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ABSTRACT 

This Masters Degree Project explores the ambience or atmosphere of urban outdoor gathering places. 
A place with an atmosphere that is considered to be vital and active increases the potential for positive 
life experiences and contributes to an area's overall social setting. This project collects the lessons 
learned among the different disciplines involved in city making to develop a better understanding of 
the dynamic relationships of the physical and social aspects of the urban environment, and the poten
tial influence of collective meanings or personal perceptions on those dynamics. Although it appears 
that the concept is elusive and relatively unexplored, and the term is seldom used, this project propos
es that atmosphere can be identified and incorporated into the planning and design of public places. 

Thus, the purpose of this project is to examine the components and elements that contribute to the 
ambience of an urban outdoor gathering place, and to highlight the key variables that are involved in 
creating and maintaining a place with a vital atmosphere. These objectives are embraced using a 
methodology that is an iterative approach, entailing a review of a select number of precedent studies 
to extract pertinent information about atmosphere, and reinforcing those findings with life examples 
to illustrate the dynamics of ambience. The research involves a review of related theories, leading to a 
proposed conceptual model for atmosphere, which visually illustrates the linking of Physical Form, 
Activity, and Meaning as the key components, overlaid on a foundation of Personal Experience. The 
conceptual model is further developed into a more in-depth theoretical model. Derived from a review 
of specifically selected precedent studies, the key components are broken down into detailed lists of the 
constituent elements that have the potential to affect atmosphere. 

The study concludes with a hierarchical ranking of the elements of atmosphere, identifying those ele
ments that are core, and those which are supportive to creating or maintaining a vital atmosphere. This 
hierarchy is not a recipe for ambience. It is intended for practical use in acknowledging atmosphere in 
the design or revitalization efforts of designers and planners who influence public places. While a syn
ergistic combination of different elements may result in a vital atmosphere, this hierarchy is simply a 
set of guidelines for considering the most likely contributors to particular types of ambient settings. 
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PART 1 PROJECT SETTING 

PREFACE BACKGROUND 

The author's academic and employment back

ground over the past decade has encompassed 

social sciences, building and landscape architec

ture, as well as urban planning and design. 

Despite the frequent interpretation that these 

disciplines fall at different ends of the academic 

spectrum, the author believes that these are fields 

with many levels of overlap and compatibility, 

and are actually quite close in spirit. 

Unfortunately, it seems that some of the most 

interesting and important issues are not 

embraced simply because they fall in the 'no-

man's land' between disciplines. This study sug

gests that urban design can function as an inter

face between social sciences and design. 

This Master's Degree Project, herein referred to 

as "the Project", examines one of those interface 

challenges, the components of "atmosphere" in 

"vital" urban outdoor gathering places. It focus

es on defining the nebulous quality, the pervasive 

tone, aura, or ambience, that, when positive, 

attracts people to make lively animated gathering 

places and that, when negative, can result in life

less unappealing public places. The aim of this 

study, then, is to address the topic of atmosphere, 

and to explore the potential contributing factors 

in the dynamic ambience of vital urban places. 

While working at The City of Calgary, Planning 

&c Building Department, City, Community and 

Downtown Planning Division, the author had 

the opportunity to work on a project that 

attempted to understand retail behaviour on tra

ditional shopping streets. The project, called the 

Pedestrian Retail Survey, was first conducted in 

1993, and subsequently re-administered in 1996. 

Its purpose was to collect primary source data on 

specific retail districts in Calgary, in an attempt to 

rationalize why certain retail areas exhibit more 

social and economic vitality than other areas. The 

project was based on an explanatory theory of 

vitality by Paul Maas (1984,1999) which looked 

at a variety of factors that contribute to the vital

ity of retail districts. These factors included: the 

levels of pedestrian activity, pedestrians' purchas

ing power, their home and work locations in rela

tion to the shopping district, the numbers and 

mix of lifestyle groups, the frequency of their vis

its, and the total amount spent on goods and/or 

services on a particular day (Maas: 1984, 1999; 

City of Calgary 1993, 1996). 

One of the most interesting findings from these 

Pedestrian Retail Surveys was the role that 

atmosphere or "ambience" played in the respon

dents' decision to visit an area1. A significant 



1 
BACKGROUND 

Photographs 1.1 & 1.2: 

The atmosphere of a 

public gathering place 

can change dramatical

ly depending on whether 

the place is empty or 

full of people and social 

activity (Olympic 

Plaza, Calgary, Ah). 

number of respondents in the most vital com

mercial districts stated that the atmosphere of 

these places played a major role in their decision 

to visit and/or shop in such areas. Conversely, 

some survey respondents expressed that the lack 

of an inviting atmosphere is a factor that might 

deter them from visiting or returning to an area. 

In the Pedestrian Retail Survey (City of Calgary 

1993, 1996), the elusive quality of atmosphere 

included such factors as the numbers and types of 

pedestrians, physical aspects of the space, and the 

activities that occurred there. 

