi­
tects had valued simplicity. So there were 
no fussy r ailings, no shrubbery, no gratui­
tous changes in elevation, no ornamenta­
tion to clutter spaces. The steps were 
made easy and inviting. The place was 
eminently sittable, without a bench on it. 
T he periphery includes some 600 feet of 
ledge and step space, which is just right 
for sitting, eating, and sunbathing. People 
use all of it. 

So ledges ought to be sittable. But how 
should th is be defined? If we wanted sitta­
ble ledges in the New York City zoning 
amendments we thought. we would have 
to indicate how high or low ledges should 

Most ledges are inherentl y sittable, but with a little ingenuity and additiona l expense they can be made 
un~ittable. 
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be, how dee p, and, since there wc1·c ad­
versary proceedings ahead , be a ble to back 
up the specifi cations with facts. 

The p mceedings turned out to be ad­
versary in a way we hadn't expected. The 
attack came on the grounds that the zon­
ing was too sjJerific. And it came not from 
builders, but from members of a local 
planning board . Rather tha n spell out the 
requirements in specific de tail, the board 
argued, the zoning should deal only with 
broad directi ves- for example, make the 
place sittable-leaving deta ils to be settled 
on a case-by-case basis. 

Let me pause to deal with this argu­
ment. It is a persuasive one, especia lly for 
laymen, and, at the inevitable moment in 
zoning meetings when someone gets up 
and says, "Let's cut through all this crap 
and get down to basics," everyone ap­
plauds. Be done with bureaucratic nitpick­
ing and legal gobbledygook. 

But ambiguity is a worse problem. Most 
incentive zoning ordinances are very, ve ry 
specific as to what the d evelo per gets. The 
trouble is that they are mushy as to what 
he is to give, a nd mushier yet as to what 
will happen if later he d oesn't. Vague stip­
ulations, as many cities have lea rned , are 

Some places, like Liberty 
Plaza in Washington, 
D.C., combi ne good sit­
ting heighrs and bad 
sitting heights. 
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une nforceable. What you do not prescri be 
qu ite explicitl y, yo u d o not get. 

Lack of gu idelines docs not give bu ild­
e rs a nd architects more freedo m. It 1-ein­
forces convention. That is why so few 
good plazas were built under the 196 1 
zo ning resolution. There was no law p re­
venting builders from providing better 
plazas . The re weren' t any guid el ines 
either. And most builders do not do a ny­
thing fa r out of the ordina ry. A few had 
sought special permits for a me nities not 
countenanced by existing regulati ons. But 
the time-consuming route to obtain special 
permits ma kes the builder a nd architect 
run a gauntlet of city agencies, with inno­
vation as likely to be punished as re­
warded. 

Sitting Heights 

One guideline we ex pected to establish 
easily was the matter or sitting heights. It 
seemed obvious e nough that somewhere 
around 17 inches would probably be near 
the optimum. But how much higher or 
lower could a surface be a nd still be sitta­
ble? Thanks to the slope of sites, seve ral 
of the most sat-u pon ledges p rovided a 
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range of continuously variable heights. 
T he front ledge of Seagram's, for exam­
ple, started at 7 inches at one corner, ris­
ing to 44 at the other. Here was a dandy 
chance, we thought, to do a definitive 
study. By repeated observation, we could 
record how many people sat a t which 
point over the range of heights; as cumu­
lative tallies built, preferences would be­
come clear. 

They didn' t. At a given time there 
might be clusters of people on one part of 
the ledge, considerably fewer on another. 
But correlations didn't last. When we cu­
mulated several months of observation, we 
fo und that people distributed themselves 
with remarkable evenness over the whole 
ra nge of heights. We had to conclude that 
people will sit a lmost anywhere between a 
he ight of one foot and three , and this is 
the range specified in the new zoning. 
People wi ll sit on places higher or lower, 
to be sure, but there are apt to be special 
conditions. 

Another dimension is more importa nt: 
the human backside. It is a dimension ar­
chitects seem to have forgotte n. Rarely 
will you find a ledge or bench deep 
enough to be sittable on both sides; some 
aren' t deep enough to be sittable on one. 

When ledges a re two backsides 
deep, choice is g reatly enlat·ged 
and more people can use the 
ledges without feeling crowded. 

Most frustrating are the ledges just deep 
enough to tempt people to sit on both 
sides, but too shallow to let them do so 
comfortably. Observe such places and you 
will see people making awkward adjust­
ments. The benches at General Motors 
plaza are a case in point. They are 24 
inches deep and normally used on only 
one side. On Sundays, however, a heavy 
influx of tourists and other people will sit 
on both sides of the benches. Not in com­
fort: they have to sit on the forward edge, 
erectly, and their stiff demeanor suggests a 
tacit truce. 

Thus to another of our startling find­
ings: ledges and spaces two backsides deep 
seat more people comfortably than those 
that are not as deep. While 30 inches will 
do it, 36 is better yet. The new zoning 
provides a good incentive. If a ledge or 
bench is 30 inches deep and accessible on 
both sides, the builder gets credit for the 
linear feet on each side. (The 30-inch fig­
ure is thoroughly empirical; it is derived 
from a ledge at 277 Park A venue, the 
minimum-depth ledge we came across that 
was consistently used on both sides.) 

For a few additional inches of depth, 
then, builders can double the amount of 
sitting space. This does not mean that 
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Except on ve ry bea utirul d ays, the step~ of the 0/ew York Pu bl ic Library a1·e u ncleru~cd. The'e steps cou ld 
bCC()JJJ e () Jl (' o r . C\\' York's gTeat gat hering ~pots. 

d ouble the number of peorl c will u c t he 
space. T hey pmhably won't. But that is 
not the point. The be nefi t o f the extra 
space is social comfort- mo re room fo1· 

1 gmups a nd indi' id uals to sort thcmseh·es 
ou t, more choices a nd more perception of 
choices. 

Steps work for the same reason. T he 
range o f space provides an infi ni ty of pos­
sible g roup ings, and the excelle nt sight­
lines make virtuall y a ll the seats g reat for 
watching the theater of the street. T he 
new zon ing ord inance does no t cred it 
steps as siuing space. It was felt that th is 
would g ive builders too easy a n out and 
that some plazas would be a ll step and 
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little e lse. But the step pri nciple can be 
applied wit h good e ffect to ledges. 

Comers are funct iona l. You will notice 
that people often bunch at the far end or 
steps . especially when an abutting ledge 
prO\·id es a right angle . T hese areas arc 
good fo r htce-to-f'ace sitting. Peo ple in 
groups g raYitatc to them. 

One might, as a t·csll lt, expect a con­
Aict, for co rners are also t he places where 
pedestr ia n traffic is hcaviesL. Most peo ple 
take shor t cuts, and ped estrian Hems in 
plaLas are usuall )' o n the d iagonals be­
tween the building entrance and the cor­
ners o f the steps. We see th is at Seagram's. 
As mentioned pre ,·iouslr. the mai n flm,· to 
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a nd from the building cuts directl y across 
the step corners, and it is precisel y there 
that you wi ll find the heaviest concentra­
tion of people sitting, sunbathing, and pic­
nicking. But, tor all the bustle, or because 
of it, the sitters seem to feel comfortable. 
T he walkers don't seem to mind either, 
and wi ll carefully negoti ate through the 
blockages rather than detour around 
them. 

We find similar patterns a t other places. 
All th ings being equal, you can calcu late 
tha t where pedestrian flows bisect a sitta­
blc place, that is whe1·e people wi ll most 
likely sit. And it is not so perverse of 
them. It is by choice that they do. If there 
is some congestion , it is an amiable one, 
and a testimonial to the p lace. 

C irculation and sitting, in sum , a re not 
antithetical but complementary. lt is to en­
courage both that the zoning stipulates the 
plaza not be more than three feet above 
or below street level. The easier the flow 
between street and plaza, the more likely 
peop le are to move between the two-and 
to La rry and sit. 

T his is true of the handicapped, too . If 
circula tion and amenities a re planned with 
them in mind, the place is apt to f'un ction 
more easily for everyone. Drinking foun­
tains that are low enough for wheelchair 
users are low enough for children. Pedes­
trian paths that are made easier for the 

The steps at Se<tgram's a re well 
used, panicularly at the corners 
where pedestr ian Hows are high­
est. 

handicapped by ramps, handrails, and 
steps of gentle pitch arc easier for all. The 
new zoning ma kes such amenities manda­
tory, specifying, among o ther things, that 
all steps along the main access paths have 
treads at least 11 inches deep, closed risers 
no higher than 7.5 inches, and that ramps 
be provided alongside them. For the bene­
f-it of the handica pped, the zoning also 
requires that at least 5 percent of the seat­
ing spaces have backrests. These are not 
segregated for the handicapped, it should 
be noted. No facilities a re segregated. The 
idea is to make a ll of a place usable for 
everyone. 

Benches 

Benches are artifacts the purpose of 
which is to punctua te a rchitectural phoLO­
graphs. They're not so good for sitting. 
There are too few of them; they a re too 
small ; they arc often isola ted fro m other 
benches or from whatever action there is 
on the plaza. Worse yet, a rchitects tend to 
repeat the same module in plaza after 
plaza , unaware that it d id n 't work very 
well in the f-Irst p lace. For example, Harri­
son and Abramowitz's pla7.as at Rockefel­
ler Center are excellent in many respects, 
but the basic bench module they've stuck 
to is exquisitely wrong in its dimensions-
7.5 feet by 19 inches . A la rger rectangle 
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would be proportionately as good but 
work vastly better, as some utilitarian 
benches in the same area demonstrate. 

The technological barriers to better 
bench design are not insuperable. The 
prime specification, that benches be gener­
ously sized, is the easiest to meet. Back­
rests and armrests are proved devices. 
The old-fashioned park bench is still one 
of the best liked because it provides them; 
of the newer designs that also do, some of 
the stock ones of the play- and park­
equipment manufacturers a re best. Archi­
tects have had a way with chairs; for some 
reason they seem to come a cropper with 
benches. 

They do worst when they freeze their 
bench designs in concrete permanence. If 
some of their assumptions prove wrong­
that, say, people want to sit away from the 
action-it will be too late to do much 
about it. This has been a problem with a 
number of pedestrian malls, where all de­
sign bets were made before the mall was 
opened. If some of the silting areas go 
unused, there's no easy way o r heeding 
the lesson, or, indeed , or recogni zing that 
there is one. 

Why not experiment? Some features, 
like ledges and steps, will be fixed, but 
benches and chai rs don't have to be. With 
stu rdy wooden benches or the like, some 
simple market research can be done to 
flnd out where and in what kind of 
groupings they work best. People will be 
very quick to let you know. We have 
found that by the second day the basic use 
patterns will be established, and these 
won't change very much unless the set-up 
is changed. And it wi ll be clear in what 
direction the changes should be made. 

1 
if one loohs. This is the gap. Rarely will 

· you ever see a plan f01- a public space that 
even countenances the possibi lity that 

I parts of it might not work very well: that 

J 

calls for experiment and testing, and for 
post-construction evaluation to see what 
does wOJ-k well and what doesn't. Ex isting 
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spaces suffer a simi lar fate. There at·e few 
that could not be vastl y improved, hut 
rarely is an evaluation undertaken. The 
people responsible for the place are the 
least li kely of all to conside r it. 

Chairs 

Now, a wonderful invention-the movable 
chair. H aving a back, it is comfortable; 
more so, if it has an armrest as well. But 
the big asset is movabi li ty. Chairs en large 
choice: to move into the sun, out of it, to 
make room for groups, move away from 
them. The possibility of choice is as im­
portant as the exercise of it. If you know 
you can move if you want to, you feel 
more comfortable staying put. This is why, 
perhaps, people so often move a chair a 

---
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few inches this way and that before sitting 
in it, with t he chair ending up about 
where it was in the first place. The moves 
are functional, however. They are a decla­
ration of au tonom y, to oneself, and rather 
satisfying. 

Small moves say things to other people. 
If a newcomer chooses a cha ir ne xt to a 
couple or a la rger group, he may make 
some intricate moves. Again, he may not 
take the chair , ·cry far, but he co1weys a 
message. Sorry about the closeness, but 
there's no room elsewhere, and I am 
going to respect you r privacy, as yo u will 
mine. A recipmcal move by one of the 
others may l"ollow. Watch ing these exer­
cises in civility is itself one of the pleasures 
or a good place. 

Fixed individual seats arc not good. 

They a re a design conceit. Brightly 
painted and artfully grouped, they can 
make fine d ecorative e lements: meta l love­
scats , revolving stoo ls, squares of stone, 
sitting stumps. But they are set pieces. 
That is the trouble with them. Socia l dis­
tance is a subtle measure, ever changing, 
and the distances of fixed seats do not 
change, which is wh y they are rarel y quite 
right for anybody. Loveseats may be all 
right for lo,·ers, but they're too close for 
acquaintances, and much too close for 
strangers. Loners tend to take them over, 
placing their feet squarely on th e other 
scat lest someone e lse sit on it. 

Fixed seats are awkward in open spaces 
because there's so much space around 
them. In theaters, strangers sit next to 
each other without qualm; the closeness 1s 

AbovP: Benches ;"It Mechanics Plaza in San Francisco face the action 
of i'vfarket Su·ccl. 
Left: Benche~ put right in the middle of the sidewalk oubide 
747 Third Avenue ch-aw heavy use. 
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a necessity, and convention makes it quite 
tolerable. On plazas, the closeness is gra­
tuitous. With so much space around, 
fixed-seat groupings have a manipulative 
cuteness to them. The designer is saying, 
now you sit right here and you sit there. 
People balk. In some instances, they 
wrench the seats from their moorings. 
Where there is a choice between fixed 
seats and other kinds of sitting, it is the 
other that people choose. 

To encourage the use of movable chairs, 
we recommended that in the zoning 
amendment they be credited as 30 inches 
of sitting space, though most are only 
about 19 inches wide. The Building De­
partment objected. It objected to the idea 
of movable chairs at all. The department 
had the responsibility of seeing that build­
ers lived up to requirements. Suppose the 
chairs were stolen or broken and the 
builder didn't replace them? Whether the 
department would ever check up in any 
event was a moot point, but it was true 
that the fewer such amenities to monitor, 
the easier the monitoring would be. 

