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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
hy-product of first-hand observation.

In 1970, 1 formed a small research
group, The Street Life Project, and began
looking at city spaces. At that time, direct
obscrvition had long been used Tor the
study of people in lar-off linds. it had not
been used 1o any grew extent in the ULS.
¢ity. There was much concern over urban
crowding, but most of the research on the
issue was done somewhere other than
where icsupposedly occurred. The most
notable studics were of crowded animals,
or of students and members ol institutions
responding o experimental situations—
often valuable rescarch, 10 be sure, but
somewhat vicarious.

The Street Lile Project began its study
by looking at New York City parks and
playgrounds and such informal recreation
arcas as ity blocks. One of the fivst things
that struck us was the lack of crowding in
many of these areas. A few were jammed,
but more were nearer empty than full,
often in neighborhoods that ranked very
high in density of people. Sheer space,
abviously, was not ol isell attracting chil-
dren. Many streets were,

Lo is often assumed that children play in
the street beaause they Fack playground
space. But many children play in the
streets because they like to. One of the
best play arcas we came across was e block
on T0st Swreet in East Barlem. e had s
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problems, but it worked. The street wsel
was the play arca. Adjoining stoops and
hire escapes provided prime viewing across
the street and were lughly funcional tor
mothers and older people. There were
other Factors at work, too, and. had we
heen more presaent, we could have saved
outsclves a lot ol thne spent later looking
al plazas. Though we did not know it
then, this block haed within i all the basic
clements of a successtul urban plice.

As our studlies took us nearer the center
ol New Yook, the imbalance in space use
was even more appaonent. Mose of the

cronding could be traced o aseries off
choke points—-subway stations, in particu-
L. T toral, these spaces are only a lac-
tion ol downtown, bt the number of peo-
ple using them is so high, the experience
so abysmal, that it colors our perception
ol the city around. out of all proportion 1o
the space involved. The face that there
may be dots of empty space somewhere
clse littde mitigaies the discomfort, And
there 1s e stong carrv-over effect,

Fhis attects rescarchers, o, We see
whitt we expect 1o see, and have been so
conditioned 1o see aonded spaces i cen-
tev any thac i is ofien ditheult o see
empty ones. Bur when we looked, there
they were,
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I he amount of space, furthermore, was
increasing. Since 1961, New York City has
been giving incentive bonuses to builders
whao provided plazas. For cach squanre foot
of plaza. builders could add 10 square feet
ol commerdial Hoor space over and above
the amouns normally pevmitied by zoning.
So they did-—without exception. Even
new oflice building provided a plaza or
comparable spaces in otal. hy 19720 some
S0 acres of the world's most expensie
OpeN SR,

We discovered that some plazas, espe
cially at Tunchiime, attracted alot of peo-
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ple. One. the plaza ol the Seagram Build-
ing. was the place that helped give the dty
the idea for the plaza bonus. Built in
1058, this austerely elegant area had not
been planned as a people’s plazi, but that
is what it became, On a good day, there
woulkd be a hundred and hity people si-
ting, sumbathing, picnicking, and shimooz-
ing—idly gossiping. talking “nothing alk.”
People also liked 77 Water Steet, known
as “swingers’ phaza” becanse ol the voung
crosd that populated it

But on most plazas. we didn’t see many
people. The plazas weren’t usedl for mudch




except walking actoss. In the middle ol
the lunch hour on a beawitul, sunny day
the number of people sitting on plazas
averaged four per 1,000 square Teet of
space an exirordinarily low higure tor
so dense a center, Phe tightesi-knie CBD
(centratl business district) anywhere con-
tained a surprising amount ol open space
that was relatively empty and unused.

Il places like Seagram’s and 77 Water
Sureet could work so well, why not the
others? The dy was being had. For the
millions of dollars ol extra space it was
handing out 10 builders, it had every right
to demand much beuer plazas in return.,

I put the question to the chairman ol
the City Planning Commission, Donald
Elliott.  As aomateey of fact, T entrapped
him into spending a weekend looking at
time-lapse films of plaza use and nonuse.
He fele that ougher zoning was in order.
Il we could lind 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 o be strongly
contested, it would be important o docu-
ment the case o a fare-thee-well.

We set o work. We began studying a
cross-section of spaces—in all, 16 plazas, 3
small parks, and a number of odds and
ends. T will pass over the false siarts, the
dead ends, and the Hloundering arounds,
save o note that there were a lot and that
the research was nowhere as tidy and se-
quental as it can seem in the telling, Let
me also note that the findings should have
been staggeringly obvious 1o 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
cventuad findings by a succession of busted
hypotheses.