Another relevant study conducted by Calgary's 

Planning & Building Department was the 

Downtown Image Survey (City of Calgary 1994). 

It found that people considered Downtown to be 

relatively and statistically safe, but some people 

felt uncomfortable in certain areas, such as the 

Light Rail Transit corridor along 7th Avenue 

South. The authors of that survey believed that 

the contradiction between respondents' knowl

edge of safety versus their feeling of safety was 

likely due to the perception of the atmosphere in 

particular places. 

The findings of both of these studies, the 

Pedestrian Retail Survey and the Downtown 

Image Survey (City of Calgary), illustrate that 

urban vitality embraces physical and social aspects 

of a place (see Photos 1.1 & 1.2, which illustrate 

the same place, with and without social activity). 

At the outset of this Project, observation sug

gested that the dynamics of atmosphere are com

plex, and that many factors can potentially con

tribute to this ambience in urban outdoor gath

ering places. Initial study suggested that these 

factors may include: the physical features, the 

social components, the information and mean

ings conveyed by a place, and the personal per

ceptions, interpretations and emotional reactions 

of individual users. The purpose of this Project, 

therefore, is to explore these factors, and to 

develop a better understanding of atmosphere. 

The atmosphere of vital urban outdoor gathering 

places is an elusive and relatively unexplored 

topic. Although such qualitative subject matter is 

difficult to quantify, this Project proposes to 

determine the essence of atmosphere in a set of 

basic guidelines. A rationale behind this Project is 

that planners and designers could improve our 

cities by developing a better understanding of the 

factors that contribute towards a positive and 

attractive ambience, as well as the factors that 

result in a negative unappealing atmosphere. 

Such guidelines could potentially be used as a 

planning and design tool in promoting public 
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places that have a high probability of developing 

a 'positive' and we 11-received atmosphere, and 

have an increased likelihood of becoming vital 

places. 

GOALS 

The goals of this Master's Degree Project are to 

address the following problems: 

1. What are the components and elements that 

contribute to the atmosphere of urban outdoor 

gathering places? 

2. What are the key variables involved in creat

ing and maintaining a place with a vital atmos

phere? 

OBJECTIVES 

1. To explore the factors which contribute to 

the atmosphere of urban outdoor gathering 

places by reviewing a select number of precedent 

studies to extract pertinent information about 

atmosphere, and reinforcing those findings with 

life examples to illustrate the dynamics of atmos

phere. 

2. To develop a theoretical model to visually 

illustrate the functional relationships of the com

ponent parts of atmosphere, and their con

stituent elements, in vital urban outdoor gather

ing places. 

3. To provide a set of recommendations sug

gesting ways in which this study could be utilized 

or applied in a planning or urban design context 

for outdoor gathering places. 

SCOPE OF ISSUES & TERMS 

As explained in the Project Setting, this study sets 

out to establish the contributing components of 

atmosphere and, specifically, those involved in 

vital urban outdoor gathering places. This sec

tion defines the subject of the Project, "urban 

outdoor gathering places". It also explores gen

eral relationships and definitions of urban design 

and vitality, which are believed to be key concepts 

in understanding atmosphere. 

URBAN GATHERING PLACES 

" Urban outdoor gathering places" is a fairly self-

explanatory term to describe the kinds of spaces 

being studied; however, a brief exploration into 

semantics may be a useful means of clarification. 

This Project focuses on urban environments, as 

opposed to those categorized as suburban or 

rural. The author is influenced by the Canadian 

context, specifically the city of Calgary; however, 

the study also draws upon reference material that 

is shaped by more densely populated city settings 

in the United Kingdom, Europe, and the United 

States. 
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The setting of the Project deals with places in the 

public realm where people tend to gather, con

gregate, or hang out, and which are specifically 

outdoor places, as opposed to indoor shopping 

centres or community facilities. "Urban outdoor 

gathering places" include traditional shopping 

streets, public squares, parks, plazas, and market

places. The dynamic may be active or passive, 

such as walking along, stopping, chatting with an 

acquaintance, sitting, people-watching, sun

bathing, drinking coffee, dining, shopping, site-

seeing, and engaging in fitness and play activities. 

URBAN DESIGN 

The challenge of exploring atmosphere, particu

larly in the context of urban outdoor gathering 

spaces, is inherently linked to the understanding 

of urban design processes; however, these are dif

ficult to define clearly and concisely (Bentley 

1998; Rowley 1998). Some propose that the 

nature of urban design deals with the design, cre

ation, and management of the public realm 

(Billingham 1998; Rowley 1998). Others clarify 

that urban design is not architecture writ large; it 

is an integrated approach addressing the public 

realm, the structure of development, and the 

space between buildings (Rowland 1995). 