Happily, there was a successful record at 

The impulse to move chairs, whether only six or eight inches, is very strong. Even where there is no 
functional reason fot· it, the exercise of choice is satisfying. Pe rhaps this is why the woman above moved her 
chait· a foot-neither into the sun nor our of it. 
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Paler and Greenacre parks lO point to, 
and it 11·as decisively persuasi,·e. The 
chairs stared in. They ha\'e becollle a 
standard amen ity at new places, a nd the 
ma inte nance experience has been excel­
lent. \ lanagements have a lso been putting 
in chairs to liven up ex isting spaces, and , 
e,·en without ince ntives, they ha ,·e bee n 
adding more chairs. The most gene rous 
provider is the .Vletropo litan .Vluseurn o i­
AI·t. Alongsirle its f"ront steps, it puts out 
up to 200 movable chairs and it leaves 
1 hem out, ~4 hou rs a cl ay, seven da)'S a 
wee k. The .VIet fi g urer! that it might be 
less expensive to trust people ami to buy 
replace ments periodicall y rather than ha\'e 
guards gather the chairs in e,·ery night. 
fha t is the way it has worked out. T here 

is little , ·andalism. 

How Much Sitting Space? 

A key question we had to confront was 
how much sitting space shou ld be re­
quirecl. We spent a lot of time 0 11 this­
much too much, I now realize- and I'm 
tempted to recount our various calcula-

People outside the Metropolitan Museum of An 
move their chai rs close to the sidewalk to enjoy the 
passersby on Fifth i\\'enue. 

tions to demonstrate how conscientious we 
were. The truth is that almost any reason­
able yardstick wou ld work as well as ours. 
It's the fact of one that is important. 

This sa id, let me te ll how conscientious 
we were. vVe measu red and remeasu red 
the sitting space on most of the plazas and 
small parks in midtown a nd downtown 

ew York. As sitti ng space, we included 
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Exxon minipark. 

a ll the spaces meant for people to sit 0 11 , 

such as benches, and the spaces they sal 
on whethe1· meant to or not, such as 
ledges. Although architects' plans were 
helpful , we did most of the measw·ing 
with a tape, on the ground , in the pwcess 

38 

stirring inord inate curiosity from pass­
ersby a nd guards. 

;'\)ext , we related the amount o r sitting 
space to the size of the plaza. As chan 3 
shows, the square feet of sitting space on 
the best-used plazas 1·an between 6 and 10 
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pcrcenr of the total open s pace. As a ball­
park fi gure, it looked like somewhere 
around I 0 percent would be a reasonable 
minimum to require of builders. 

For other comparisons we turned to lin­
ea r feel. This is a more precise measure 
of sitting space than square feet, and ~ 
mo re r evealing one. As long as the re's 
some clearance for one's back, the addi­
tio nal square inches behind one don't mat­
ter very much. It is the edges of sitting 
surface that do the work, and it is the 
edges t hat should be made the most or. 

For a basis of comparison, we took the 
number of linear feet around the total 
site. Since the perimeter includes the 
bu ilding, the distance is a measu re of the 
bu lk or the project and its impact on the 
surrounding environment. Amen ities 
should therefore be in some proportion to 
it. On the most popular plazas, the re were 

' almost as many feet o f sitting space as 
the1·e were perimeter feet. This suggested 
that, as a minimu m, builders cou ld be 

· asked to provide that a mount o f sitting 
space. 

Even on the best plazas, the architects 
cou ld have done better. To get a n idea of 
how much better, we calcu lated the addi­
tional space that could have been pro­
vided on vario us p lazas rather easily, while 
the original plans were being made. We 
did not posit any changes in basic layout, 
no r did we take the easy way of adding a 
lot o f benches. We concentrated on spaces 
that would be integral to the bas ic design. 

In most cases, it was possible to add as 
much as 50 percent more sitting space, 
and very good space at that. T he Exxon 
plaza , for example, has a fine pool bor­
d ered by two side ledges that you can't sit 
on. You can sit on the front a nd back 
ledges, but only on the sides facing away 
f'rom the pool. With a few simple cha nges, 
such as broadening the led ges, sitting ca­
pacity could have been doubled , providing 
some of the best poolside space a nyw here. 
All in all , these examples indicated , build-

The maximum use of Aa t surfaces at 345 Park 
A,·enue offc1·s " tremendous choice of sitting com­
binations. 

ers could easily furnish as many feet of 
sitting space as there are feet around the 
perimeter of the project. 

The requ irement fi nall y settled on was a 
compromise: one linear f'oot of sitting 
space fo r every thi rty square feet of plaza. 
T his is reasonable, and builders have been 
meeting t he requirement with no trouble. 
T hey could meet a stiffer one. T he exact 
ratio is not as important, however, as the 
necessity of considering the matter. Once 
an architect has to stan thinking of ways 
to make a place sittable, it is virtually im­
possible not to su rpass any min imum. And 
other things follow. More thought must be 
given to probable pedestria n fl ows, place­
me nt of steps, trees, wind balnes, sun 
traps, and even wastebas kets. One felicity 
leads to another. Good places t~-d~e 
all of a piece-and the 1·eason can almost 
always be traced to a huma n being. 
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Sun, Wind, Trees, 
and Water 
3 

Farrag ut Squat-e, Washington , D.C. 
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Sun 
The most satisfying film I've ever seen is 
our first time-lapse record of the sun pass­
ing across the Seagram plaza. I n la te 
morning, the plaza was in shadow. Then, 
shortly before noon, a narrow wedge of 
sunlight began moving across the plaza 
and, as it d id , so did the si tte rs. Where 
there was sun , they sat; where t here was 
none, they didn 't. It was a pe rfectl y splen­
did correlation, a nd I che rished it. Like 
the urban designers, 1 beli eved a souther n 
exposure o f critical importa nce. Here was 
abundant proof. 

Then something went wrong. The co r­
relations vanished- not o nly at Seagram's 
but at other places we were stud ying. T he 
sun still moved; the people didn 't. The 
obvious at length daw ned on us: May had 
been followed by June. While midday 
temperatures hadn't r isen a great deal, the 
extra warmth was enough to ma ke the sun 
no longer the critical factor. 

It was about this time that much of 
Paley Park's sunlight began to be cut off 
by an office building going up across the 
street. From its scaffold ing we focused 
time-lapse cameras on the pa rk and re­
corded the effect of the new bui lding. It 
was surprisingly li ttle. Although the sun­
light was curtail ed, people used Paley as 
much as they had before. Perhaps they 
wo uld have used it more had the sun re­
mained ; wi thout an identical place as con­
trol, one can never be sure. T he more 



!.eft: People enjoy sun. 
Bl'ltm•: Sculpture Garden at the Museum of Modern An. 
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important point is that, unl"ortunate as the 
loss may have been, the park was able to 
sustain it. 

What simple figures don't measure, 
however, is the quality of the experience, 
wh ich can be much greater when there is 
sun. For then you have choice- of sun, or 
shade, or in-between. The best time to sit 
beneath a tree is when there is sunlight to 
be shaded from. The more access to sun, 
the better, and , if the re is a southe rn ex­
posure, it should be made the most of. 

ew York's zo ning now requires that new 
plazas and open spaces be so oriented. 

Access to the sun should be protected. 
One way of doing so is by acqu iring air 
rights to low buildings acr oss the way, so 
they will stay low. This can be expe nsive, 
very much so il" the speculative pressures 
in the area are rising. For the same rca­
son, however, purchase can prove a good 
investment. The rights can have a high 
leverage over subsequent development, 
and there would be the possibility of sell­
ing part or the rights for construction de­
signed to cast minimum shadow on the 
open space. At present, most air-rights 
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Ahwe: Sun and g rass in the 
middle of' a city make for an 
enjoyable lunchtime break. 
Right: Some new buildings 
1·eflect tre mendous a mounts 
of light. often into areas t haL 
never got it befo1·e. 



transactions involve purchase of unused 
rights ove t· one bu ilding so that another 
one can be built higher than normally 
permissible. ft wo uld no t be a bad idea to 
app ly the princip le the o ther way around 
to kee p bul k lower than permissible. 

On the other hand , there is a good side 
to our seeming ly negative findings about 
the importance of the sun: p laces that 
have little or no sun because of a northern 
exposure or intervening bttildings a rc not 
a lost cause. With adroit design, they can 
be made to seem as if the y had un . 

Wh y not bo r row sun ? The sante new 
build ings that cast shadows also reflect 
ligh t in considerable amounts. Alo ng with 
mirro r walls, g la. s and stainless steel, ar­
ch itects !Ja,·e been laring on tra,·enine 
wi th a heavy hand , and their new build­
ings have sent th e g la re ind ex of cities 
soaring. But light lt as also been bouncing 
into manr places that didn ' t receive it be­
fore. Tn eight yea rs o f' filming, [ ha ve 
found that se,·era l streets h<l\'e become 
pltotographically a ha lf-stop faster. A 
number of o pe n spaces that otherwise 
wou ld be dark much of the time are 
bathed in reflected lig ht, sometimes on th e 
second or th ird bounce. G race plaza, f'or 
exa mple , gets no direct sun at all but ben­
efits most of the afternoo n !'ro m lig ht re­
flected by the southem exposure or the 
building to the no rth. Gi\·e traverti ne its 
due. It bou nces li ght admirably, es pecia ll y 
in the la te afternoon, when it can give a 
benign glow 1'0 the streetscape. 

So far such effects are wholly inadver­
tent. Sun studies made for big new bu ild­
ings tend to be defensive in natu re, so 
that planning boards can be shown the 
building won't cast an awfu l lot more 
shadow than is cast a lready by other build­
ings. Few studies Lry to determine the 
light a new building will cast, what bene­
fits there might be from it, to who m a nd 
when. 

Yet benefits of g reat potential value can 
be planned and negotiated in advance. 
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There could be, for example, sun ease­
ments, through which, in e fTect, the devel­
oper of a building se lls reHected li ght to 
neighbors. On a n incenti ve basis , the pro­
gram could be admin istered by the city's 
planning commission, with the d eveloper 
given bonus points for the benefits re­
Hected. The complexities, of coUI·se, might 
be awesome, b ut they a re the kind of com­
plexities that lawyers and planners in­
volved in urban design find stimulating. 

Warmth is just as important as sunlight. 
The days that bring out the peak crowds 
on plazas are not the sparkling sunny days 
with te mperatures in the seventies , good 
as this weather might be for walking. It is 
the hot, muggy days, sunn y or overcast, 
the kind that could be expected to make 
people want to stay inside and be a ir con­
ditioned , when you wi ll find the peak 
numbe rs outside. People do like warmth. 
In summer, they will generally sit in the 
sun as well as in shade; on ly in very hot 
weather-90 d egrees or more-will the 
sunn y spots be vacant. Relative warmth is 
important, too. O ne of the peak sitting 
days is the first warm day in spring, even 
though the same temperatu re later would 
be felt too cool for siLting. Similarl y, the 
first warm day after a stretch o f cool or 
rainy days will be a peak d ay. 

Cool weather can be good for sitting, 
too. It is then that a space ope n to the 
radi ant heat of the sun 's rays can make 
the differe nce between sitting comfortably 
and not sitting a t all. People will actively 
seek the sun a nd , given the right spots, 
they will sit in surprising numbers in quite 
cold weather. T he more northe rn the la ti­
tude, the more a rdently will they do so. 

Wind 

What people seek are suntraps. And the 
absence of winds and drafts a re as critical 
for these as sun. In this respect, small 
pa rks, especially those e nclosed on three 
sides, function well. Physically and psycho-
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logica.lly, they feel com fortable, and this is 
one of the reasons why their rela tive car­
rying capacity is so high. New York's 
Greenacre Pat·k ha in frat·ed heatet·s, bu t 
they are used onl y in ex tremely cold 
weather. With sun and protection from 
wind, the park is quite habitable e,·en on 
nipp)' days. 

Spaces around new buildings a re quite 
anothe r matter. I n winter, man y are cold 
and drafty, and e,·en in moderate weathe r 
fe'.v people wi ll tarry in such places. The 
errors are of omission. Wind-tunnel tests 
on models or new buildings a re now cus­
tomary, but they are not made with people 
much in mind. The tests {or the World 
T rade Center largely determined stresses 
in the towers, and the structural steel nec­
essary. What the towers the msel ves might 
generate in the way of wind, and the ef­
fects on people below, appa re ntly were not 
a matter of much concern. 

The effects are, however, quite measur­
able. It is now well establi shed that very 
tall , free-stand ing towers can gene rate tre­
mendous drafts down their sides. T his has 
in no way inhibited the construction of" 
such towers, with the resu lt, predictably, 
that some spaces arc frequently uninhabit­
able. At one bank plaza in Seattle the 
gusts a re sometimes so fierce that safety 
lines must be strung across the p laza to 
give people someth ing to hang on to. Chi­
cago has the windiest places, not because 
of t he local wind (which isn 't rea ll y so very 
much stronger than in othe r cities), but 
because the dt·afts cl own the sides o r the 
giant John Hancock and Sears towers are 
macro in fo rce--often so strong as to pt·e­
vent people from using the plazas, even if" 
they had reason to. 

J ames Marston Fitch , who has clone 
more than any othe r architect to badge r 
the profession to consider environmental 
effects, points out that the proble m is con­
ceptual, not techn ical. "Ad verse e ffects are 
simply ignored, and the o utdoor space de­
signed as if for some ideal climate, ever 
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Thr steps o r St. Thomas 
Church are a fine exa mple 
o f a sunu·ap. 

sunny a nd pleasantl y warm. Thus [the 
spaces] fail in their ce ntral prete nsion­
that of eliminating gross differences be­
tween architectural a nd u rba nistic spaces, 
of exte nding in time the areas in which 
urban life could freely fl ow back a nd fo rth 
between the two." 

Technically, as Fitch points out, we can 
greatly lengthen the effective season of 

ou tdoor spaces. By as ki ng the right ques­
tions in sun a nd wind studi es, by experi­
mentation, we can flnd better ways to 
hoard t he sun, to double its light, or to 

obscure it, or to cut down breezes in win­
ter and induce them in sum mer. We can 
learn lessons in the semiope n ni ches and 
crannies that people o fte n seek. Most new 
urban spaces a re either all outdoors ot· a ll 



indoors; more could be done to encourage 
inbetweens. With the use o f glass canopies 
or small pa,·ilions , semioutdoor spaces 
cou ld be created that would he usable in 
all but the worst weather. They would be 
particu larly appropriate in 1·ainy cities, like 
Seattle and Portland. 

Trees 

There are all sorts of good reasons for 
trees, but for climatic reasons alone we 
shou ld press for many more of them, big 
o nes too, along the sidewalks a nd open 
spaces of the city. New York's new open­
space zoning has sharply stepped-up re­
quirements: developers must provide a 
tree for every 25 feet of sidewalk . It must 
be at least 3.5 inches in diameter and 
planted nush with the ground. In plazas, 
trees must be provided in proportion to 
the space (for a plaza o r 5,000 feet, a 
minimum of six trees). 

Trees ought to be related much more 
closely to sitti ng spaces than they usuall y 
are. Of the spaces we have studied , by far 
the best liked are those a ffording a good 
look at the passing scene a nd the pleasure 
of being comfortably under a tree while 
cloing so. This provides a satisfying e nclo­
sure; people feel cuddled, protected-very 
much as they do under the awning of a 
street cafe . As always, they'll be cooler, 
too. 