The research conunued for some three
years. Ilike to cite the figure because it
sounds impressive. But it is calendur
time. For all practical purposes, at the end
ot stx months we had completed our basic

rescarch and arrived at our recommenda-
tions. The City, alas, had other concerns
on its mind, and we found that communi-
cating the findings was o take more time
than arviving at them. We logged many
hours in church basements and meeting
rooms giving film and slide presentations
Lo community groups, architects, planners,
businessmen, developers, and real-estate
people. We continued our research; we
had o keep our findings up-to-date, for

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, there has been a salutary im-
provement in the design of new spaces
and the rejuvenation 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 for its own sake. For
economics alone, it makes sense. An enor-
mous expenditure of design expertise,
and of travertne 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 o create spaces that
work for people than those that do not—
and a tremendous difference it can make
to the life of a ciy.



The Life
of Plazas
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We stanted by studying how people use
plazas. We mounmied time-lapse cnneras
overlooking the plazas and recorded daily
patterns. We talked 1o people 1o find
where they cune from, where they
worked, how frequently they used the
place and what they thought of i But,
mostly, we watched people 1o see whan
they did.

Most ol the people who use plazas, we
tound, are young office workets lrom
nearby buildings, “There may be relatively
few patvons rom the plaza’s own build-
ing: as some seoretvies conhde, they'd
just s soon put a litde distance between
themselves and the boss. But commuter
distances are usually shore: for most pla-
zas, the clfective marker vadius is about
three blocks. Small panks. like Paley and
Greenacre in New York, tend 1o have
maore assorted patrons throughouwt the
day —upper-income older people, people
coming from a distance. But office worke
crs sull predominate. the bulk from
nearby,

[his ancomplicated demography under-
scores an elemental point about good ur-
ban spaces: supply areates demand. A
good new space builds a new constituency.
It stmulates people into new habits—al
Iresco lunches—and provides new paths wo
and from work, new places to pause. It
does all this very quickly. In Chicago's
Loop, thete were no such amenitics not so
tong ago. Now, the plaza of the First Na-
tional Bank bas thoroughly changed the



midday way ol lile {or thousands of peo-
plec A success like this in no way surfeies
demand Tor spaces: it indicies how great
the mnrealized powential is.

The best-used plazas e sociable places,
with a higher proportion ol couples than
vou find in less-used places, more people
in groups, more people meeting people,
or exchanging goodbyes. At live of the
most-used plizas in New York, the pro-
portion ol people in groups runs about 453
percent; in five of the least used, 32 per-
cent. A high proportion of people in
groups is an index of selecivity. When
people go to a place in twos or threes or
rendezvous there, it is most often because
they have dedided to. Nor are these socia-
ble places less congenial 1o the individual.
In absolute numbers, they atract more in-
dividuals than do less-used spaces. 1 you

Above: Paley Park.
Betow: A usetul sculpture exhibic i Seagram’s plaza.




are alone, a lively place can be the hest
place 1o be.

I'he most-used places also tend 1o have
a higher than average proportion ol
women, The male-Temale ratio of a plaza
Dasically reflects the compaosition of the
work force, which varies [rom area to
arca—in midtown New York it runs about
60 percent male, 10 percent female.
Women are more discriminating than men
as 1o where they will sit, more sensitive 1o
annoyances, and women spend more time
casting the viious possibilities. [ 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 probably a
good one and has been chosen as such,

The rhythms of plaza life are much
alike [rom place to place. In the morning
hours, patronage will be sporadic. A hot-
dog vendor setting up his carcan the cor-
ner, elderly pedesirians pausing for a rest,
a delivery messenger or two, a shoeshine
man, some tourists, perhaps an odd ype,
like a scavenger woman with shopping
bags. 11 there is any constructton work in
the vidnity, hard hats will appear shortly
after 11:00 a. with beer cans and sand-
wiches. Things will start o liven up.
Around noon, the main dientele begins to
arrive. Soon, activity will be near peak and
will stay there unal a linde befove 2:00

.M. Some 80 percent of the total hours ol

use will be concentrated in these two
hours. In mid and Lue altwernoon, use is
again sporadic. If there’s a special event,
such as a jazz concert, the flow going
home will be tipped, with people staying
as ke as 65:00 or 6:30 v.a Ovdinarily,
however, plazas go dead by 6:00 and stay
thar way until the next morning.

During peak hours the number of peo-
ple on a plaza will vary considerably ac-
cording o scasons and weather, The way
people distribute themselves over the
space, however, will be fairly cousistent,
with some sectors geuing heavy use day
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and day out. others much less. fnour
sightings we find It casy 1o map every per-
son, buv the patcrns are reguln enough
that you could count the number in only
one sedtor, then multiply by a given lactor,
and come within a percent or so of the
total number of people ac the pliza.

OfT-peak use often gives the best dlues
1o people’s preferences. When a place is
jammed, a person sits where he can. “This
may or may not be where he most wants
10. After the main crowd has lef, the
choices can be significant. Some parts ol
the plaza become quite empry; others con-
tinue o be used. At Seagram’s, a rear
ledge under the trees is moderately, but
steadily, occupicd when other ledges ave
empty; it seems the most uncrowded of
places, but on o cumulative basis it is the
hest-used part of Seagram’s.

