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

In 1970, T formed a small research

group, The Street Life Project, and began
looking at city spaces. At that time, direct
observation had long been used for the

study of people in far-off lands. It had not
been u;sed to any great extent in the U.S.
city. Tlilere was much concern over urban
crowdin, but most of the research on the
issue was done somewhere other than
where it supposedly occurred. The most
notablé studies were of crowded animals,
or of students and members of institutions

respon}ding to experimental situations—
often valuable research, to be sure, but
somewhat vicarious.

The }Street Life Project began its study
by looking at New York City parks and
playgrounds and such informal recreation
areas as city blocks. One of the first things
that striuck 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 iq‘ density of people. Sheer space,
obviously, was not of itself attracting chil-
dren. I*/Iany streets were.

It is Pften 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

Seagram’s

101st Street, East Harlem.
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problems, but it worked. The street itself
was the play area.” Adjoining stoops and

fire escapes provided prime viewing across

the street and were highly functional for
mothers and older people. There were

other factors at work, too, and, had we

been more prescient, we could have save
ourselves a lot of time spent later looking
at plazas. Though we did not know it
then, this block had within it all the basic
elements of a successful urban place.

Q.

]

As our studies took us nearer the center

of New York, the imbalance in space use
was even more apparent. Most of the

crowding could be traced to a series of
choke points—subway stations, in particu-
lar. In total, these spaces are only a frac-

tion of downtown, but the number of peo-

ple using them is so high, the experience
so abysmal, that it colors our perception

of the city around, out of all proportion to

the space involved. The fact that there
may be lots of empty space somewhere
else little mitigates the discomfort. And
there is a strong carry-over effect.

This affects 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.
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The amount of space, furthermore, was
increasing. Since 1961, New York City has
been giving incentive bonuses to builders
who provided plazas. 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
new office building provided a plaza or
comparable space: in total, by 1972, some
20 acres of the world’s most expensive
open space.

We discovered that some plazas, espe-
cially at lunchtime, attracted a lot of peo-
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ple. 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 planned as a people’s plaza, but that
is ‘ hat it became. On a good day, there
would be a hundred and fifty people sit-
ting, sunbathing, picnicking, and shmooz-
ing—idly gossiping, talking “nothing talk.”
People also liked 77 Water Street, known
as |'swingers’ plaza” because of the young
crowd that populated it.

But on most plazas, we didn’t see many
people. The plazas weren't used for much

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 1,000 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 fare-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 floundering 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 findings 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

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 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.
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The Life
of Plazas
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We started by studying how people use
plazas. We mounted time-lapse cameras
overlooking the plazas and recorded daily
patterns. We talked to people to find
where they came from, where they
worked, how frequently they used the
place and what they thought of it. But,
mostly, we watched people to see what
they did.

Most of the people who use plazas, we
found, are young office workers from
nearby buildings. There may be relatively
few 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 are usually short; for most pla-
zas, the effective market radius is about
three blocks. Small parks, like Paley and
Greenacre in New York, tend to have
more assorted patrons throughout the
day—upper-income older people, people
coming from a distance. But office work-
ers still predominate, the bulk from
nearby.

This uncomplicated demography under-
scores an elemental point about good ur-
ban spaces: supply creates demand. A
good new space builds a new constituency.
It stimulates people into new habits—al
fresco lunches—and provides new paths to
and from work, new places to pause. It
does all this very quickly. In Chicago’s
Loop, there were no such amenities not so
long ago. Now, the plaza of the First Na-
tional Bank has thoroughly changed the

midday way of life for thousands of peo-

ple. A success like this in no way surfeits

demand for spaces; it indicates how great
the unrealized potential is.

The best-used plazas are sociable places,
with a higher proportion of couples than
you find in less-used places, more people
in groups, more people meeting people,
or exchanging goodbyes. At five of the
most-used plazas in New York, the pro-
portion of people in groups runs about 45
percent; in five of the least used, 32 per-
cent. A high proportion of people in
groups is an index of selecuvity. When
people go to a place in twos or threes or
rendezvous there, it is most often because
they have decided to. Nor are these socia-
ble places less congenial to the individual.
In absolute numbers, they attract more 1n-
dividuals than do less-used spaces. If you

Above: Paley Park.
Below: A useful sculpture exhibit at Seagram’s plaza.
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are alone, a lively place can be the best
place to be.