Unfortunatel y, guy wires and planting 
beds often serve to ru le out any siuing; 
even if they d on' t, the fussiness of design 
details works to the same effect. Every­
thing is so wired and fenced you can nei­
ther get to the tree or sit on what sur­
rounds it. Where la1·ge planters are used, 
they a re generally too high and the ir r ims 
too narrow for comfort. 

Developers should be encouraged Lo 
combine trees and sitting spaces. They 
should a lso e ncourage planting trees in 
groves. As Paley Park has demonstrated, if 
trees a i-e planted closely together, the 
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LP(t: This office-building plaza in Den ver is a simple 
grassy pat·k with a few trees. It is well liked and 
makes a nice complement to the plaza uf the First 
uf Denvet· act·uss the street. 
flpfow: A canopy of a few trees can make a high­
traffic area feel vet')' com forta ble. 

overlapping foliage provides a combina­
tion of shade and sunlight that is \'Cry 
pleasing. Arbors can do the same. 

Water 

Water is another fine e lement, and design­
ers are doing rather well with it. New pla­
zas and parks provide water in all sorts of 
rorms: waterf~llls , waterwalls, rapids, 
sluiceways, tranquil pools, water tunnels, 
meandering brooks, fo untains of a ll kinds. 
ln onl y one major respect is something 
lacking: access. 

One of the best things about water is 
the look and feel of it. I have always 
thought that the water at Seagram's 

47 



I 
I 
I 
II 
I 

looked unusuall y liquid , and l think it's 
because you know you can splash you r 
hand in it if you are of a mind to. People 
do it a ll the time: they stick their hands in 
it, their toes, and fee t, and , if they splash 
about, some security guard docs not come 
rushing up to say them nay. 

But in many places water is on ly fo1· 
loo king at. Let a foot to uch it a nd a gua rd 
will be the re in an instant. Not allowed. 
Che micals in the water. Da nger of coll­
tam ination. If you le t people start touch­
ing water, you are told , the next th ing 
they' ll start swimming in it. Sometimes 
they do. The new reflecting pool a t the 
Christia n Science Headqua rters in Boston 
is only a few feet d eep , but when it first 
opened man y people started using it for 
wading and even swimmin g. It was with 
some d iHi culty that the pool was put off 
limits to such acti vity and recl aimed for its 
ornamental function. 

It's not right to put water before people 
and then keep them away from it. But this 
is what has been ha ppe ning across the 
country. Pools and fountains are insta lled , 
the n immediately posted with signs ad­
monishing people not to touch. Equally 
egregious is the excessive zeal with which 
man y pools are continually emptied , re­
fi ll ed , vacuumed , and cleaned , as tho ugh 
the primary function of them was their 
mainte nance. Gra nd Old Buckingha m 
Fountain in Chicago's Grant Park has 
bee n put ofT limits with an e lectrified 
fe nce. 

Safety is the usual r eason given for 
kee ping people away. But there a re better 
ways than electrocution to handle th is 
proble 111. At the Auditorium Forecoun 
Fountain in Portland , Oregon, people 
have been cl imbing up and clown a com­
plex of sluiceways a nd falls for some six 
years. It looks da nge rous-designer Law­
rence Halprin d es igned it to look da nger­
ous-and, since the d ay it opened , there 
have been no serious mishaps. This splen­
did fo untain is an a ffirmation o f trust in 
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peo ple , and it says much about the good 
city of Portland. 

Anothe r g reat thing about water is the 
sound of it. Whe n people explain why 
they find Paley Park so quiet a nd 1·estfu l, 
one thing they always me ntion is the wa­
terwall . In fact, the wate rwall is quite 
loud: the noise leve l is about 75 d ecibels 
close by, measurabl y higher tha n the level 
out on the street. Taken by itse lf~ furth er­
mOJ·e, the sound is n ot especially pleasant. 
I have played tapes to people a nd as ked 
them what they thought it was. Usuall y 
they grimace a nd say a subway train , 
trucks on a Freeway, or something just as 
bad. In the park, however, the sound is 
per ceived as quite p leasant. I t is white 
sound a nd masks the ime rmitte nt ho nks 
and bangs tha t a re the most annoying as­
pects of sll·ee t noise. lL a lsO maSkS COll Ye r­
SatiOnS. Even though there are many oth­
ers nea rby, you can talk q uite loud ly to a 
compa nion-sometimes yo u almost have 
to-and enjoy a feeli ng of pri\'acy. O n the 
occasio ns whe n the waten vall is turned ofT, 
a spell is bmken, and the place seems no­
where as congen ial. Or as quie t. 
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Water shou ld be access ible, 
tou<:hable, splashable. It is 
no Ionge•- so a t Chicago's 
Bu<:kingham Fountain (l~fl ), 
now protected from people 
by an elecu-ic fence. Shame. 
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Food 

4 

One of the big contt·ibutors to Seagram plaza's suc­
cess is Gus, the vendor who can be found day after 
day, year after year at the corner of Park Avenue 
a nd 52nd StJ·eet. 
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If you want to seed a place with activity, 
put out food. In New York, at every plaza 
or set of steps with a lively social life, you 
wi11 almost invariably find a food vendor 
at the corner and a knot of people around 
him--eating, shmoozing, or just standing. 

Vendors have a good nose for spaces 
that work. T hey have to. T hey are con­
stantly testing the market, and if business 
picks up in one· spot, there will soon be a 
duster of vendors there . This will draw 
more people, and yet more vendors, and 
sometimes so many converge that pedes­
trian traffic slows to a crawL In front of 
Rockefeller Plaza during the Christmas 
holidays, we've counted some 15 vendors 
in a 40-foot stretch (most of them selling 
hot pretzels) . 

The civic establishment deplores all 
this. There are enough ordinances to 
make it illegal for vendors, licensed or 
not, to do business at any spot where busi­
ness is good. Merchants always get on the 
backs of the police to enforce the ordi­
nances . In midtown and downtown the 
most frequently observed police activity is 
giving summonses to food vendors. Some­
times there are sweeps, the police a rr iving 
with trucks to haul the vendors away. T he 
confrontations usually draw big crowd s 
who are clearly on the side of the vendors. 

And well they should be. By default, the 
vendors have become the caterers of the 
city's outdoor life. They flo ur ish because 
they're servicing a demand not being met 
by the regular commercial establishment. 
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ll•t~ir food l'acilitics- a suack bar. table~ . chai r~­
'>eed ;1 place 1\'itlt acti,·it)'. 

Plazas are panicularly parasit ic in this re­
spect. f Iarcl ly a o ne has been co nstructed 
that d id not in,·oh·e the de tnolition of 
luncheonet tes a nd resta ttrants. The \'en­
dor thus fills a , ·oicl. and this can become 
qLt itc clear \\' hen he is shooed a\\'ay. A lot 
ol the life of the space goes " ·ith him. 

:\lew York City is less puritan ical than 
some other places. :Vfany cities have ordi­
nances that not o nl )' prevent purveying 
rood outdoors, but eati ng there as " ·ell. lf 
yuu ask officials abou t this, they te ll you of 
the dreadful things that \\'Oulcl happen 
were the restrictions lifted-the dangers 
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of unhealthful food , terribl e littc1· prob­
le ms, and so o n . Panly because of these 
rest1·ictio ns, most of the plaza and bu ild­
ing complexes constructed during the past 
lO yea rs h ave no provision of any kind for 
outdoor eating . The fe w that do ha ve had 
to do some pio neering. The First ational 
Bank of Chicago, for example, found that 
even to provide such minimum facilities as 
a popcorn cart they had to get special 
dispensation from the city. 

Food attracts people who attract more 
people. We had an excellent o pportu nity 
to observe this shill effect through some 
semicontrolled experiments at a new 
plaza. At first there was no food. A mod­
e rate number of people used the place. At 
our suggestion, the management put in a 
food cart. It was an immediate success (a 

flowe1· ca rt was not). \lore people came. A 
pushcart vendor set up sho p on the side­
walk ; then a nothe r. Business continued to 

pick up, for a ll three vendors. ext, the 
manage ment got the r estaurant in the 
building to open a small outdoor cafe. 
\tlore people came a nd yet more-over 
and above the number who used the cafe. 

The optical leverage in these things is 
u·emendous. Fo1· basic props, nothing 
more is needed t han several stacks of fold­
ing chairs and tables. Spread them out, 
put up the colored umbrellas, bring o n 
the waitresses, and the customers a nd vis­
ual effect can be stunning. If the cafe 
makes money, which most do, a ll the bet­
ter. But it can be j ustified for it shill ef­
fect alone. T he wonder is that there arc 
not more of them. 

New buildings and plazas along the Aven ue of the Americas displaced many delis and restauran ts. This 
vacuum has now been taken up by a phalanx of food vendors. 
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T he most bas ic facility is a snackbar. 
Paley a nd Greenacre parks both have 
pass-through counters featuring good 
food at reasonable prices, and making a 
moderate profit. Plenty of tables are pro­
vided , and people are welcome to bring 
their own food- wine, too, if they wish. 
From the street it sometimes looks like a 
great big party, and if the li ne of people 
for the snackba1· gets long, the sight will 
ind uce passersby to j oin. Food , to repeat, 
draws people, and they draw more peo­
ple . 

We proposed that ew York's new zon­
ing law ma ke provision of basic food facil­
ities a req uirement for all new plazas and 
parks. The Planning Commissio n thought 
this a bi t too much , and the final pro­
posals lack the requirement. But food 
kiosks and other structures t hat previously 
would have been counted as obstructions 

T he built-in snack bar at Greenacre Park. 

are specifica ll y encouraged. So are o ut­
door cafes; up to 20 percent of the open 
area can be used for such operations. The 
provisions were a lso made retroactive to 
promote the installation of cafes and facil­
ities on existing p lazas. 

A happy vindication of our recommen­
d ations was provided by the city govern­
ment. It started a cafe. ext to t he munic­
ipal building there was a big space, St. 
Andrews Plaza, and the then Deputy Bor­
ough President of Manhattan , jolie Ham­
mer, conceived the idea of an outdoor 
cafe with ethnic food. She badgered sev­
eral organizations into donating tables a nd 
chairs a nd got cafes and bakeries from 
nearby Little Italy to set up booths. Later, 
she brought in Chinese and sou l- food 
concessions. The operation was a hit from 
the beginning, with some 500 to 600 peo­
ple at the peak of the lunch pe1·iod. 

Ms. H ammer a lso provid ed a lesson in 
space use. Instead of distributing the facil­
ities over the la rge space, she bunched 
them and , with the tyrant's hand of a 
good hostess, grouped the tables closely 
together. As a consequence, people were 
compressed into meeting one a nother; 
waiting in li ne or weaving their way 
through the tables, it was difficult not to. 
Very quickly, the plaza beca me a great in­
terchange fo r city govemment people, 
and by a ny index it is one of the most 
sociable of places. I've never seen so many 
people striking up conver satio ns, intro­
ducing people, saying hellos and good­
byes. If a check is ever made, it would 
probably show many marriages and chil­
dren can be traced back to a summer day 
at St. Andrews Plaza. 
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The Street 

5 

A corner of Wall Street is a g t·eal place for business 
conversations. 
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Now we come to the key space for a plaza. 
It is not on the plaza. It is the street. T he 
other amenities we have been di scuss ing 
are indeed irnporLanL: siuing space, sun, 
trees, water, food. But they can be added. 

jThe relationship to the street is integral, 

I 
and it is far and away the critical design 
factor. 

A good plaza starts at the street corner. 
rr it's a busy corner, it has a brisk social 
life of its own. People will not just be 
waiting there for the light to change. 
Some will be fixed in conversation; others, 
in some phase or a p rolonged goodbye. If 
there's a vendor at the corner, people wi ll 
cluster around h im, a nd there will be con­
siderable two-way traffic back and forth 
between plaza and corner. 
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0 11e of" New York's best corners i ~ 49th Su·ecl and the Avenue o f" the Americas, alongside the McGraw- Hill 
Building. T h is corner h;ts a ll of the basics: sitting space, a food vendor, and a heavy pedestrian flow, the 
middle of which is a favorite place f"or conversa tions. 
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Paley Park (ltft (tllfl /J!'lrlll') i ~ a superb space fo r many 
reasons. One o f the most impo rtant is its cordia l rehuion 
with the st reet. The ,·estihule is m ed in irs own right. The 
1nany passersbr grea tly enjoy rhc p:nk. Another of .\Jew 
York's most heavily used sitting spaces (about') d oesn't 
even have a name. Like Pa ley, it has an excelle n t relation 
to the street. It is vi rtually a pan or it. 
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T he activity on the corner is a great 
show and one of the best ways to make 
the most of it is, simpl y, not to wall it off. 
A front-row position is prime space; if it is 
sittable, it draws the most people. Too 
often , however, it is not sittable and some­
tirnes by an excruciatingly small margin. 
Railings atop ledges will do it. At the Gen­
eral Motors Building on Fifth Avenue in 
New York City, for example, the front 
ledge faces one of the best of urban 
scenes. The ledge would be eminently sit­
ta ble if only there weren't a railing atop it, 
placed exactly fi ve and three-quarter 
inches in . Another two inches and you 
could sit comfortabl y. Canted ledges offer 
sim ila r di ffi culties, especially in conjunc­
tion with prickly shrubbery. 

Another key feature of the street is re­
tailing-stores, windows with displays, 
signs to attract your attention, doorways, 
people going in and out of them. Big new 
office buildings have been eliminating 
stores. What they have been r eplacing 
them with is a frontage of plate g lass 
through which you can behold bank offi­
cers sitting at desks. One of these stretches 
is dull e nough. Block after block of them 
creates overpowering dullness. The Ave­
nue of the Americas in New York has so 
many storeless plazas that the fe w remain­
ing stretches of vulgar streetscape are now 
downright appealing. 

As a condition of an open-space bonus, 
jdevelopers should be required to devote 
at least 50 percent of the ground-floor 
fi-ontage to retail and food uses, and the 

' new New York City zoning so stipulates. 
Market pressures, fortunately, are now 
working to the same end. At the time of 
our stud y, banks were outbidding stores 
fo r ground-level space. Since then , the 
banks have been cutting back, and eco­
nomics have been tipping things to stores . 
B ut it does not hurt to have a require­
ment. 

The area where the street and plaza or 
openspace meet is a key to success or 

Cailu1·e. Ideally, the tra nsition should be 
-such that it's hard to tell where one ends 
a nd the other begins. New York's Paley 
Park is the best of examples . The sidewalk 
in front is an integral part of the park. An 
a1·borlike foliage of trees extends over the 
sidewalk. There are urns of flowers at the 
curb and , on e ithe1· side of the steps, 
curved sitting ledges. In this toyer, you 
can usually find somebod y waiting for 
someone else-it is a convenient rendez­
vous point-people sitting on the ledges , 
and , in the middle of the entrance, several 
people in conversations. 