Men show atendency to take the front-
row scats, aiel, i there is a kind ol gate,
men will be the guardians of i, Women
tend to favor places slightly secduded. 1F
there are double-sided benches parallel 1o
astreet, the inner side will usually have a
high proportion of women; the outer, of
men.

Of the men up frong, the most conspic-
uous are girl watchers. They work ac i,
and so demonstratively as o suggest that
their chiel interest may not really be the
rivls so much as the show of watching
them. Generally, the watchers line up
quite close together, in groups of three to
five. [f they are construction workers, they
will be very demonstradve, much given to
whistling, faughing, divect salutations.
This is also true of most girl watchers in
New York's inancial arca. In midiown,
they are more inhibited, playing it coolly,
with a good bit ol sniggering and smirk-
ing, as if the girls were not measaring up.
Lt 15 all machismo, however, whether up-
town or downtown. Not once have we
ever seen a gl watcher pick up a ginl, or
attempt to,

Few others will cither, Plazas are not
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ideal plirces for striking up acquaintances,
and ¢ven on the most sociable of them,
there is not much mingling. When
stiangers are in |)m\||m|\ the nearest
thing to an exchange is whin Frving Gott-
man has called civil nadeention, I there
e, sy, two smashing blondes on a ledge,
the men nearby will vsually pur on an
claborate show of disregard. Wach ddasely,
however, and you will see them give them-
selves away with covert ghnces, involun-
tary primping of the hair, mags e the e
lobe.

Lovers are 10 be found on plazas. But
not where you would expect them. When
we fiese started interviewing, people told
us we'd find lovers in the vear places (po
smokers, 1oo), But they weven't usually
there. They would be our front, T'he maost
lervent embracing we've recorded on il
has usuatly aken place in the most visible
of locations, with the couple oblivious of
the crowed.

Certain locations hecome rendezvous
points lor coteries ol vartous Kinds, For a
while, the sowth wall of Chase plaza was a
gathering point ton comera bugs, the Kind
who like to buy new lenses and talk about
them. Patterns ol this sort may List no
motre than a season —or persist for yeas,
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Some time ago, one particular spot be-
came a gathering place for rathsh younger
people; since then, there have been many
changeovers i personnel, but i is still a
gathering place tor raflish younger peo-
ple.

Self-Congestion

What atiracts people maost, it would ap-
peat, is other people. T belabor the
point, it is becanse many wrban spaces are
being designed as though the opposue
were true, and thae what people liked best
were the places they stay away rom. Peo-
ple olten do talk along such liness this s
why then responses 1o questionnures can
he so misleading. How many people
would sy they ke 1o sicin the middle of
acrond? Instead, they speak of getting
away hrom e all, and use terms hike “es-
cape,” Toasis,” retrear” What people do,
however, reveals a dillerent priority,

F'his was first brought home w us ina
study of street conversitions. When peo-
ple stop 1o have a conversation, we won-
dered, how Foraway do they move hrom
the main pedestrian flowr We were espe-
cially interested in finding out how much
of the normally anused buffer space nexi

14



m

, e
[ 3 i
= |
e = 7 1
o i
i . 4
o1
werd i

H



1o buildings would be used. So we set up
time-lapse cuneris overlooking several
key street corners and began plouing the
location of all conversitions lasting a min-
ute or longer.

People didn’t move out of the main pe-
destrian flow, They stayed in it or moved
into i, and the great bulk of the conversa-
tons were smack inthe center ol the
How the 100 pevcent location, 10 use the
1eal-estate term, Phe same graniction
characierized “maveling comersations” -
the kind o which two men move abom,
alternaing the voles ol steaight man and
principal talker. There is a tor of apparent
motion. But il you ploc the orbits, you will
find they are wsually centered awound the
HOO percent spoi,

Just why people behave like this, we
have never been able 1o determine. 1t is
nnderstandable thae conversations shouled
originate within the main flow. Conversa-
tions are incident to pedestrian journeys;
where there are the most people. the like-
lthood ol a meeting or a leave-taking is
highest. What is less explainable is
people’s indinmion w remain in the main
(low, blocking walic, being jostled by it

This does not seem to be a mauer of in-
ertia but ol choice—instinctive, perhaps,
but by no means illogical. In the center of
the crowd you have the maximum choice—

o break off, (o continue - -much as yon
lve inthe center ol a cockual party, itsell
L moving conversation growing ever
denser and denser.

People also sicin the mainstream. At the
Seagram plaza, the main pedesuian paths
are on diagonals from the building en-
tance to the corners ol the steps. These
are natural junction and ranster points
and there is usually a lot of activity w
them. “They are also a lavored place for
sitting and picnicking. Sometimes there
will be so nuny people that pedestrians
have 1o step carelully 1o negotiate the
steps. The pedestrians rarely complain.
While some will detour awround the block-
age. most will thread their way through it

Standing patterns are similar. When
people stop to alk on a plaza, they usually
do soin the middle ot the walfic stream.
hey also show an inclination to station
themselves near objects, such as a Hagpole
orastatue. They like weli-defined places,
such as steps, or the border ol a pool.
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