The most-used places also tend to have
a higher than average proportion of
women. The male-female ratio of a plaza
basically reflects the composition of the
work force, which varies from area to
area—in midtown New York it runs 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 probably a
good one and has been chosen as such.

The rhythms of plaza life are much
alike from place to place. In the morning
hours, patronage will be sporadic. A hot-
dog vendor setting up his cart at the cor-
ner, elderly pedestrians pausing for a rest,
a delivery messenger or two, a shoeshine
man, some tourists, perhaps an odd type,
like a scavenger woman with shopping
bags. If there is any construction work in
the vicinity, hard hats will appear shortly
after 11:00 a.M. with beer cans and sand-
wiches. Things will start to liven up.
Around noon, the main clientele begins to
arrive. Soon, activity will be near peak and
will stay there until a little before 2:00
?.M. Some 80 percent of the total hours of
use will be concentrated in these two
hours. In mid and late afternoon, use is
again sporadic. If there’s a special event,
such as a jazz concert, the fow going
home will be tapped, with people staying
as late as 6:00 or 6:30 p.m. Ordinarily,
however, plazas go dead by 6:00 and stay
that way until the next morning.

During peak hours the number of peo-
ple on a plaza will vary considerably ac-
cording to seasons and weather. The way
people distribute themselves over the
space, however, will be fairly consistent,
with some sectors getting heavy use day in
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and day out, others much less. In our
sightings we find it easy to map every per-
son, but the patterns are regular enough
that you could count the number in only

one sector, then multiply by a given factor,

and come within a percent or so of the
total number of people at the plaza.

Off-peak use often gives the best clues
to people’s preferences. When a place is
Jjammed, a person sits where he can. This
may or may not be where he most wants
to. After the main crowd has left, the
choices can be significant. Some parts of
the plaza become quite empty; others con-
tinue to be used. At Seagram’s, a rear
ledge under the trees is moderately, but
steadily, occupied when other ledges are
empty; it seems the most uncrowded of
places, but on a cumulative basis it is the
best-used part of Seagram’s.

Men show a tendency to take the front-
row seats, and, if there is a kind of gate,
men will be the guardians 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 front, the most conspic-
uous are girl watchers. They work at it,
and so demonstratively as to suggest that
their chief interest may not really 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 workers, they
will be very demonstrative, much given to
whistling, laughing, direct salutations.
This is also true of most girl watchers in
New York’s financial area. In midtown,
they are more inhibited, playing it coolly,
with a good bit of sniggering and smirk-
ing, as if the girls were not measuring up.
It is all 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

ideal places for striking up acquaintances,
and even on the most sociable of them,
there is not much mingling. When
strangers are in proximity, the nearest
thing to an exchange is what Erving Goff-
man has called civil inattention. If there
are, say, two smashing blondes on a ledge,
the men nearby will usually put on an
elaborate show of disregard. Watch closely,
however, and you will see them give them-
selves away with covert glances, involun-
tary primping of the hair, tugs at the ear-
lobe.

Lovers are to be found on plazas. But
not where you would expect them. When
we first started interviewing, people told
us we'd find lovers in the rear places (pot
smokers, too). But they weren’t usually
there. They would be out front. The most
fervent embracing we’ve recorded on film
has usually taken place in the most visible
of locations, with the couple oblivious of
the crowd.

Certain locations become rendezvous
points for coteries of various kinds. For a
while, the south wall of Chase plaza was a
gathering point for camera bugs, the kind
who like to buy new lenses and talk about
them. Patterns of this sort 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; since then, there have been many
changeovers in personnel, but it is still a
gathering place for raffish younger peo-

ple.

Self-Congestion

What attracts people most, it would ap-
pear, is other people. If I belabor the
point, it is because many urban spaces are
being designed as though the opposite
were true, and that what people liked best
were the places they stay away from. Peo-
ple often do talk along such }1nes;.thls is
why thelr responses to questionnaires can
be so misleading. How many people )
would say they like to sit in the middle of
a crowd? Instead, they speak of getting
away from it all, and use terms like “es-
cape,” “oasis,” “retreat.” What people do,
however, reveals a different priority.
This was first brought home to us in a
study of street conversations. When peo-
ple stop to have a conversation, we won-
dered, how far away do they move from
the main pedestrian flow? We were espe-
cially interested in finding out how much
of the normally unused buffer space next
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to buildings would be used. So we set up
time-lapse cameras overlooking several
key street corners and began plotting the
location of all conversations lasting a min-
ute or longer.