PasseJ-sby are users of Paley, too. About 
half will turn and look in . Of these , about 
half will smile . I have n't calculated a smile 
index, but this vicarious, secondary et~oy­
ment is extremely important-the sight of 
the park, .the know ledge that it is there, 
becomes part of the image we have of a 
much wide r area. (If one had to make a 
cost-benefit stud y, I think it would show 
that secondary use provides as much, if 
not more, benef-it than the primary use. If 
one could put a monetar y value on a min­
ute of visual enjoyment and multipl y that 
by instances day after day, year afte r year, 
one would obtain a rather stupendous 
sum.) 

The park stimulates impulse use. Many 
people will do a double take as they pass 
by, pause, move a few steps, then, with a 
slight accele ration, go on up the steps. 
Children do it more vigorously, the very 
young ones usually pointing at the park 
and tugging at their mothers to go on in, 
many of the older ones breaking into a 
run just as they approach the steps, then 
skipping a step or two. 

Watch these flows and you will a ppreci­
ate how very important steps can be. The 
ste s at Pale are so low and eas that one 

JS";lmost pulle to t 1em. They add a nice 
ambiguity to your movement. You can 
stand and watch, move up a foot, another, 
a nd , then , without having made a con­
scious decision, find yourself in the park. 
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New York's Bryant Park is dangerous. It has be­
come the territot·y of dope dea lers and muggers 
because it was relatively underused by other people. 
Bryant Park is cut off from the street by walls. 
fences, and shrubbe ry. You can't see in . You can't 
see out. There arc only a few entr)' points. This 
park will be used by people when it is opened up to 
them. 

T he steps at Greenacre Park and at Sea­
gram's plaza are similarly low and inviting. 

A slight elevation, then , can be beckon­
ing. Go a loot or so higher, however, and 
usage will fa ll off sharply. There is no set 
cut-ofT level-it is as much psychological 
a~}'.ill:al-bu t it does seem bouncLup 
w!!h. how m ll dLo f a ch aice.._the._ste_psJ:e= 
qgj_re. One plaza that people could be ex­
pected to use, but don't, is on ly a foot or 
so higher than two comparable ones 
nearby. I t seems much higher. The steps 
are constricted in width, sharply defined 
by railings, and their pitch is brisk. No 
ambiguity here; no dawdling; no drifting 
up. 

Sightlines are important. If people do 
not see a space, they will not use it. In the 
center of Kansas City is a park just high 
enough above eye level that most pas­
sersby do not realize it is there. As a re­
sult, it's lost. Similarly lost is a small, 
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sunny plaza in Seattle. It would be excel­
lent a nd li kely quite popular for sitting-if 
people could sec it fmm the street, which 
they cannot. 

Un less there is a compelling reason, an 
open space shouldn't be sunk. With two or 
three notable exceptions, sunken plazas 
at·e dead spaces. You fi nd few people in 
them; if there are stores, there are apt to 
be dumm y window displays to mask the 
vacancies. Unless the plaza is on the way 

I 
to the subway, why go clown into it? Once 
there, you feel rather as if you were at the 

\

bottom of a well. People look at you. You 
don't look at them. 

One of the best students of spaces I 
know is the dancer Maril yn Woods. With 
her troupe, she has staged stunning "cele­
brations" of public places across the coun­
try. These celebrations are an intensifica­
tio n of the natural choreograph y of a 
place. The best places, not too surpris-
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ingl)', make for the best performances, the 
most appreciative audiences. (Seagram's 
a nd Cincinnati 's Foumain Square arc at 
the top of the list.) Signiflcamly, the onl y 
places where her celebrations didn't work 
\\'e re sunke n p lazas. They felt dead, 
Woods recall s, as if a wall had been put 
be tween the dancers a nd the audience. 

What about Rockefeller Plaza? I t is a 
ve ry successful place, and it has a sunken 
plaza in the middle. So it has. T hose who 
cite it, however, a re usually unaware of 
how it works. The plaza is a great urban 
space , but the lower plaza is only one part, 
and it is not where most of the people are. 
T hey a re in the tiers of a n amphitheater. 
T he people in the lower plaza provide the 
show. In winter, there is skating; in sum­
mer, an open-air cafe a nd h-equent con­
certs. The great bulk of the people-usu­
ally about 80 percent-are up above: at 
the rai lings along the street, along the 
mezza nine level just below, or on the 
broad walkway heading clown fro m Fifth 
Avenue. 

What gets copied? Some cities have dug 
nca r facsimiles of Rockefeller Center's 

T he sunken pl aza of 1633 Broadway. 
Do11't. 

lower plaza, in one case to t he exact di­
mensions of the skating rink . What they 
haven' t copied is the surro unding space. 
They wind up having a stage without a 
theater, a hole witho ut the d oughnut. And 
they wonder what went wrong. 

The plaza of the First Natio nal Bank of 
Chicago is also quite sunken- some 18 
feet below street level. And it is the most 
popular plaza in the country, with well 
over 1,000 people at lunchtime on a nice 
day. It is success ful because just about 
eve rything has been d one to make it suc­
cessful-there is plenty of sitting space, a 
splendid outdoor cafe, a fountain , murals 
by Chagall , a nd usua ll y music and enter­
tainment of some kind at lunchtime. 

The First National Bank plaza has an 
excellent relationship to the street. T he 
sidewalks are part of its space, a nd there 
is a strong secondary use by the thousands 
who pass by. Many pause to look at what's 
going on. Some wi II drift clown a few 
steps, then a few more. Again, an amphi­
theater-with several tiers of people look­
ing at people who are looking at people 
who are looking at the show. 
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I f good places are so felicitous, why are 
there not more of the m? The biggest sin­
gle reason is the problem o r "undesira­
bles." They a re not themselves much of a 
problem. I t is the measures taken to com­
bat them that is the problem. :vla ny busi­
nessmen have a n a lmost obsessive fea r 

1 th at if a place is attracti ve to people it 
might be attracti ve to undesi rable people. 
So it is made unattractive. T here is to be 
no lo itering- what a Calvinist sermon is in 
those words!-no eating, no sitting. So it is 
that be nches are made too short to sleep 
on, that spikes a re put in ledges; most 
importa nt, many need ed spaces are no t 
pnl\'ided at all , or the plans for them SCl lt­
tled. 

Who are the undesirables? For most 
businessmen, curiously, it is not muggers, 
dope dealers, o r trul y da ngerous people. 
It is the winos, derelicts who d rink out of 
half- pint bo ttles in pape r bags-the most 
harmless of the city's marginal people, but 
a symbo l, perha ps, of what one might be­
come but for the grace of events. for re­
tail ers, the list of undesirables is consider­
ably more inclusive; the re a re the bag 
women , people who act stra ngely in p ub­
li c, "hippies ," teenagers, o lde r people, 
street musicia ns, vendors of all ki nels. 

T he preoccupa tio n with undesi rables is 
a symptom of a nother proble m. Many cor­
poration execu tives who make key deci­
sions abou t the city have surprisingly li ttle 
acquainta nce with the life or its streets and 
ope n spaces. From the train sta tio n, they 
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mar walk o nl r a few blocks before ente r­
ing their building; because or the exten­
s i,·e services within the building , some 
don't ventu 1·e out until it's time to go 
ho1ne again. To them, the unknown city is 
a place of" danger. If their building has a 
plaza, it is likel y to be a defens ive one that 
t he y wi ll rarely use themselves. 

Few others will either. Places designed 
with distrust get what they were looking 
!o r and it is in them, ironicall y, that you 
\\"ill most likely find a wino. You will find 

winos elsewhere, but it is the empt)' p laces 
they prefer; it is in the em pt )' p laces that 
they are conspicuous- a lmost as it; uncon­
sciously, the design was contrived to make 
them so. 

Fear proves itse lf". Highl y e laborate de­
fens ive measures a re a n i ncl icator tha t a 
corporation might clear out of the city en­
tirel y. Long before Union Carbide an­
nounced it was leaving New York for sub­
urbia, its building said it would. Save for 
an exhibit area, the building was sealed 
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The plaza of the ew Yo1·k Telephone Company's build ing at 42nd Street and the Avenue or the America s 
was used by "undesi rables." New York Telephone's president, John R. :\ lulhea rn, wamed people to e 1~jo) the 
plaza, and he decided to liven the place up by putting in chairs, tables, and a buffeL It was an imlllediate 
success. Employees and passersby e njoy it. Most of the undesi rables have gone somewhe1·e else. 
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off !"rom the city with policelike guards 
a nd checkpoints , and in all the em pty 
space around it there was not a place to 
sit. (The re is no su t·cease in subu rbia, it 
should be noted. Most of the firms that 
have moved still seem every bit as ob­
sessed with security. New headquarters arc 
often designed like redoubts, with gate­
houses , moats, and , in one case, a hillside 
moto r e ntra nce with a modern versio n of 
a portcullis.) 
T~es.t way to hand le the problem g f 

und es irables is to make a place attractive 
to eve ryone else;. The record is over­
whelmingly positive on this score. With 
few exceptions, plazas a nd smaller parks 
in most central business districts are prob­
ably as safe a place as you can find during 
the times that people use them. 

The way people use a place mirrors ex­
pectations. Seagram's management is 
pleased people like its plaza and is quite 
relaxed about what they d o. lt le ts the m 
stick their feet in the pool ; does not look 
to see if kids are smoking pot on the pool 
ledge; tolerates oddballs, even allowing 
the m to sleep the night on the ledge. T he 
sun rises the next morning. The place is 
la rgely se lf-polici ng, and there is rarely 
tro uble of any kind . 

Paley Park is courtly to people . With its 
movable chairs and tables , it sho uld be 
quite vu lnerable to vandalism. H ere is the 
record of security infractions a t the park 
since it o pened in 1967: 

1968. 

1970. 

1971. 
1972. 

1974. 

One of the Hower urns o n the 
~idewalk was stole n by two men 
111 a van. 
The "Refreshments" sign was 
taken from the wall. 
A small table was ta ke n. 
A man attempted to carve his 
initials in one of the trees. 
One of the brass lig hts a t the 
entrance was removed . 

In the nine years I have been stud ying 
plazas and small parks in New York City, 

there has been a serious problem in o nly 
one, and in the places that are we ll used , 
none a t all. The exception is a plaza on 
which pot dealers began ope rating. The 
ma nage ment took away about half the 
benches. ext, it constructed steel-bar 
fences on the two open sides o f the plaza. 
These moves effectively cut down the 
number of ordinary people who used the 
place, to the delig ht of the pot dealers, 
who now had it much more to themselves 
and their customers. 

At man y plazas you will sec TV surveil­
lance cameras. What they see is a ques­
tion. For monitorin g re mote passage>vays 
a nd doo rs, the ca me ras can be useful. For 
outdoor a reas, they do n't make vct·y much 
sense. Occasionall y, yo u will sec o ne move 
f'rom side to side, and it's rather spooky if 
it's you that the le ns seems to be tracking. 
But it's probably a ll in play. Down in the 
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control room, some g uard is likely twicl­
clling the dials more out or boredom than 
curios ity. 

Electronics can't beat a human being , 
and it is characte ristic o f well-used places 
to have a "mayor. " He may be a building 
g uard , a newsstand operator, or a food 
vendor. Watch him, and you'll notice peo­
ple checking in during the day- a cop , 
bus dispatcher, various street profession­
als, and offt ce wo rkers and shoppers who 
pause briefly for a salutatio n or a bit of 
banter. Plaza mayors are great communi­
catio n centers, and ver y quick to spo t a n y 
departure from normal. Like us. When we 
go to a place and start observing-unob­
trusively, we like to think-the regula rs 
find us sticking out like sore thumbs. For 
one thing, we're not moving. Someone will 
come ove r before long and fi nd o ut just 
what it is we're up to. 

O ne of the best m ayors I've seen is J oe 
Hardy of the Exxon Building. H e is an 
actor, as well as the building guard, and 
was originally hired by Rockefelle r Center 
Inc. to pla y Santa Claus, whom he resem­
bles. Ordinarily, guards are not supposed 
to initiate con ver sations, but Joe Hardy is 
gregarious and cu rious and has a nice 
sense of situations. There are, say, two 
older people looking somewhat confused. 
H e will not wa it for them to come up and 
ask for directions. H e will go up to them 
and ask whether he can help . Or, if two 
girls a re taking turns snapping pictures of 
each other, he may offer to take a picture 
of the two of them together . 

J oe is quite tole ra n t of winos a nd odd 
people, as long as they don't bother any­
body. He is very quick to spo t real trouble, 
however. Teenage groups are a n especial 
challenge. They like to test everybody­
with the volume knob o f their portable 
radios as weapon. J oe's tactic is to go up 
to the toughest-looking person in the 
group and ask his help in keeping things 
cool. 

Unli ke Joe Hard y, guards at most places 
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are an underusecl asset. Usually, they just 
stan d , and for want or a n ything else to do 
tend to deve lop occupati o nal tics. One 
might \Nave hi s arms rhythmica ll y to and 
f"ro, o r rock up and d m vn on his heels. 
Another ma y bend his knees at odd inter­
vals. If you watch, you'll get mesmerized 
trying to a nticipate vvhen the next bend 
will come. T he guard's job ought to be 
upg raded. 

T he more a g uard has to do, the better 
he does it, and the better the place func­
tions. At Paley Park it was originally ex­
pected that special security g uards wou ld 
be needed, in addition to several people to 
keep the place tidy and run the snack bar. 
The two men who worked at keeping the 
place tid y, however, did such an excellent 
job that no security g uard s were needed . 
Simila rl y, the guards ta ke a proprietary 
pleasure in G reenacre Park. They are 
hosts, friendl y to everyone, es pecially to 
the regulars, wh o ser ve as a kind of ad­
junct force. If someone no uts one of the 
unposted rules-like whee ling in a 
bicycle-it is likely as not the regu lars who 
will set him straight. 

Property Rights 

Let us turn to a related question. H ow 
public a re the public spaces? O n many 
plazas you will see a small bronze plaque 
that reads something like this: PRIVATE 

PROPERTY . CROSS AT THE RISK OF THE USER 

AND WITH REVOCABLE PERMISSION OF THE 

OWNER. I t seems clear e nough . It means 
that the plaza is the owner's, a n d he has 
the right to revoke a ny right you may 
have to use it. Whether or not a floor-area 
bonus was given, most b uilding manage­
ments take it for granted that they can bar 
activity they believe undesirable . Their 
definition of this, furthermore, goes be­
yond dangerous or antisocial behavior. 
Some are quite persnickety. When we 
were measuring the front ledges by the 
sidewalk at the General Motors Building, 
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the security people rushed up in great 
consternation; we would have to desist un­
less we could secure permission [rom pub­
lic rela tions. 