Certain experts suggest that urban design 

responds to the perceived need to bridge gaps 

between professional boundaries such as archi

tecture and planning (Bentley 1998; Dean 

1997). The following broad definition of urban 

design is provided by Ali Madanipour: 

...the multi-disciplinary activity of shaping and 
managing urban environments, interested in both 
the process of this shaping and the spaces it helps 
to shape. Combining technical, social, and expres
sive concerns, urban designers use both visual and 
verbal means of communication, and engage in all 
scales of the urban socio-spatial continuum 
(Bentley 1998: html). 

Some schools of thought advocate that the 

essence of urban design is about place-making, 

and includes physical form as well social and psy

chological dimensions dealing with lived experi

ence, activity, feelings and perceptions (Cowan 

1997: 4; Buchanan 1988: 33)2. A 1996 sympo

sium in the United Kingdom on urban design 

provides an effective definition of the scope but 

not the process of urban design: 

...the relationship between different buildings; 
the relationship between buildings and the 
streets, squares, parks and other spaces which 
make up the public domain; the nature and quali
ty of the public domain itself; the relationship of 
one part of a village, town or city with other 
parts; and the patterns of movement and activity 
which are thereby established: in short, the com
plex relationships between all the elements of the 



SCOPE OF ISSUES & TERMS 

built and unbuilt space. As the appearance and 
treatment of the spaces between and around 
buildings is often of comparable importance to 
the buildings themselves, landscape design, 
whether hard or soft, should be considered as an 
integral part of urban design (Cowan 1997: 4). 

We can see then, that urban design entails more 

than simply creating individual places; it also 

involves the linking together of these places. The 

following definition of urban design deals with 

the qualitative aspects of creating an urban set

ting, and the experiential aspects of the relation

ship between people and place. Its depth and 

holistic view is probably closest to the philosophy 

of this Project: 

Urban design is the spatial arrangement of a city's 
built elements to create a public realm which is 
safe, humane, vital, adaptable, and encouraging to 
a variety of civil behaviours. Urban design is con
cerned not only with the creation of memorable 
public spaces, but also with the social behaviours 
which occur there. Urban design links individual 
acts of construction into a coherent whole; it cre
ates city form, pattern, image, and a sense of 
place (Maas 1999). 

For the purposes of this Project, urban design is 

a holistic approach to city building and place-

making, encompassing physical, economic, and 

social aspects of cities or communities. The phys

ical component of urban design includes both the 

built environment and the spaces which surround 

it, such as buildings, roads, open spaces, vegeta

tion, signage, street furniture, and lighting. It 

employs appropriate architectural forms, propor

tions, and layouts that are fit for both context 

and for purpose, and with a robust quality that 

responds to change and stands the test of time. 

The economic component includes many aspects 

of commerce, such as land values, rents, develop

ment pressures, and retailing. The social compo

nent deals with how people behave and interact 

in the environment, and addresses factors such as 

opportunities for social gathering, access to serv

ices and amenities, and the activities that take 

place at various times of the day and season. 

Urban design links places together to form an 

urban structure that is conducive to different 

activities, generates a diversity of uses, reconciles 

conflicting social interests, and encourages differ

ent qualities of atmosphere. Urban design cross

es the boundaries between people who represent 

different fields and interests, including planners, 

architects, landscape architects, engineers, 

investors, business people, politicians, decision

makers, and the public. All stakeholders in urban 

design - policy makers, designers, and users -

need a common language. Because urban design 
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problems must be reviewed individually within 

their context, there are no prescriptions, recipes, 

or standardized solutions. To achieve a measure 

of commonality, there is value in defining design 

philosophies, and there is merit in general guide

lines where lessons learned in one context may 

have application in another. 

Successful urban design creates an urban land

scape within which pockets of vitality occur. 

Some of these vital places that attract varied 

groups of people and encourage varied activities 

are a result of planning and design, while others 

happen more through a confluence of events or 

circumstances. This suggests that good urban 

design offers a higher probability for places with 

a vital atmosphere to incubate and grow. An 

exploration of atmosphere therefore demands an 

investigation into the factors involved in vitality. 

URBAN VITALITY 

Montgomery professes, "vitality is what distin

guishes successful urban areas from the others," 

and equates activity, the "prerequisite for urban

ity," with success (1998: 97). This Project adopts 

the in-depth definition of vitality by Maas: 

Urban vitality is the synergism of a sizeable num
ber of varied and somewhat unique, commercial 
and experiential opportunities, and a relatively 
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dense and socially heterogeneous pedestrian pop
ulation, which animates certain city areas, almost 
continuously, throughout each day and evening 
(1984: 19). 

A model by Maas, Growth & Decline of Urban 

Vitality (originally produced in 1984, and subse

quently revised in 1999) (see Fig 1.1), clearly 

illustrates that atmosphere or ambience is a com

ponent of vitality3. 