People didn’t move out of the main pe-
destrian fow. They stayed in it or moved
into it, and the great bulk of the conversa-
tions were smack in the center of the
flow—the 100 percent location, to use the
real-estate term. The same gravitation
characterized “traveling conversations”—
the kind in which two men move about,
alternating the roles of straight man and
principal talker. There is a lot of apparent
motion. But if you plot the orbits, you will
find they are usually centered around the
100 percent spot.

Just why people behave like this, we
have never been able to determine. It is
understandable that conversations should
originate within the main flow. Conversa-
tions are incident to pedestrian journeys;
where there are the most people, the like-
lihood of a meeting or a leave-taking is
highest. What is less explainable is
people’s inclination to remain in the main
flow, blocking traffic, being jostled by it.

This does not seem to be a matter 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 you
have in the center of a cocktail party, itself
a moving conversation growing ever
denser and denser.

People also sit in the mainstream. At the
Seagram plaza, the main pedestrian paths
are on diagonals from the building en-
trance to the corners 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 pedestrians
have to step carefully to negotiate the
steps. The pedestrians rarely complain.
While 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, they usually
do so in the middle of the traffic stream.
They also show an inclination to station
themselves near objects, such as a flagpole
or a statue. They like well-defined places,
such as steps, or the border of a pool.
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What they rarely choose is the middle of a
large space. ’ o
There are a number of explanations.

The preference for pillars might be as-
cribed 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 movements are consistent, too.
They seem to be a sort of silent language.
Often, in a shmoozing group no one will
be saying arything. Men stand bound in
amiable silence, surveying the passing
scene. Then, slowly, rhythmically, one of
the men rocks up and down: first on the
ball of the foot, then back on the heel. He
stops. Another man starts the same move-
ment. Sometimes there are reciprocal 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 of 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 not see this in architec-
tural photographs, which typically are
empty of life and are taken 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 quickly, walking 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 ledges. 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—especially in
the rain, when an umbrella or two spots
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color in the right places, like Corot’s red
dots.

How peculiar are such patterns to New
York? Our working assumption was that
behavior in other cities would probably
differ little, and subsequent comparisons
have proved our assumption correct. The
important variable is city size. As T will
d%scuss in more detail, in smaller cities,
dnTnsities tend to be lower, pedestrians

ove at a slower pace, and there is less of
e social activity characteristic of high-
traffic areas. In most other respects, pe-
destrian patterns are similar.

Observers in other countries have also
noted the tendency to self-congestion. In
his study of pedestrians in Copenhagen,
ar‘chitecl. Jan Gehl mapped bunching pat-
terns almost identical to those observable
here. Matthew Ciolek studied an Austra-
lian shopping center, with similar results.

has become on
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“Contrary to ‘common sense’ expecta-
tions,” Ciolek notes, “the great majority
of people were found to select their SItf:s
for social interaction right on or very clos€
to the traffic lines intersecting the plaza.
Relatively few people formed their gather-
ings away from the spaces used for navi-
gation.” . found
The strongest similarities are found
among the world’s Jargest ciues. Pepple in
them tend to behave more like their coun-
terparts in other world cities than like fel-
low nationals in smaller cities. Big-city
people walk faster, for one thing, gnd 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-

This is a typical sighting ma}})l. We flou&d) tfe

i f every sitter, whether male s ] !

1(:)&1[;‘;)“0@ :z about five minutes, little more tme than a simple
0

would take.

hat one could map the_
male (O), alone, or with

ences, sitting patterns in parks and plazas
are much the same, too. Slm}larly, .
shmoozing patterns in'Mllan s Gall()erla %re
remarkably like those in New York’s gar-
ment center. Modest conclusion: given the
basic elements of a center city—such as
high pedestrian volume‘s,_a}nd concentra-
tion and mixture of actlvmes.——people in
one place tend to act much like people in
another.
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