T his is not one to go to the Supreme 
Court o n, perhaps, hut there is principle 
invo lved, and inevitably it is going to be 
tested. The space was rea ll y provided by 
the public- through its zo ning and plan­
ning machinery. ft is true that the space 
!"a ils within the property line o r the devel­
oper, and it is equally true that he is liable 
lor the proper maintenance of it. But the 
1oning legislation enabling the bonus une­
quivoca ll y sta tes as a condition that the 
plaza "m ust be accessible to the public at 
all times." 

What does "accessible" mean ? A com­
mo nsense interpretation would be that 
the publi c could use the space in the same 
manner as it did any public space, with 
the sa me freedoms a nd the same con­
straints. Many build ing managements have 

J oe Hard}' (ltft) helps make the 
Exxon plaza inviting. Plaques like the 
one above convey a different mes­
sage. 

been operating with a much narrower 
concept or accessibili ty. They shoo away 
entertainers, people who distribute lear­
lets, o t· give speeches. Apartme nt building 
managements often shoo away eve rybody 
except residents. This is a ll agrant vio la­
tion of the zoning intent, but to date no 
one has gone to court. 

The public's right in urban plazas wou ld 
seem cleat· . . ot only a re plazas used as 
public spaces , in most cases the owner has 
been specifically, and ri chl y, rew;:u-ded for 
providing them. H e has not been given 
the right to a llow only those public activi­
ties he happens to approve of. He may 
assume he has , and some owners have 
been operating on thi s basis with impun­
ity. But that is because nobody has chal­
lenged them. A stiff, clarifying test is in 
order. 
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So far, we have been considering ways of 
making city spaces attract more people. 
Now let us turn to another question. What 
if we were to succeed too well? Conceiva­
bly, so many people might be attracted as 
to crowd out the values they came to en­
joy. It has happened at national parks; it 
could certainly happen in the city. This 
possibility concerned the New York City 
Planning Commission. Could out· studies 
shed some light? Was there a way of gaug­
ing the carrying capacity of city spaces? 
Or regulating it? How many people is too 
many? 

To get at the questions, we undertook 
close-up studies of five of the most inten­
sively used sitting places in New York: a 
ledge alongside a building, a ledge at a 
plaza, and three groups of benches. First, 
we recorded the average number of peo­
ple sitting at each spot at peak and off­
peak hours. It was quickly apparent that 
the number who could sit and the number 
who did were quite different. At the high­
est-used places, we found , the range was 

l between 33 and 38 people per hundred 
feet of sitting space. In later observations, 
we noted a slight increase in usage, 
though the range was about the same as it 
was in other comparable places we stud­
ied. There is thus enough consistency on 
which to base the following rough rule of 
thumb: if you wis h to estimate the average 
number of people who will be using a 
prime sitting space at peak periods, divide 
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the number of feet in it by three and you 
won't be far off from a good figure. 

This is not physical capacity. Were peo­
ple to sit at the same density as they do in 
buses, the average could go as high as 60 
people per 100 feet. In special situations­
like an outstanding event- the number 
can go even higher. What we are con­
cerned with, however, is effective capacity; 
that is, the number of people who by free 
choice will sit at a place during normal 
peak-use periods. Each place, you will 
find, has its own norm, and it depends on 
many particulars- the microclimate, the 
comfort of the perch, what you see from 
it, the overall attractiveness of the area. 

Supply is a major factor. A lot of people 
have to pass by to provide a quota of 
sitters; thus there is bound to be a rela­
tionshiJ? benveen the use of a sitting ph!.se 
and pedestrian flow. In hiS studieS of Co­
penhagen, Jan Gehl found a strong corre­
lation between the number of people sit­
ting on benches along the city's main 
pedestrian way and the number standing 
or walking. The number sitting was a 
rather constant fraction of those standing 
or walking. 

Of all factors, of course, the sitters 
themselves are most important. We con­
centrated on the north front ledge at Sea­
gram's for a minute-by-minute study of 
their behavior. From a rooftop across the 
street we focused two time-lapse cameras 
on the ledge a nd at 10-second intervals 
recorded wha t went on fi-om early morn­
ing to cl usk. I used the film to construct a 
chronological chart, which looks rather 
like a p layer piano roll. Each line repre­
sents a sitter; the length of the line, the 
time he spent sitting; the channel that the 
line is in denotes on which of 11 squares 
he sat. Each square is four feet eight 
inches wide; the total ledge, 5 I feet. The 
continuous line at the botto m of the chart 
shows the total number of sitters at any 
one time (see pp. 70- 71 ). 

T he day at Seagram's starts slowly. At 
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8:50 three people sit dow n; soon they 
leave. From then until about 11:30, the 
total number of people at any one time 
f-luctuates between two and fi ve. A sudden 
upswing at 10: 35 is caused by 26 school 
children who stop to rest. But it is around 
11:30 that the tempo really picks up. 
Shonly after noon, the number of sitters 
is up to 18. 

When a space begins to fill up, people 
don't distribute themselves evenly over it; 
they go where other people are. At Sea­
gram's, the corner of the steps is where 
the buildup often begins. And the dense 
areas get denser. 

You can see the same phenomenon at 
beaches. On a busman's holiday in Spain, 
I set up a time-lapse camera on a bluff 
overlooking a small beach. When the first 
comers arrived with their umbrellas, most 
went to the front and center. As others 
came, they did not veer off to the e mpty 
spaces. Instead, in checkerboard fashion, 
they located themselves about one or two 
spaces removed from the other people. By 
noon the pattern was complete. Beach 
umbrellas were laid out in three parallel 
lines and so equ ispacecl you'd think they 
were laid clown by a surveyor. T he sides 
and the rear of the beach were stil l almost 
empty. 

Even in very high-density places there is 
the same tendency to cluster. In an excel­
lent study for the National Park Service, 
the Project for Publi c Spaces recorded the 
beach patterns at Jacob Riis Park in New 
York. On peak-use clays as well as others, 
the film record shows, people will cluster 
up front rather than fi ll up the relatively 
unused areas at the rea r. Income levels 
don't seem to have much to do with this 
phenomenon. At the other end of Long 
Island, at the Hamptons, there is a lot 
more beach available pe r person, but 
here, too, the clustering patterns are 
much the same. 

To get back to the Seagram's ledge, as 
lunchtime gets under way, there will be a 
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Camera setup for t l Day in lhr Lift' of the North Front 
LNige at Seagram's before the people ilrrivc. 

g roup at the steps; the total number on 
the led ge will be between 18 a nd 2 1. It 
will stay a t that fo r the whole lunch pe­
r iod. 

T hi s is an extraordinarily uniform num­
ber considering the heavy turnover. For 
two hours hardly a minute goes by with­
out someone getting up or sitting down. 
Yet the overall number will nuctuate o nl )' 
sli ght! )'. Whenever it reaches 2 1, almost 
im mediate ly someone will get up and 
leave. If it dro ps to 18, someone will sit 
dow n. A self-regulating htcto r seems to be 
at work. 

Good spacing, one might assume. To a 
point, yes, but this doesn' t reall y explain 
matte rs. Note that at no time during the 
pea k hours are people evenly spaced over 
the ledge, like starlings on a telephone 
wire , nor do those who leave do so be­
cause they personally ar e cmwded. 1 n 

some places, there wi ll be clumps or peo­
p le sitting closel y together; elsewhere, 
peo ple have consider able space a round 
them. This is true even at the three peak 
moments-12:50, I :25, and 1:50. There 
are enough spaces to take care o r another 
ha lf-dozen peo ple easily. 

But they do not appear. It's as if people 
had some instinctive sense of what is right 
overall for a p lace a nd were cooper atin g 
to maintain it that way, obligingly leaving, 
or sitting down, or not sitting, to keep the 
density within ra nge. Happenstance is at 
wo rk, too-the four friend s who squeeze 
into a space left by three, the chance 
succession of three loners. But, over time, 
happenstance can be qu ite regular. 

Whatever the mechanism, there seems 
to be a nonn that inA uences people's 
choices as much as the im mediate physical 
space. Thus is effective capacity deter­
mined. I t is not static; nor can it be ex­
pressed only in figures. And the re are 
qualitative aspects to consider-whether 
people are comfortable, leave quickly or 
tarry-tha t can be quite d i!ferent for d if­
fe rent people. 

T here may even be music o r sorts . Note 
the up-tempo fl u rry or dashes a round 10 
minutes to 2:00. Th is is a recurrent motif 
It's up tempo on the g round, too: the last­
minute return of late lunchers. Since the 
Seagra m's chart looked so li ke a player­
piano roll, 1 wondered what the sound 
would be if all the dots and clashes could 
be played. A composer friend was fasci­
nated: wi th the right tonal scale, he said, 
the roll could be orchestrated and it 
would be music. I hope one day it wi ll be: 
A Day in the L~fP f!lllu> Nm·lh Fmnt Ledge at 
Seagram's, Adagio. 

T he most intensively used places we 
have found are benches on the islands in 
the middle of upper Broadway. Environ­
mentally, th ese places are awful. T here is 
maxim um traffic noise and fu mes from 
the aqjacent roadways; the sound of the 
subway emerges from below; the benches 
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A DAY IN THE LIFE OF THE NORTH FRONT LEDGE AT SEAGRAM'S 
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How many is too many ? This analysis of a day of sitting at the north front ledge of the 
Seagram plaza indicates that in their instinctive way people have a nice sense of what is right 
for a place. Plan view shows 11 sections of ledge at le ft. The lines going from left to right 
show on w hic h part o f the ledge each person sat and precisely how long. Morn ing activity is 
desultory. {The sharp upswing at 10:35 is due to 25 school children.) At noon, activity picks up 
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sharply and stays at a high level until 2:00. The turnover is heavy, but the number on the ledge 
at any time stays remarkably uniform-as running total at bottom shows, between 18 and 21 
people. The number is not constricted by lack of space. Note that at the peak-use moments, 
the re is plenty of space for more sitters. But they don't appear. In free-choice situations such 
as this, evidently, capac ity tends to be self- leve ling, and people determine it rather effectively. 
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are di lapidated , and often draped with 
derelicts and dope addicts. But to olde r 
people in the area these places are pre­
cious. In mid-afternoon each 18-foot 
bench wi ll have between seven and nine 
people sitting on it. Per hund1·ed feet, this 
is a very high range, between 39 and 50. 
Interestingly, the highest densities can be 
found at the major crosstown streets, 
whe re there is the most noise and pollu­
tion-as well as the most action to look at. 

Our sitting chart of Seagram's yields 
several o ther points worth noting. One is 
the uniformity with which the total num­
ber of sitters is distributed along the 
ledge. At any one time there is little uni­
fo rmity. By the end of the day, however, 
the cumulative totals for each of the 
ledge's ll squares are similar. There is 
one e xception: the square next to the 

steps. It has two edges a nd attracts double 
the number of sitters. 

The log of the amount of time people 
sit is also revealing. Because of the high 
turnover, it is easy to assume that in-and­
outers account for the bulk of the time 
spent on the ledge. But appearances are 
deceptive . Over the day charted at Sea­
gram's there were some 266 sitters. And, 
as might be expected, the number who 
stayed for a few minutes was greater than 
the number who stayed longer. Add up 
the total amount of time spent sitting, 
however, and yo u find t hat those who 
stayed longer logged by far the most of it. 
Of the total-some 3,277 minutes-about 
three quarters was logged by people stay­
ing 11 minutes or more; almost half by 
those staying 21 minutes or more. A study 
of the south ledge showed similar results; 

Be nches on a traffic island in the middle of upper· Broadway. 
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The two places people cite as the most pleasing, least crowded in New York-Paley Park and Greenacre Park-are by 
far and away the most heavily used per square foot. This is immensely encouraging, for it demonstrates how great is 
the carrying capacity of urban space, given a sensitive design. 

three quarters of the time spent on the 
ledge during lunch hours was accounted 
fo r by people staying 15 minutes or more. 
T here is a lesson here for designers: de­
sign for the person who's going to sit 
aw hile . 

~{ 
Capacity, to recapitulate, is self-leveling. JJ 

T his is a point that needs to be made ove~ 
and over. Many planning boards worry 
about carrying capacity a nd fear that 
more amenities, more sitting spaces, could 
stimulate too much use, more pedestrian 
congestion. But it is the obverse that they 
should be worrying about. Underuse, noti\ 
overuse, is the major problem. The carry 
ing capacity of most urban open spaces is . 
far above the use that is made of them, J 

and the lesson of the exceptions is encour­
aging. The places that carry the most peo­
ple are the most efficient in the use of 
space as well as the most p leasant. It is 
people who determine the level of crowd­
ing, and they do it very well. 

It was with this in mind , as well as the 
lessons noted in previous chapters, that 
New York's excellent Urban Design Group 
pulled together various gu idelines into a 
proposed zoning amendment. We had ex­
pected the issue to be akin to motherhood 
and the flag. And so it was with some 
groups, like the Municipal Art Society a nd 
the New York chapter of the American 
Institute of Architects. T hey demurred a 
bit over specifics, but gave strong support. 
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The zoning proved surprising ly contro­
versial , howeve t·, with local pla nning 
boards. As a r esult, one of the best provi­
sions was sacrif-i ced- the small park bonus. 
This would have meant that instead of 
building a plaza a developer could get his 
additional floor space by providing a small 
Paley-type park on a side street nearby. lt 
would have to be a good park, with plenty 
of seati ng, food facilities, trees, a nd the 
like. T he develo per would have LO main­
ta in it a nd post a perfo rma nce bond. T he 
small park bonus would have been a good 
dea l for a ll conce rned: the developet­
would get land at side street prices a nd 
multiply it into avenue floor space; the 
city at no cost would get a park, a nd this 
might be far more of an amenity to peo­
ple in the area tha n yet another plaza. 
Un happil y, one local planning board 
fought the idea, a nd, to get its support for 
the rest of the zoning package, the City 
Planning Commission cut out the small 
park option. T he local board fou ght the 
package a nyway. 

After a n interminable series of meetings 
a nd presentations with various groups, the 
zoning a mendme nt went before the city's 
Board of Estimate, and, in May 1975, was 
adopted by unanimous vote. T h is was just 
in Lime for the collapse o r the building 
boom, a nd it was to be some time before 
the new guidelines appea red in brick and 
mortar. But the hi atus was useful. The 
Urban Design Group drafted compa nion 
guidelines for residentia l buildings, call ing 
for neig hborhood parks instead of the 
fenced-off spaces developers h ad been 
getting away with. T he new guidelines 
were incorporated into the zon ing code in 
December 1977. 