SENSE OF PLACE 

Sense of place is a necessary condition of vitality 

that "seems to characterize all truly vital urban 

areas" (Maas 1984: 19). The atmosphere of a 

vital gathering place will therefore generate a 

strong sense of place; a compelling quality that 

characterizes the place. To clarify this quality, it is 

important to differentiate place and space, as 

conceived in this Project. While space is a gener

ic term that can describe any physically defined 

area, the concept of place goes beyond the func

tionality of a space and includes the interface 

with people. Place refers to a specific kind of 

space that is frequently occupied by people and 

also has some associated meanings. Sense of place 

is related to sense of belonging, identity, rooted-

ness, and memory, and operates on a social, per

ceptional, emotional, experiential, and temporal 

level of individuals or groups who participate in a 

place. The interpretation of the sense of place 

may vary from time to time, and from person to 

person, and may also depend on the level and 

quality of experience a person has in that place. 

The defining interrelationship between the terms 

space, place, and atmosphere is that any space 

will have some kind of atmosphere - it may be 

dullness and boredom - but the atmosphere of a 

vital place offers a sense of place. This sense of 

place is relayed by cues and is perceived and 

interpreted by the user to be either a negative or 

a positive atmosphere (Maas 1999). 

ATMOSPHERE 

Every public space, whether vital or not, has 

some kind of atmosphere or ambience. There are 

a variety of different types of atmosphere and 

ranges of quality, for example: cozy, vast, roman

tic, tense, awe-inspiring, civic, communal, cultur

al, public, private, personal, funky, playful, 

mournful, festive, lifeless, interactive, passive, 

serene, quiet, loud, dim, bright, safe, dangerous, 

restrictive, inclusive, varied, adaptable. Assuming 

that designers wish to create places with an 

atmosphere that is publicly desirable, this Project 

focuses on the types of positive atmosphere* that 

can occur in or characterize vital animated places. 
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These various attempts at defining urban design, 

urban vitality, and atmosphere reveal that there 

are areas of overlap and interrelationship between 

the terms. Physical form, activity, and meaning 

appear to be common constituent or influential 

factors. When present, these components can 

have a synergistic effect but, when removed from 

the relationship, the synergism fails and the 

importance of the lacking factor becomes empha

sized. For example, vitality does not exist in a 

vacuum; it develops within the context of good 

urban design. The most critical defining factor in 

urban vitality is activity, which requires a physical 

setting that is conducive to and encourages it 

(Maas: 1984, 1999; City of Calgary 1993, 

1996). Urban design is the vehicle to create these 

physical settings. While urban design requires 

physical form to be realized, the ancillary parts 

can also be critical components in determining 

the level of success and the quality of the atmos

phere that characterizes a public place. 

The epitome of a great public place may be one 

in which vitality, atmosphere, and urban design 

have been combined and are working together 

simultaneously. These functional relationships are 

not operationally linked, however, because urban 

design and vitality can exist independently of one 

another. There are examples of urban design that 

lack a constant level of vital activity, such as St. 

Peter's Square in Rome orTian'anmen Square in 

Beijing. There are, conversely, examples of urban 

vitality that do not qualify as urban design, such 

as Spitalfields Market in London, that may be 

vitally active but appear to simply 'happen' with

out formal design intervention. The physical 

form component of urban design can contribute 

a role in setting the stage for an active setting, 

and can help to create some particular type of 

atmosphere. To summarize the relationship, 

urban design is the process by which the condi

tions for vitality are created - thus enabling a pos

itive ambience to develop and attract more activ

ity (social, economic, etc), which may eventually 

develop into a place with a vital atmosphere. 

In exploring the scope of the issues, the emer

gent research question is: Can atmosphere be 

identified, defined, and/or quantified into com

ponents and elements, so that it can be incorpo

rated into the planning and design of public 

spaces? This leads to the statement of the goals 

and objectives of this Project and the research 

approach undertaken to guide in the exploration 

of atmosphere in the context of public places. 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

WORK PROCESS & 

PROJECT STRUCTURE 

Many precedent authors rely, in part, on com

mon sense, careful observation, and personal 

experience as the basis for their work, and extend 

the challenge to today's planners and decision

makers (J. Jacobs 1997; Violich 1998; Cullen 

1961). This Project embraces this challenge, rely

ing upon personal experience and observation 

skills, as well as traditional research, in an attempt 

to understand the dynamic of urban life. 

In this Project, the research approach was not a 

linear work process, but rather an iterative 

process, which allowed the flexibility to move 

back and forth, exploring lessons from text as 

well as from experience of public spaces - similar 

to finding pieces of a puzzle. 

For clarity, this process is explained in a linear 

fashion, highlighting the research methodology 

used in this Project, which consists of: 

• a review of related theories, 

• a proposed conceptual model, 

• a review of precedent studies, and 

• a set of conclusions and recommendations, 

that includes: 

- a theoretical model of atmosphere, 

- a hierarchical determination of the elements 

of atmosphere ("core" or "supportive"), 

- a discussion of how atmosphere can be a 

useful planning and urban design tool, and 

- suggestions for further studies. 

The key steps within this methodology are 

explained in greater detail in the following sec

tions. 