T he consequences have been e ncourag­
ing. It may be that you can' t legislate good 
design, but it certainly helps to have some 
directives on the officia l books. Now the 
easy, normal, q uickest way fo r builders is 
to plan on providi ng generous spaces with 
trees and chairs a nd cafes, a nd with little 
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fuss or complaint builders have been 
doing this, happil y paLLing themse lves on 
the back. The new zon ing has not only set 
standards for p lazas, but, in effect, ror 
other kinds of spaces , sucb as atriums, or 
indoor pa r ks, and some imaginati vely de­
signed ones arc coming along. One thing 
does lead to another, and the examples or 
the best new places have obviously stirred 
competitive instincts in a number or cor­
porations. 

The amenities h<n·e p roved so de­
monstrably worthw il e as to pose a ques­
tion. Is it necessa ry to give so much floor­
space bonus to get them ? What has been 
increasingly troubli ng t he planning 
boards, and with good reason, is the bull< 
o r new buildi ngs. T hey a re bigger than 
the Lo ning had anti cipated, but they are 
bigger because of the zoning. Taken one 
by one , the specia l Hoor a rea bonuses that 
have pe ri od ically been added to the zon­
ing have made sense. The trouble is that 
builde rs have been combini ng the m into a 
whole that the parts we ren 't meant to add 
up to. T his fact, fu t·thcrmorc. is reflected 
in the ma t·ket price of la nd , and, as devel­
opers are quick to plead , this forces them 
to seek the maximum per missible bulk. 

T hen there is the ino·easing usc or air-
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r ights transfer. The basic idea is good and 
has been well applied to the protection of 
landmarks. But it does provide another 
upward push. By combining every feasible 
bonus provision with a purchase of air 
rights from a nearby site , the developer 
can put up a building with a floor area 
ratio ( f.a.r.) of up to 21.6-versus the 
nominal I 5 originally stipulated . 

And the re is not much that planning 
boards can do about it. True, none of the 
big new buildings have been per se "as of 
right"; they are so complicated , require 
special permits, that all of them have been 
subject to exte nsi ve review by the various 
boards. During these sessions, boards cus­
tomaril y push for additional amenities and 
design improvements from the develope r, 
and he is likely to grant them, if only to 

buy his way out of another marathon ses­
sion. But on one matte r, he won't yield: 
bulk. H e doesn't have to. Each of the 
components of the various bonuses is "as 
of right," and, if they add up to 21.6 f. a. r. , 
that is it. The law says so. 

As a consultant on the open spaces of 
two of the biggest new buildings, those of 
AT&T and Philip Morris, I must note a 
bias. I think these spaces should work very 
well for the people, for the neighboring 

buildings , and fully justif)' the additional 
f-loor area. So, too, should some other new 
spaces, such as IBM's. 

But how many is too many? And 
where? T he problem is not the individual 
buildings so much as their growing num­
ber and proximity. Not only are there 
more ve ry big buildings, they are being 
clustered in the highest-density areas 
rather than in less built-up areas. Then 
there is the matter of what they are dis­
placing. By allowing much bigger build­
ings in particular districts, the zoning 
seems to be inducing the destruction of 
some good old buildings that otherwise 
would remain economic. 

The New York City Planning Commis­
sion has embarked on a major review of 
incentive zoning, and this is likely to lead 
to a tightening of density and bulk limits . 
ln the mea ntime, the marketplace is giv­
ing a partial answer to one question. For 
enlightened self:-interest, owners can be 
induced to provide amenities, for their 
own sake. 

Though they receive no bonus for it, 
the revised open-space zoning has spurred 
owners to re-do their existing plazas. 
Some ve ry pleasant and well-used places 
have been the result. The Exxon mini­
park , which had its problems for a while, 
is o ne of the best. On the basis of an 
a nalysis by the Project for Public Spaces, it 
was completely made over into a sort of 
food and music gard en, with clusters of 
chairs and tables, and two snack bars. At 
lunch , jazz groups play. T he place is busy 
with people. 

At other places, food facilities are being 
provided, more trees pla nted , and more 
seating is being installed , not only on pla­
zas but on sidewalks, in front of stores, 
alongside bus stops a nd odds and ends o f 
space. This is taking place in other cities, 
too, but on one point I must take paro­
chial pride. Whatever e lse it may be, New 
Yo rk is now incontestably the most sittable 
city in the country. 
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Indoor 
Spaces 
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AbovP: T he IDS Center in Minneapolis is heavi ly 
used th roughout the day by people-including 
tho ·e who don't have enough money to drive cars. 
Right: Psychologically as we ll as visually, the Center 
has an excellent relationship with the street and 
SUIToundings. They a re eminently visible, and this 
helps make pedesu-ian flows easy. 

As an alternative to plazas, builders have 
been turning to indoor spaces. There are 
ma ny variants: atriums, ga ll eries, coutt­
yards, through-block arcacles, indoor 
parks, covered pedestrian areas of one 
shape or another. Some are dreadful. In 
return fo r extra floors, the developers 
provided spaces and welshed on the 
ame nities. But some spaces have been very 
successfu l indeed, and there is e nough of 
a reco rd LO indicate that the denominators 
a1·e much the same as with outdoor 
spaces. Here, briefly, a rc t he principal 
needs: 

1. Sitting. Movable cha irs ar e best fo r 
indoor parks. Most of the popular 
places have had excellent expe1·icnce 
with them; some places, li ke Citico rp, 
have been add ing to the numbers. In all 
cases the total amount of si tting space 
has met or exceeded the minimum rec­
ommended fo1· outdoor spaces-one lin­
ear foot for every 30 square feel of 
open space. There is a tende ncy, how­
ever, to overlook the potentials or ledges 
and planters. T oo many are by inadvert­
ence lower or higher than need be. 

2. Food. Every successful indoor space 
provides food. The basic combi nation is 
snack bars a nd chairs and tables. Some 
places feature cafe operations as well. 

3. Retailing. Shops a rc im]Jortanl for 
li veliness and the add itional pedestrian 
nows they attract. Developers, who can 
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1\farket Street emrance of The 
Gallery in Philadelphia. This 
enclosed space links two 
dcpat·unent stores and is an 
attraction in itsel f. As '''ith the 
IDS Ccntet·, it docs not tut·n 
a blank wall lO the street, but 
invites the stt·eet in. 
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often do better renting the space for 
banks or offices, a re not a lways keen o n 
includ ing shops. T hey should he re­
qu ired to. 

4. Toilets. If incentive zoning achieved 
nothing else, an increase in public toilets 
wou ld justify it. T hanks to beneficent 
pressure, new indoor parks in ew 
York are providing a pair or more, uni­
sex-style as on a irplanes. These facilities 
are modest, but their existence could 
have a considerable effect on the shop­
ping patterns of many people, o lder 
o nes especially. 

O ne benefit of an indoor space is the 
through-block ci rculation it can provide 
for pedestrians. Planners believe this im­
portant. and developers have been a l­
lowed a lot of addi ti o nal noor space in 
return for it. But walking space is about 
al l that some deve lopers have provided, 
and it has proved no bargain. U 11less 
there are attractions within, people don't 
use walkways very much, even in rainy or 
cold weather. The street is a lot more in­
teresting. AL New York's O lympic Towers, 
\\'hich is taller by seve ra l million dollars 
\\'Orth of extra space for pro,·iding a 
through-block passage, the number of 
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people travc•-sing the passage is about 400 
per hour at peak. On the Fifth Avenue 
sidewalk that parallels the passage, the 
flow is about 4,000 per hour. 

Not so paradoxically, the walk-through 
function of a space is greatly enhanced if 
someth ing is going on with in it. Even if 
one does not tarry to sit or get a snack, 
just seeing the activity makes a walk more 
in teresting. Conceivably, the re could be 
conflict between uses. Planners tend to 
fret over this and, to ensure adequate scp-· 
aration , t hey specify wide walkways-in 
New York, 20 feet at the minimum. But 
this is more than enough. As at plazas , the 
places people li ke best for sitting are those 
next to the main pedestrian ftow, and for 
many conversations the very middle of the 
flow. Walkers like the proximity, too. It 
makes navigation more cha llenging. At 
places where there is a multiplicity of' 
Hows, as at the IDS Center in Minneapo­
lis, one often gets blocked by people just 
stand ing or talking, while there are others 
in cmssing patterns or collision courses up 
ahead. The processional experience is all 
the better for the busyness. 

In an importa nt respect, publ ic spaces 
that are inside diH'e r from public spaces 
that are outside. They're not as public. 
T he look of a building, its entrances, the 
guards do have a fi ltering effect and the 
cross section of the public that uses the 
space within is somewhat skewed-with 
more higher- income people, fewer lower­
income people, and, presumably, fewer 
undesirables . This, of course, is just what 
the building management and shop own­
ers want. But there is a question of equity 
posed. Should the public underwrite such 
spaces? In a critique of the Citicorp Build­
ing, Suzanne Stephe ns argues in Progres­
si7Je !lrchitectu re that it should not. The 
suburban shopping mall, she notes, is 
frank ly an enclave and "owes its popular­
ity to what it keeps out as well as what it 
offers within. Whether this isolationism 
should occur in 'public spaces' created 

through the city's incentive zoning meas­
ures should be addressed at the city plan­
ning level. ... Open space amenities arc 
moving fmm the true public domain, the 
street, to inner sanctums where public and 
private domains blur. Th us th is publi c 
space is becoming increasingly privatized." 

This is ver y much the case with most 
megastructures. T hey are exclusionary by 
design, and, as I will argue later, they are 
wrongly so. But bui ldings with indoor 
spaces can be quite hospitable if' they are 
designed to be so, even rather large ones. 
The Crystal Court of the IDS Center is 
the best indoor space in the country, and 
it is used by a very wide mix of people. In 
mid-morning, the majority of the people 
sitting and talki ng a re older people , and 
many of them are obvious ly of limited 
means. 

Inevitably, any imernal space is bound 
to have a screening effect; its amenities, 
the merchandise lines offered, the level of 
the entertainment-all these help deter­
mine the people who will choose to come, 
and it is not necessarily a bad thing if a 
good many of the people are educated 
and well-off. But there should be other 
kinds of people, too, and, if there are not, 
the place is not tru ly public. Or urban. 

The big problem is the street. Internal 
spaces with shops can dilute the attrac­
tions of the street ou tside, and the more 
successfu l they are, the greater the prob­
lem. How many more indoor spaces it 
might Lake to tip the scale is d itlicu lt to 
determine, but it is a matter the planning 
commissions should think very hard 
about. More immediate is the question of 
the internal space's relation to the street. 
If the space is underwritten by incentive 
zoning, it should not merely provide ac­
cess to the public, it should invite it. 

A good internal space should not be 
blocked off by bland walls. It should be 
vis ible from the st reet; the street and its 
surroundings should be highly visible 
from it; and between the two, phys ically 
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Place V ille Marie sequence shows how heavier Oows 
can make for less congestion in doorways. People 
tend to queue up behind open do01·s; when there 
arc so many people that all doors are open, every­
one moves faster. 
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and psychologically, the connectio ns 
should be easy and invi ting. The C1·ysta l 
Court of the IDS Building is a splendid 
example. It is transparent. You arc in the 
center of Minneapolis, no mistake. You 
see it. There is the street and the neigh­
boring bui ldings , and what most catches 
the eye are the flows of people through 
doorways and walkways. It is an easy place 
to get in and out of. 

Most places are not. Typically, building 
· entrances are overenginecred affairs cen­

tered around a set of so-called revolving 
doors. The doors do not of themselves 
revolve; you revolve them. From a stand­
ing start, this requires considerable foot­
pounds of energy. As doe opening the 
swinging doors at the sides-which you 
are not supposed to use anyway. These 
doors are for emergency use. So there is 
frcquemly a sign saying PLEASE usE RE­

voLVING DOOR mounted on a pedestal 
blocking the center of the emer gency 
door. Sometimes, for good measure, there 
is a second set of doors 15 or 20 feet 
inside the first. 

All this is necessary, engineers say, for 
climate control and for an air seal to pre­
vent stack-effect drafts in the elevator 
shafts. Maybe so. But on occasion revolv­
ing doors are folded to an open position. 
If you watch the entrances then, you wi ll 
notice that the building still stands and no 
great drafts ensue. Watch the entrances 
long enough, and there is something else 
you will notice. The one time they f u nc­
tion well is when they are very crowded. 

I first noticed this phenomenon at Place 
Vi lle Marie in Montreal. I was clocking 
the flow through the main concourse en­
trance, a set of eight swinging doors. At 
8:45 A.:vi., wh en the Row was 6,000 people 
an hour, there was a good bit of conges­
tion, with many people lined up one be­
hind another. Ten minutes later the flow 
was up to a peak rate of 8,000 people an 
hour (outside Tokyo, the heaviest I've 
ever clocked). Oddly, there was little 
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congestion. People were moving faster 
and more easil y, with little que uing. 

The reason lies in t he impulse fo t· the 
open door. Some people are natural door 
openers. Most are not. vVhet·e there is a 
choice, they will follow someone who is 
ope ning a door. Sometimes they will 
que ue up two or three deep rathe r than 
open a door themselves. Even where there 
a rc many doors, most of the time the bulk 
o f the traffi c will be self-cha nneled 
th rough one or two of them. As the crowd 
swells, however, an additional door will be 
o pened, then another. The pace quickens. 
T he headway between people shortens. In 
transportation planning, it is ax iomatic 
that there should be a comfortable head­
way between people. In doorway situa­
tions, the opposite is true. If the interval 
between people shortens to 1.2 seconds or 
less, the doors don't get a chance to close. 
All or most of the doors will be open, a nd , 
instead of bunching at one or two of 
them, people wi ll distribute the mselves 
thro ugh the whole entrance. 

O ne way to provide a good e ntrance, 
the n, is to have big enough crowds. But 
the re is another possibili ty. Why not leave 
a door o pen? 

This novel approach has been fo llowed 
for the entra nce of an indoor park. As 
part of the new Philip Morris bu il d ing, 
architect U lrich Franzen has designed an 
attractive space that the Whitney Museum 
will operate as a kind of sculpture garden. 
An entrance that invited people in was felt 
to he very important. Before the energy 
sho rtage an air door would have been the 
answer, a nd had been so specified in the 
zo ni ng code fo r covered pedestria n a reas. 
B ut this was out of the question now. So, 
at the o ther end of the scale, was the 
usual revolving-door barricad e. 