REVIEW OF THEORIES & 

CONCEPTUAL MODEL 

Theoretical models that could be adapted to the 

problem of understanding the dynamics of 

atmosphere were reviewed. Derived from these 

precedent theories, a conceptual model is pro

posed in the form of an illustrative model of the 

components of atmosphere. It is comprised of 

three inter-linked components: physical form, 

activity, and meaning, and also addresses an 

underlying layer of personal experience. The per

sonal component of the model acknowledges the 

role that an individual's background, perception, 

opinions, and emotions can play in affecting the 

dynamics of ambience. Similarly, it is important 
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to acknowledge the subjective nature of the 

research methodology, given that personal expe

rience affects the author's research and interpre

tations pertaining to the topic of atmosphere. 

This conceptual model of atmosphere becomes 

the structuring device for the remainder of the 

Research and Analysis section of the document, 

which is organized by separate sections for each 

of the linked components of the model. The for

mat of the research documentation is an integrat

ed approach, which is organized according to the 

elements of atmosphere found in the research. 

PRECEDENT STUDIES 

Due to the breadth required to fully explore the 

dynamics of atmosphere and overlapping disci

plines involved, a traditional and extensive litera

ture review was determined to be unproductive 

by the author and the Project advisory commit

tee. A list of seminal works by key authors from a 

broad range of fields, including urban design, 

urban vitality, urban sociology, and man-environ

ment studies, was selected for review. These 

selected precedent studies entailed sources rec

ommended by the advisory committee, and oth

ers discovered on the Internet and revealed by 

the research process, particularly sources that 

were cited frequently or cross-referenced in vari

ous bibliographies. Most of the selections are 

well known and respected experts, and only the 

aspects of their work that pertain to, or could be 

applied to, atmosphere in public places were 

recorded. The rationale of the selections, the cre

dentials of selected experts, and the explanation 

of how these works assist in developing an under

standing atmosphere are explained in the 

"Selection of Works" section of the Appendix. 

A primary goal of examining the precedent stud

ies was to extrapolate from the work of experts to 

isolate the factors that can contribute to the 

atmosphere of urban outdoor gathering places. 

The authors' ideas were distilled, and the under

lying messages regarding this topic were inter

preted from the work. The review of precedent 

studies revealed that the issue of atmosphere was 

seldom addressed directly; however, the work of 

various authors provided a wealth of useful infor

mation that is pertinent to, and can be applied to, 

a study about atmosphere. Many common 

threads were found in the precedent studies and, 

when the salient information from these various 

experts was pieced together, it created a strong 

framework for this Project. 
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A strength of this Project is that it builds on 

other authorities whose work contributes to the 

understanding of atmosphere in urban outdoor 

gathering places. For example, Towards a Theory 

of Urban Vitality (Maas 1984) and the Pedestrian 

Retail Surveys {The City of Calgary 1993, 1996) 

were works that inspired an interest to pursue the 

subject of atmosphere, its relationship to vitality, 

and to develop a theoretical model of atmosphere 

explaining the factors that are generally involved 

in ambience. The concept of atmosphere does 

not appear to have been addressed in a substan

tive way by the authors reviewed; yet acknowl

edged experts allude to the significance of atmos

phere in the creation or maintenance of vital or 

successful urban areas. 

In addition to the previous references to the 

work of Paul Maas and studies conducted by the 

City of Calgary, the precedent studies focused 

primarily on the following authors: Gordon 

Cullen, Christopher Alexander, Ian Bentley, 

David Sucher, Jane Jacobs, William Whyte, 

Henry Lennard and Suzanne Crowhurst 

Lennard, Kevin Lynch, Amos Rapoport, and 

Francis Violich. (Please refer to the "Selection of 

Works" section of the Appendix). 

Reviewing the works of these acknowledged 

experts reveals a great deal of information that 

pertains to atmosphere and supports the theoret

ical basis on which this Project is founded. As 

explained previously, the particular expertise of 

these authors is difficult to singularly categorize, 

as their work offers information that is fruitful to 

multiple disciplines. The physical form compo

nent of the model was particularly reliant on the 

work of Cullen, Alexander, Bentley et al., and 

Sucher. The activity component referenced works 

by Jacobs, Whyte, and the Lennards. The mean

ing component gained insight from the works of 

Lynch, Rapoport, and Violich. 

THEORETICAL MODEL 

OF ATMOSPHERE 

The outcome of this Project is the development 

of an explanatory model, which espouses a theo

ry about the atmosphere of urban outdoor gath

ering places. In this expanded model, the com

ponents of the proposed conceptual model are 

developed to illustrate a number of sub-compo

nents or elements that have the potential to con

tribute to the atmosphere of a place. The poten

tial audience for this model of atmosphere might 

include the following groups and individuals: 

urban planners and designers, civil servants, and 

P A G E 1 



RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

special interest groups, such as business revital-

ization committees, mainstreet coordinators, 

downtown development organizations, as well as 

community and neighbourhood groups. 

A HIERARCHY O F ELEMENTS 

Based on recurring elements found in the prece

dent studies and the emphasis of these sources in 

the research, and also qualified by a subjective 

process of the author's personal experience in 

exploring urban outdoor gathering places, a pri

oritized list of the elements of atmosphere is pro

posed. Of the many sub-components that have 

the potential to contribute to the atmosphere of 

public places, it is unlikely that any one place 

would possess all of these elements. Establishing 

a prioritized list of these elements that contribute 

to a vital atmosphere would be of greatest use to 

planners, architects, and urban designers in the 

process of planning, designing, and revitalizing 

public places. 

The "Rules of atmosphere" were established by 

structuring the table of proposed elements into 

hierarchical categories of "core" (elements that 

are necessary), and "supportive" (a category of 

elements which reinforce other elements). A cat

egory of "niceties" was initially proposed (ele

ments that are not essential, but add to atmos

phere and are desirable to have); however, the 

prioritization process did not reveal any strong 

examples of such elements. 

These general guidelines suggest that, in order to 

create and maintain a vital atmosphere, an urban 

outdoor gathering place should possess all of the 

necessary "core" elements, and some combina

tion of other "supportive" elements may also be 

present. In some cases, a synergistic combination 

of factors may be working together in a unique 

way. These subjective guidelines also acknowl

edge that these are not established rules, and that 

gathering places must be reviewed within each 

specific context to determine the exact balance of 

elements that contribute to the atmosphere of 

each particular place. The categorization of each 

contributing element of atmosphere was deter

mined from the research undertaken in this 

Project4, and it is anticipated that, although cir

cumstances may vary, further studies might sup

port this hierarchy. 
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RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

The lack of literature that deals directly with 

urban places that have a vital atmosphere is a 

rationale for pursuing this study as well as a limi

tation of the study. Authors of the chosen prece

dent studies allude to the notions oi atmosphere 

and vitality, suggesting the importance of these 

issues, but the concepts appear to have the per

ception of being intangible and difficult to 

define. Furthermore, there is no consensual defi

nition of urban design in the literature. To clari

fy this study, definitions of terms and concepts 

are needed, and the precedent studies dealing 

with urban design and urban vitality were used as 

a window into the elusive notion of atmosphere 

and as a starting point for this Project. 

The research methodology is another restricting 

factor in this Project. The fieldwork consisted of 

an informal research process, entailing observa

tions, notes, sketches, and photographs by the 

author. No formal surveys were conducted for 

this study. The emphasis on subjective observa

tion, and the lack of additional qualitative and 

primary quantitative research can be viewed as 

limitations of the fieldwork. 

In addition, although a complex array of qualita

tive and quantitative factors may contribute to 

the atmosphere of urban settings, realistic param

eters limit the research that can be conducted. 

Some factors such as the role of key individuals, 

the political environment, and the economic cli

mate, may have been insightful to the aims of this 

study, but were determined to be beyond its 

scope. It must be noted that demographics and 

culture are important factors to consider, and are 

acknowledged elements in the theoretical model 

of atmosphere., however, they are factors that 

could not be tested in this study. 

It is also unclear how widely this Project can be 

applied to different contexts. Recipes, cookbook 

designs, and generalizations are not appropriate 

methods for creating a vital atmosphere due to 

the unique context and dynamic set of relation

ships that characterize urban places. Critical dif

ferences in urban environments are city size, 

population, and density. Some of the information 

revealed about atmosphere will be specific to a 

particular site and to the location city, while 

other insights will be general and useful when 

applied to other types of contextual settings. This 

Project assumes that its theoretical model will 

have a certain degree of applicability in other 

cities with similar conditions and behaviour pat

terns as those examined in this Project. Further 

study would be required to determine exactly 
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how flexible and useful the findings of this 

Project could be in a context without comparable 

conditions and human behaviour patterns. 

While this topic seems very vast, and many fac

tors limit the research, this Project is essentially a 

starting point for exploring the topic of atmos

phere. By taking the study beyond the scope of 

these research limitations, further insights into 

the complex dynamics of atmosphere could be 

gained. 

DOCUMENT ORGANIZATION 

This document is organized into three parts. 

Part 1, Project Setting, includes the preface, 

background, goals, objectives, scope of issues and 

terms, research methodology, research limita

tions, and document organization. 

Part 2, Research and Analysis, is comprised of 

the following sections: prelude to a theoretical 

model, precedent theoretical models, proposed 

conceptual model of atmosphere, and precedent 

studies applied to an understanding of atmos

phere. The proposed conceptual model is used as 

the organizational structure for exploring and 

documenting the precedent studies. 

Part 3, Conclusions and Recommendations, 

wraps up the Project with a theoretical model of 

atmosphere, which includes the broad compo

nents and detailed compositional elements of 

atmosphere. Another product of the Project is 

the recommended hierarchy of elements within 

the model of atmosphere. Part 3 also includes a 

brief discussion on the importance of under

standing atmosphere in planning and urban 

design processes, an explanation of further appli

cations and investigations which could stem from 

this Project, and the Project conclusion. 
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ENDNOTES: PART 1 
PROJECT SETTING 

1 In the Pedestrian Retail Survey, responses such as 
"mood" or "character" were clarified, when prompted, 
to mean "atmosphere". 