To check the potentials of an open 
door, I did a simple study of heavily used 
en trances. I filmed rush-hour Aows with a 
digital stop watch recorded on the fi lm, 
and then calculated how many people 

used which parts of the entrance. Happily, 
the weather was m ild, and at severa l of 
the entrances one o r two doors wou ld be 
wedged open. As at Place Ville Marie, it 
was to the open door that most people 
went. This docs not mean that the other 
doors were redundant; even if one doesn't 
choose to use them, havi ng the choice to 
do so lessens one's sense of crowding. But 
for shee r e ffi ciency, it became clear, a 
small space kept open is better t han a 
wider space that is closed. At the main 
concourse entry to the RCA building, two 
open doors at one side of an eig ht-door 
entrance accounted fo r two thirds of the 
people passing through during the morn­
ing rush hour. At Grand Central Station , 
most of those using the ni ne-door en­
trance a t 42nd Street traversed open 
doors, and at a ny given time th ree doors 
accounted for the bulk of the traffi c. The 
doors at Grand Central are old, in disre­
pair, and the g lass is rarely cleaned. But 
they do work well. 

Franzen's design for the e ntrance to the 
Philip Mo rri s indoor park incorporates 
these simple findings. Visuall y, the e n­
trance will be a stretch of glass 20 feet 
wide. At the cente r it will have a pair of 
au tomatic sliding d oors. In good weather 
and at peak-use ti mes, the doors will be 
kept open to provide a clear, six-foot en­
try. T his should be enough for the likely 
peak fl ows. For overflows, and people who 
like to open doors , there will be a n option 
of swinging doors at either side. In bad 
weather, t he sliding doors will open auto­
matically whe n people approach. In e ffect, 
there will be an ever-ope n door. It is to be 
hoped there will be ma ny mo re. 
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Unfortuna tely, more and more e ntrances 
to downtown complexes aren't doorways; 
they're escalators to underground places 
or to upper-level walkways. Putting spaces 
away from street level is one thing. Now 
planners are taking the street itself away 
fi-om street level. In some cases t he slope 
of a site calls for the extra levels. But in 
most cases the architectural acrobatics a re 
being pursued as an end in themselves. 

Why? Cities that have inferiority com­
plexes want bold statements. Smaller cities 
seem particularly vulne rable. In those with 
conventional downtowns in trouble, offi­
cials are tempted to go whole hog in the 
other direction. So they set otT on a pil­
grimage to Montrea l or Minneapolis a nd 

b 
'>\ 

(( 

b; 
1r 

p 

\\" 

H 

t r 
p; 

1\" 

t l 
H 

/.( 

Jl< 
!It 



es 
s; 
:S 

ces 

y 
Je 

1 

tre 

ties 
.vith 
l-

e 

tel 

-

bring back plans fo r upper-level walkway 
systems and for underground squa res and 
concourses. What they do not often bring 
back, o r much conside1·, is the context that 
makes these approaches work in the 
places where they wo rk. 

Mi nneapolis walkways, for example, 
w01·k well in Minneapolis. There a rc good 
reasons. The walkways feed into the cen­
tral place of the city, linking the main d e­
partment stores and o ffi ce buildings; they 
carry very heavy pedestrian Bows, and in 
winter the fl ows a re further increased by 
the fierce climate on the streets o utside. 
High dens ity is the crux . As the walkways 
extend outward from the center, the Rows 

fa ll off; so does the amount of retail busi­
ness. 

I f a second leve l of sto res is put up, 
what ha ppens to the level below? A down­
town of a given size can support just so 
many stores, and if a second level greatly 
increases the space available for the m, 
something has to give. True, a new facili ty 
may pull enough additional patmnage 
into the city to sustain the old as well as 
the new. But it may not. r r that is the case, 
either the stores on the up per level will 
suffer, or the stores on t he street, or, quite 
likely, both. 

The other direction is underground. As 
a means of getting quickly and easily from 

L1jt: Concourses can be pleasant places a nd Place Ville ~!arie is an example. ~ote the two men 111 a I 00-
percent conversation , always a good indication. 
Below: There's not much up top at the Brunswick plaza in Chicago. E\'erything is down below. 
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the subway or train, underground con­
courses have long been usefu l. The poten­
tial that planners see is much more em­
bracing. Increasingly, they look at 
underground places as environments in 
their ovvn right-alternatives to the street 
for shopping, eating, and socializing. 
There is a strong emphasis on system. On 
maps of underground projects , bold lines 
and dotted lines link together in a com­
prehensive network which , on completion, 
will allow people to go from any one spot 
in the central business district to any 
other, enabling them to satisfy most of 
their downtown needs underground. 

If planners had to spend more time in 
these places, they might have second 
thoughts about them. As environments, 
subterranean corridors are, for one thing, 
disorienting. If you stay awhile in one 
spot, you will be struck by the number of 
people appearing lost and corning up to 
ask directions. It is not for want of graph­
ics. Helvetica-style type is laid on with 
abandon; there are directional signs every­
where, along with vou ARE HERE illumi­
ruted maps. lt is still easy to get lost, how­
ever. Part of the trouble is that 
underground systems are usuall y laid out 
symmetrically: North Corridor A is likely 
to be a mirror image of South Corridor B. 
Noth ing is askew as it is up on the street; 
there's no landmark on which to get one's 
bearings, no sun to give a clue to east or 
west. 

T he places are drafty, especia lly near 
entrances. There are, furthermore , many 
abrupt variations in temperatures from 
one section to another. There are not the 
extremes one expects outdoors, but that is 
itself a problem; in-between climate poses 
more hazards tha n the strong, but known, 
climate up above. What kind of clothes 
should you wear? During a good part of 
the year, it is too warm for an overcoat, or 
too cool for regular clothing. 

As shopping environments, concourses 
are fine for convenience items-newspa-
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pers, shoeshines, Xerox copies, automated 
bank branches. They arc not right for the 
top of the line. There is something second 
class about basements , and that is the 
irnpression most of them convey. The 
schlock quotient is strong. Most con­
courses have an inordinate number of girt 
and card shops, pinball and electronic 
game ga ll eries, and junk-food counters . 
The few that do have quality shops are 
usually part oF a large complex in which 
the street level has been ruled out for 
retailing. This produces a captive clien­
tele-which, of course, can be pointed to 
as proof that people li ke it underground. 

The advantage of this kind of system 
lies largely in looking at maps of it. They 
seem so complete. But the completeness is 
not rele vant to most pedestrians, nor per­
ceived hy them. If you check how the sys­
tem is used, you will find that the great 
bulk of traffic is concentrated on the main 
connectors. Some people ma y find pleas­
ure in being able to go from point A to D, 
then o n to Z. But part of that pleasure lies 
in knowing that few other people know. 
As you poke out to the further reaches, 
the number of people you see drops 
markedly. So do benefit-cost ratios. Per 
foot, it costs just about as much to build 
the little-used segments as the main ones 
and as much to operate them. 

Montreal's Place Vi lle Marie is under­
ground, to be sure, and it works very well 
in Montrea l. But there are other factors at 
work than unclergroundness. As with the 
IDS center, Place Vi ll e Marie is in the very 
center of the city, directly between the 
railroad station and the main shopping 
street. Because of the sharp slope of the 
site, one side is at street level. Daylight has 
been brought into the complex through 
four small courtyards with stairs to a large 
plaza above. And, as in Minneapolis, the 
winter climate is fierce (the day I took the 
pictures of the doorway it was minus 18 
degrees-a temperature, it should be 
noted, that didn 't keep good-size crowds 
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o fT Ste . Cathe ri ne Street, the mai n shop­
ping street). Once aga in , it is the contex t 
that makes the \ Iomreal a pproach wo rk. 

Megastructures 

The ultimate deve lopment in the flight 
from the s tree t is the urban fo rtress. In 
the form of megastructures more and 

The Bona\'enlllre Complex, 
l.os Angeles. 

more of these thi ngs are being put up­
huge, multipurpose complexes combining 
offi ces, hotels, and shops-such as 
Detroit's Renaissance Cente r, Atlanta's 
Omni In te rna ti o na l. The ir disti ng uishing 
chanlCteristic is se lf-conta inment. W hile 
they are su pposed to be the salvation of 
downtown, they a re often some distance 
from the center of downtown, a nd in any 
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event tend to be q uite independent of 
their surroundings, which are most usu­
ally parking lots. T he megastructures are 
wholl y internalized environments, with 
their own life-support systems. Their en­
closing walls arc blank, windowless, and to 
the street they turn an a lmost solid face of 
concrete or brick. 

A car is the favored means of entry. At 
Houston Center you can drive in from the 
freeway to the Center's parking garage, 
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walk through a skyway to one tower, 
thence to another, work the day through , 
and the n head back to the garage a nd the 
freeway without ever once having to set 
foot in Houston at al l. 

T here wouldn't be m uch reason to. 
Down at the street level of Houston Cen­
ter there are no store windows. There are 
no stores. There are no t many people. 
T he sole retail activity is a drive-in bank 
and the only acknowledgment that is 
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Above: Street side of the berm bordering the e ntrance of Renaissance 
Cente r in Detroit. 
Lift: T he clii·cct antithesis of the megastructu re approach is Faneuil 
Hall marketplace in Boston. A large part of the activity takes place in 
the street, welcomed as an integral pan of the complex . 
Below: Houston Center looks like a fortress a nd is built like a fortress. 

made o r the pedestria n consists of flashing 
lights a nd signs telling him he'd better 
damn well watch out fo r cars. 

T he resembla nce to fo rtresses is not ac­
cide ntal. I L is the philosophic base. "Yes, 
they do look a little forbidding,'' says o ne 
proponent, "but they reall y have to. T he 
fact is the o nl y way we can lure middle­
class shoppers back to downtown is to 
promise them security." So, in spirit as 
well as form, the interstate shopping mall 

is transplanted to downtown and security 
raised to the nth degree. The complexes 
abo und with guards a nd elaborate e lec­
tronic surveilla nce systems. Any kind of 
suspicious activity is qui ckly spotted and 
attended to (including, as I have found, 
the taking of photographs). Ports of entry 
from the city outside are few in number 
and their design is manifestly d efensive. 
Where Re naissance Center faces Detroit 
there is a large concrete berm athwart the 
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Spiked ledge of Peachtree Plaza Hotel. 

entrance. All that is lacking is a portcul lis. 
But the message is clear. Afraid of De­
troit? Come in and be safe. 

T he complexes bid to become larger. 
Increasingly, the megastructures are being 
combined with convention and sports fa­
cilities. Like megastructures, these tend to 
be located at the edge of downtown or 
beyond , and can be mated with mega­
structures via skybridges and concour es 
to form an almost completely closed cir­
cuit. As a resu lt, some American cities 
now have two cities- regular city a nd visi­
tor city. 

Conventioneers sometimes complain of 
a lack of variety. A logical next step will be 
the creation within the complexes of fac-
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simi les of streets. There is one at Disney­
land, and it is ver y popular; there are 
several at the White Flint Mall outside 
Wash ington, D.C. With simi lar showman­
ship, indoor theme parks could be set up 
to give an experie nce of the city without 
the dangers or it. In addition to such 
physical features as sid ewalks and gas 
li ghts, barbe r poles, cigar-store Indians, 
a nd the like, street-like activities could be 
progra mmed, with costumed players act­
ing as street people. 

Another approach would be to tie in 
with real streets in the first place. There 
arc some solid attractions in megastruc­
tures- excellen t hotels and restaurants, 
good shops, waterfal ls, elevato rs in glass 
pods, and public spaces of a elrama and 
luxury not seen since the movie palaces of 
the twenties. Must isolation be a condition 
of their attraction? The megastructure 
thesis is somewhat self-p roving. If peop le 
go in, it is argued , this proves they are 
seeking escape from the city and its inse­
curities. But does it? Do people go into 
Peachtree Plaza Center because there are 
spikes on its front ledge on Peachtree 
Street? They went in when there weren't 
spikes. Do people go into Renaissance 
Center because of the berm? Or despite 
it? The evide nce suggests that they go in 
because there are attractions to enjoy. 
These a ttractions do not require separa­
tion from the city to be e njoyed , and are 
more enjoyable when not separated. 
Fancu il Hall Ma rketplace is witness to this. 
It's a bit hoked up, too, most shrewdly so , 
but it's part of a real city and it has a 
sple ndid sense of place. 

This is what megastructurcs so lack. 
One feels somewhat disembodied in these 
places. Is it night? Or day? Spring? Or 
winter? And where are yo u? You cannot 
see out of the place. You do not know 
what city yo u are in, or if you are in a city 
at all. The complex cou ld be at an airport 
or a new town. It could be in the East or 
the West. The piped music gives no cue. 
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Pcachtt-cc Strccr \'icw of Peachtree Plaza. 

It is the same as it is everywhere. Yo u 
could be in a fo reign country o r on a 
space satelli te. You are in a uni versa l con­
I ro ll e<l en vi ron ment. 

ncl it is going to elate ver y bad ly. 
Forms of tra nsportation and their attend­
ant cu ltures have historical ly produced 

their most elaborate mani rcsta tions just af­
te r they have entered the pe ri od or thei r 
obsolescence. So it may be with megastruc­
tures and the freewa y era that bred the m. 
T hey are the last convulsive embodiment 
of a time passi ng, and they are a wretched 
model for the future of the city. 
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Smaller Cities 
and Places 
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Will the factors that make a plaza or small 
space successful in one city work in an­
other? Generall y, the answer is yes-with 
one key variable to watch. lt is scale, and 
it is pa rticularly importa nt for smaller cit­
ies. For a number of reasons, it is tougher 
for them to create li vely spaces than it is 
fo r a big city. 

Big cities have lo ts of people in their 
downtowns. This density poses problems, 
but it provides a strong supply o f poten­
tial users for open spaces in most parts of 
the central business d istrict. Where 3,000 
people an ho ur pass by a site, a lo t of 
mistakes can be made in design and a 
place may still e nd up being well used. 

Smal ler cities a re not as compressed . 
True, some a re blessed with a tight, well­
defined cen ter, with some fine old bui ld­
ings to anchor it. But many others have 
loosened up; they have torn down old 
buildings and not replaced them, leaving 
much of the space open. Parking lots and 
garages become the dominant land use, 
often accounting for more than 50 per­
cent of dow ntown. T his is true also of 
some big cities-Houston, for one. Hous­
ton has some fine e leme nts in its down­
town, but they are so interspersed with 
parking lots that they don't connect ver y 
well with one another. 

Many cities have diffused their down­
towns by locating new "downtown" devel­
opments outside of downtown, or just far 
enough away that one e lement does not 
support the other. The distances need not 

s 

,, 

I 
( 

F 



nail 

ith 
nd 
cit­
rher '. 

IS 

r 
tl1S, 

:n-
s of 
)00 

·ell­
lei-
ve 

mg 
and 
.e, 
r-

>US­

n-
h 
ery 

n­
:vel­
. far 
tOt 

l not 

The recycling o f the Reed Opera House in Salem, Oregon, into a complex of shops and restaurants 
reinforces the sense of place of the city. 

be g reat. If you have to get into a car and 
d rive, a place six blocks away might as 
well be a mile or more. That is precisely 
the kind of tmuble you have in a number 
of cities. Kansas City's Crown Center, for 
example, is only ll blocks from the cen­
tral business district, but the two centers 
sti ll remain more or less unconnected. 

Cities in the 100,000- 200,000 range are 
not just sca led-down versions of biggc1· cit­
ies. Re latively speaking, the downtowns of 
these smaller ci ties cover more space than 
the downtowns of bigger cities. Often 
their streets are wider, and their pedes­
tria n de nsities much lower, with fewer 
people in any given area of the central 

business district. Sidewalk counts are a 
good index. If the number of passersby is 
under a rate of 1,000 per hour around 
noontime, a city could pave the street with 
gold for all the difference it wou ld make. 
Something funda mental is missing: peo­
ple. More stores, more offices, more rea­
sons for being are what the downtown 
must have. 

Some cities have sought to revitalize 
their downtowns by banning ca rs from the 
main street and turning it into a pedes­
trian mall. Some of these malls have 
worked well. Some have not. Again, the 
problem is diffusion . The malls may be 
too big for the number o[ people and the 
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amount o f activities. This ccms to be par­
ticularly the case with the smalle r cities­
which tend to have the largest malls. 

What such cities need to do is to com­
press, to concentrate. Many of them we re 
ve ry low d ensity to begin with ; in some, 
most of the buildings are only two or 
three stories high. Spread ove r ma ny 
down town blocks are activities and people 
that might have come together in a critical 
mass had they been compressed into two 
or thrcr. . Such places are sad to see. So 
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man y hopes, so many good inte ntions, so 
many fo untains a nd play scu lptures ha\'c 
gone into them. Yet they are nead r em pty. 

Smaller cities a rc a lso hig hly vulne1·able 
to the competition of subUI·ban sho pping 
centers-in particu lar, the huge central­
ized ones going up next to inte rchanges. 
The suburban centers tha t do well ar e 
more urba n in t heir use of space than the 
cities they a re beating out. True, they are 
surro unded by a vast acreage o f' pa rking 
space, much of which is never used save 
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on peak d ays. U nlike the ea rli e r ge nera­
tion of linear shopping centers, however, 
the new o nes a re hig hly concentrated , 
one-stop places. You don' t have to drive 
here for this and there fo r that. You e nte r 
an e nclosed pedestri an system that is, in 
e ffect, a g igantic custome r-processing ma­
chine . 

A mo d e l for downtown? Some cities 
now think so. To bea t suburbia at its own 
game, they have been in viting develo pe rs 
to put u p shopping centers in downtown. 
T he de velopers have respo nded with cop­
ies of their suburban models, with very 
little adaptation: concrete boxes, gea t-ed to 
people who drive to them, that have little 
relationship to th e sidewa lks o r surround­
ing build ings o f the city. These mini-meg­
astructu res may be an efficien t selling for 
merchandising of the middle range ; in 
suburbia, they provide something or a so­
cial cente r as well . But they are not for 
the downtown. They a rc the a ntithesis of 
what downtown should be. 

Cities do best when they in tensify their 
unique strengths. Salem, Oregon, for ex­
a mple , at one time thought its last, best 
ho pe would be a suburban-type shopping 
complex, complete with a skyway or two 

11 's vogue in many small cities 
to have a second street level. 
But this tends LO d iffuse street 
activity. The most successful 
streets direct several Aoo1·s of 
act ivity to one st reet level , as in 
Salem !facing page). So with 
New York's Madison Avenue 
(left ). Its second stm·yness is an 
inhel-ent pan of its vitality. 

for razzle-dazzle . But somehow it d idn't 
seem like Salem. The city decided o n an 
opposite a pproach . It is fi lling in empty 
spaces with buildings to the scale of the 
place, putting g lass canopies over side­
walks, converting alleys into shopping 
ways, tyi ng strong points with pedestrian 
spaces and sitting areas. A n old opera 
house has been con verted into a complex 
of stores with fe li citous res ults, and other 
o ld structu res may be recycled , too. J n 
sum, Sale m has embarked o n a plan that 
wor ks with the grain of the city. 

I t is sig nificant that th e cities doing best 
by their downtowns a re the o nes doing 
best a t historic preservation and reuse. 
Fine old buildings are wo rth while in the ir 
ow n right, but there is a g reater benefit 
in volved. They provide discipline. Arch i­
tects and pla nne t·s li ke a blank slate. They 
usua lly do thei r best work , however, when 
they don't have one. Whe n they have to 
work with impossible lot lines and bits and 
pieces of space, beloved o ld eyesores, irra­
tiona l street layouts, and o ther such con­
stra ints, they frequently produce the best 
o f theit· new designs-and the most neigh­
borl y. 
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Triangulation 
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We have gone over the principal factors 
that make a p lace work. But there is one 
more factor. I call it tri angulation. By this 
I mean that process by which some exter­
nal stimulus provid es a linkage between 
people and prompts strangers to talk to 
each other as though they were not. 
There are, say, two men standing at a 
street corner. A third man appears. He 
hoists a sign and begins a loud harangue 
on the single tax. This links the two men . 
CasuaJJ y, they exchange comments on the 
human comedy before them, in a tone of 
voice usuall y reserved for close friends. 

Street characte •-s make a city more ami­
cable. Mr. Magoo, who volunteers as a 
traffic director in midtown New York, wiJJ 
a lways draw a crowd, and his performance 
will draw its members together. T he per­
son standing next to you is likely to tell 
yo u all about his history, or ask you who 
in the world he is. The Witch, a raunchy 
woman who jeers at the dignified and 
spits at little children , is quite deplorable. 
Strange•-s exchange shocked glances. But 
they smile, too, as if they were on her 
side. 

T he stimu lus can be a physical o~ject or 
sight. At the small park at the Promenade 
in Brooklyn Heights there is a spectacular 
view of the towe rs of lower Manhattan 
across the East River. It is a great conver­
sation opener and strangers normally re­
mark to each other on it. When you come 
upon such a scene, it would be rude not 
to. 
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A street band draws people. So docs sculptu•·e, 
particu larly rhe kind that people like to touch, 
such as Dubuffet's stainless-steel "Rag Lad y" 
(ahot•t>) and ·'Four Trees" (/P/1). 
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Sculpture can have strong social effects. 
Before and after studies of the Chase 
Manhattan plaza showed that the installa­
tion of Dubuffet's "Four Trees" has had a 
beneficent impact on pedestrian activity. 
People a re drawn to the sculpture, and 
drawn through it: they stand under it, be­
side it; they touch it; they talk about it. At 
the Federal Plaza in Chicago, Alexander 
Calder's huge stabile has had simil ar ef­
fects . 

Musicians and entertainers draw peopl~ 
together. Rockefeller Plaza and the First 
National Bank of Chicago regula rly sched­
ule touring school bands, rock groups, 
and the like. As noted in the discussio n of 
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the amphitheater effect, howeve r, the real 
show is usually the audience . Many people 
wi ll be looking as much at each other as at 
what's on the stage. 

It is not the excellence or the act that is 
important. It is the h1ct that it is there that 
bonds people , and sometimes a really bad 
act will work even better than a good one. 
Street entertainers, for example, can be 
ve ry, very bad. One of the best o r the bad 
is a you ng magician whose pattern is so 
corny and predictable that you are vir­
tually forced into conversation with your 
neighbor. With each of the magician's 
as ides, the onlookers get increasingly jo­
vial, delivering more of their own as ides, 
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and engaging in much banter and ex­
change of opinions. Also, the magician 
collects a nice sum. 

But good performers a re best. Among 
them are the mimes. In a typical se­
quence, a mime walks up to two junior­
executive types and draws a huge square 
in the air. The crowd laughs, and the jun­
ior executives laugh. Cops are a great foil. 
As one of' them moves across a plaza, a 
mime wi ll walk behind him aping his gait. 
T he cop turns around , laughs, and shakes 
the mime's hand. T he crowd laughs and 
whistles its approval. 

The most adroit routine is that of a 
young acrobat. As he is coll ecting money 
fro m the crowd, he tries to spot a police­
man. If one is standing nearby, enjoying 
hi mself, the acrobat suddenly recoils and 
in a loud voice begs the cop not to hit him 
again. The crowd, furious at police brutal­
ity, gives more money. 

A virtue of street acts is their unexpect-

All kinds of activities will draw a crowd. 

edness. When people form a crowd 
around an entertainer-it happens very 
quickly, in 40 or 50 seconds-they look 
much like children who have come upon a 
treat; some wi ll be smiling in simple de­
light. These moments are true recreation, 
though rarely thought of as such, certainly 
not by the retailers who try so hard to 
outlaw them. But there is something of 
great value here, and it should be fos­
tered. 

Why not invite entertainers onto a plaza 
instead of banning them? One cot·poration 
is considering a plan to we lcome the best 
of the street entertainers to its new build­
ing. The en terta iners would be given the 
equiva lent of several good collections to 
do their act. 

Most of the elements that have the 
triangulation effect are worthwile in their 
own right. Simply on aesthetic grounds, 
Dubuffet's "Four Trees" much improves 
the scale a nd sense of place in the Chase 

97 



'I 

·~ 
1 
I 

Manhauan plaza. Bu t the social effects arc 
important. By observing them, we can 
fi nd how they can be anticipated and 
planned. 

I am not, heaven forfend , going on to 
argue for places of maximum gregarious­
ness, social directors for plazas. Anomie 
wo uld be preferable. What I'm suggesting, 
simply, is that we make places fr iendlier. 
We know how. In both the design and 
ma nage ment of spaces, the re are many 
ways to make it much easier for people to 
mingle a nd meet. It would be no bad idea 
to move more in this direction. 

98 

The best show window on Lexington Avenue looks 
in to the sancLUary of St. Peter's Church. Pas. ersby 
stop to look and comment: "Wow!" "That's not my 
idea of a church! " "Isn't it g01·gcous!" 

In Praise of Odds and Ends 

As I conclude , let me say a word about 
large spaces. The emphasis in this manual 
has been on small spaces. But this is not to 
scant the desirabi li ty of lar ge ones . T he 
question is sometimes raised whether it is 
better to have a Central Park or an equi v­
alent amount of space in small parks. 
There is no comparability. Central Park is 
a magnificent space on a large scale, and it 
does something fo r New York tha t no ag­
gregation of small spaces could. T hanks to 
the genius of Frederick Law Olmsted , it 
shou ld be added, Central Park is also a 
host of small spaces, and people expe ri­
ence it as such. 

The fact is, however, that for the fore­
seeable futu re the opportunities in the 
center city are going to be fo r small 
spaces. And there are great opportun ities. 
True, costs are prodigious- even in the 
case of incentive zoning, expensive trade­
off's are included. But the costs are high 
because so ma ny people are to be served. 
A less costly place somewhere else can be 
a poor bargain. 
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Above: A temporary an gallery. 
Bl'low: One of the best spots in ew York is a ledge at 57th Su-eet and Maclison Avenue. It usually has sun 
and is proteCLed from the wind . 

Some o f' the most rel icitous spaces, fUI'­
thermore, a rc leftovers, niches , odds and 
e nds of space that by happy accide nt work 
very well for people. At 57th Street and 
Madison Avenue in ew York there is a 
bank with two window ledges. They're low 
e nough for sitting and are recessed 
e nough to provide wind protection. There 
is sun all day, a parade of passersby, a nd 
at the corner a vendor squeezing fres h 
orange juice. It is a splendid urban place . 
There are other such places, most pro­
vided by inad ve rtence. T hink what might 
be provided ir someone planned it. 

Bus stops are often amia ble places a nd 
more could be. Observe the people there 
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and you will find that many arc not wait­
ing fo r the bus. T hey just like the activity. 
Usually the only amenities are a bench o r 
two and a sign with the bus routes. I f" 
ove1·head shelter we1·e provided and a bit 
more space, these places could be far 
more ame nable. And why not bus-stop 
pa rklets? In Billings, Montana, they a re 
fash ioning a small one with groupings of 
be nches and with trees oved1ead. l t is 
likely to become the city's best meeting 
place . 

T he furniture of the street can make 
places work better but, again, customarily 
it's more by inadvertence than design. 
Trash receptacles are a n example. New 
York City provided mi llions of do llars 
worth o r heavy concrete objects with fla t 
tops. As receptacles, they were terrible, 
the tops acting as trash dispensers. But 
they were excellent for some other pur­
poses. People u sed them as sma ll tables, 
sometimes sat on them, used them as 
ledges for re-sortin g packages. 

T he re would seem to be a lesson here. 
So with fire hydrants a nd sta ndpipes. 
Both are usdul for tying shoelaces, and 
the sta ndpipes are good for sitting as well. 
And why not shelves? Just as an expe ri­
ment it would be interesting to see what 
would happen if buildings provided an 
extra ledge about four to five fee t high. 
T he Japanese are more inve nti ve than we 
at such matte1·s. On the sidewalks at the 
entrances to some department stores, 
ledges arc provided for sitting, for placing 
things: there are ashtrays, benche , phone 
booths. T here's not much space, but it is 
ve ry heavil y and well used. 

We do not ha\'e much sidewalk space 
either, but we are going to have more. We 
have g iven a disproportionate a mount of 
o ur stree t space to vehicles, and the time 
has come to start g iving some or it back to 
the pedestrians from who m it was taken. 
To mee t federal air-quality standard s, 
some cities may have to eliminate pa rking 
on downtow n streets. T his can free up 
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one or two lanes of space. Rather than 
have the space revert to traffic-and thus 
induce more of it-the space should be 
given back to t he sidewa lks. I r it is, there 
will be enough room for many kinds or 
pedestrian a me nities-such as bus-stop 
parklet,, sitting places, and sidewalk cafes. 

1 am, in sum, bespeaking busy places. 
Too busy? Too crowded ? I think not. As 
we have seen, people have a ni ce sense of 
the num ber that is right for a place, a nd it 
is they who determine how man y is too 
man y. They do not, furth erm o1·c, seek to 
get away from it a ll. If they did, they 
wou ld go to the lonely e mpty places where 
there are few people. But they do not. 
They go to the lively places where there 
are many people. And they go t here by 
choice-not to escape the city, but to par­
take of it. 
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It is wonderfully encouraging that 
places people like best of all , find least 
crowded, a nd most restful are small spaces 
ma rked by a hig h d ensity o r people and a 
very e!-fi cie nt use of space. 

I end, the n, in praise of small spaces. 
T he multiplie r effect is t reme ndo us. It is 
not j ust t he number of people using the m. 
but the la rger nu mber who pass by and 
enjoy the m vicariously, or t he even larger 

nu mber who fee l better about the city cen­
te r for knowledge o f them. For a city, 
such places a re price less, whatever the 
cost. T hey a re buil t of a set o f basics and 
they are r ight in front of o ur noses. 
If we will look. 
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