2 The Lennards' (1984) view of urban design considers 
more than merely physical features; they observe a trend 
that architects are "paying attention to the design of 
spaces that allow for social encounters in public". 

3 In addition to the Pedestrian Retail Surveys, other 
sources support the notion that atmosphere is a com
ponent of vitality. Montgomery makes this suggestion 
(although he does not specifically use the term atmos
phere), when he describes the quality of vital urban 
places as having "distinctive identities and characters" or 
a "pulse or rhythm of everyday life", and refers to the 
everyday ebb and flow of activity in successful urban 
places as "natural animation" (Montgomery 1995b). 

4 It must be noted that there is a significant value judge
ment involved in determining atmosphere preference. 
The author does not profess to determine what qualities 
are positive or negative, and strives for objectivity while 
recognizing inherent biases. 
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PRELUDE TO A 

THEORETICAL MODEL 

Research into the subject of atmosphere reveals 

several theoretical models that could be applied 

to an understanding of atmosphere. The works of 

three theorists, Canter (1977), Punter (1991) 

and Montgomery (1998), illustrate the compo

nents and relationships that make up placesin the 

form of simple parti sketches or functional rela

tionship diagrams. 

While the term atmosphere is not employed by 

these theorists, the conceptual basis in each of 

these works has great applicability to the objec

tives of this Project, especially since there is an 

important relationship between place and atmos

phere. A vital outdoor gathering place has a spe

cial sense of place, and it is the factors that con

tribute to this characteristic ambience or atmos

phere of such places that are paramount to this 

study. 

Each of these authors has taken an interdiscipli

nary approach in merging physicality, psychology, 

and activity as the components of place. The sec

ond and third of these consecutive works builds 

upon the first model in an additive process. This 

Project dovetails into this evolutionary process 

by utilizing a similar mode of model develop

ment in the exploration of atmosphere. This 

Project also relies heavily on the previously dis

cussed theoretical model of Maas, which 

embraces the concept of urban vitality. Following 

the lead of these authors, a conceptual model for 

atmosphere is proposed, and further explored 

through research and observation. 
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PRECEDENT 
THEORETICAL MODELS 

CANTER 

Canter's model proposes that the components of 

Places are Physical Attributes, Activities, and 

Conceptions (see Fig 2.1). This work provides a 

valuable contribution as a leading visual 

metaphor that summarizes the broad compo

nents of places. Canter does not illustrate the 

constituent parts, and it is this lack of detail 

which is seen as the weakness of this model 

(Montgomery 1998). The authors that follow 

Canter thus focus on further development of this 

aspect of the model. 

PUNTER 

Punter's work is another useful conceptual 

framework for Sense of Place. This model uses a 

different graphical technique to illustrate the 

component parts and relationship (see fig 2.2). It 

expands on the work of Canter by providing a 

skeletal framework which lists the elements that 

make up the components of sense of place, 

defined as Physical Setting, Activity, and 

Meaning. 

ACTIVITY: \ ACTIVITY 

• Land uses ^ k A 

PHYSICAL 
SETTING 

• Pedestrian flow ^ ^ M 
• Behaviour patterns ^L W 
• Noise & smell % m 
• Vehicle flow ^ m 

SENSE 
OF PLACE 

PHYSICAL SETTING: 

• Townscape 
• Built lorm 
• Permeability 
• Landscape 
• Furniture 

PHYSICAL SETTING: 

• Townscape 
• Built lorm 
• Permeability 
• Landscape 
• Furniture 

MEANING 

MEANING: \ 

• Legibility " 
• Cultural Associations 
• Perceived functions 
• Attractions 
• Qualitative assessments 

Figure 2.1: A VISUAL 

METAPHOR FOR 

THE NATURE OF 

PLACES 

(Canter 1977). 

Figure 2.2: COMPO

NENTS OF A SENSE 

OF PLACE 

(Punter 1991). 
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figure 2.3: POLICY 

DIRECTIONS TO 

FOSTER AN URBAN 

SENSE OF PLACE 

(OR PLACE MAKING 

(Montgomery 1998). 

ACTIVITY: 

• Diversity 
• Vitality 
• Street life 
• People watching 
• Cafe culture 
• Events & local traditions/pastimes 
• Opening hours ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 

FORM: 

• Attractors ^T ^ ^ V ^ ^ k • Scale 

• Transaction base g m ^ L ^ k • Intensity 

• Fine grain # ACTIVITY M \ FORM 1 • Permeability 
• Landmarks 
• Space to building ratios 
• Stock (adaptability & range) 

^L m ^k J \ f • Vertical grain 

\ l - ^C 4r 
• Public realm (space systems) 

\~J 
IMAGE (cognition, perception & Information): 

• Symbolism & memory 
• Imageability & legibility 
• Sensory experience & associations 
• Knowledgeability 
• Receptivity 
• Psychological access 
• Cosmopolitan/sophistication 
• Fear 

MONTGOMERY 

Drawing upon the previous models of Canter and 

Punter, Montgomery goes one step further to 

create a composite model of Place (1998) (see 

Fig 2.3). His model illustrates the components of 

Place, defined as Form, Activity, and Image, and 

provides a useful expansion of detail for the com

ponent parts and elements of successful places. 

While Canter, Punter, and Montgomery have 

similar descriptions of the Physical Form and 

Activity components, each individual uses a dif

ferent expression to describe the third compo

nent; Canter uses the term Conceptions, Punter 

uses the word Meaning, and Montgomery uses 

the phrase Image. This difference seems to be 

more than a semantic one. 

Despite its lack of definition, the conceptual idea 

of Canter's work seems relatively consistent with 

that of Punter; however, Montgomery's term 

Image seems to carry with it a different concept 

than the cultural, perceptual, and qualitative 

aspects of Punter's term Meaning. The term 

Image appears to focus on cognitive, psychologi

cal, and emotional factors that relate to places. 

The validity of addressing the interrelationship 

and interaction of people and places is not in 

question; however, it also seems important to dif-
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ferentiate between the factors offered by the 

place itself and the personal interpretation and 

abilities of individuals who experience places. 

This recent study of Montgomery (1998) is sim

ilar in many ways to this Project, and seems to 

confirm its direction. He suggests, "if we are to 

have more active and better cities, we need to 

know how best to manage, develop and design 

them" (1998: 93). An important contribution of 

Montgomery's study is the illustration of theo

retical models about place, including his own 

composite model (1998), and precedent models 

by Canter (1977), and Punter (1991). 

PROPOSED CONCEPTUAL MODEL 
OF ATMOSPHERE 

A combination of precedent research and person

al experiences with public places suggests that 

many factors are involved in the atmosphere of 

vital urban outdoor gathering places. Because 

this Project is exploring the atmosphere of vital 

places, the models of place are effective prece

dents due to the close relationship between these 

notions. Inspired by precedent theoretical mod

els of place, a conceptual model of atmosphere, 

which builds upon this preceding line of work, is 

proposed here. It categorizes atmosphere into 

several overarching components: Physical Form, 

Activity, and Meaning, which overlie a layer of 

experiences that make up the Personal compo

nent (see Fig 2.4). 

The model being put forward in this Project 

relies on some aspect of each of the aforemen

tioned theoretical precedents in order to demon

strate the functional relationships of the compo

nents of atmosphere. Firstly, it employs the pic

torial arrangement depicted in the original work 

by Canter. Secondly, it adopts the terminology 

and a great deal of Punter's concept of Sense of 

Place (Activity, Physical Setting, and Meaning), 

as it applies to the atmosphere of urban outdoor 

gathering places. Thirdly, it credits Montgomery 

for the impetus to extrapolate on the compo

nents and elements of public places. 

The proposed conceptual model of atmosphere is 

illustrated as a functional relationship diagram 

with interlocking components. The mere fact 

that this diagram is modeled with a set of inter

linked components, as opposed to separate parts, 

indicates that there are overlapping elements, 

making it difficult to determine the most suitable 

single category. This section provides a brief and 

general explanation of each of the component 

categories of the model. 
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Figure 2.4: PROPOSED 

CONCEPTUAL 

MODEL OF ATMOS

PHERE IN VITAL 

URBAN OUTDOOR 

GATHERING PLACES 

(Source: author). 

• Atmosphere 
• Ambience 

This proposed model is also utilized as an organ

izing tool to structure the exploration of atmos

phere. The remainder of Part 2, the Research and 

Analysis section of the document, is therefore 

structured according to the proposed compo

nents of the conceptual model of atmosphere. 

Research into precedent studies that relate in dif

ferent ways to the topic of atmosphere thus con

tributes to the development and evolution of the 

conceptual model into the resultant theoretical 

model. This final model occurs in Part 3, the 

Conclusions and Recommendations section, and 

includes a more specific and detailed discussion 

of the components and the constituent elements 

of atmosphere. 

P A G E 2 0 



PRECEDENT STUDIES 

PRECEDENT STUDIES 

PREFACE 

This section explores the ways in which the 

precedent studies could be applied to an under

standing of atmosphere, and illustrates many of 

the contributions. Pertinent findings from the 

precedent studies are reviewed within the cate

gories of physical form, activity, and symbolic 

meaning, dedicating a separate subsection to 

each of the inter-linked components of the 

model. The elements that are reviewed in this 

section are the salient points in the literature, 

often found repeatedly and, for clarity and effi

ciency, are grouped together into categories 

where there are logical overlaps in the points of 

discussion. Discussions relating to the underlying 

layer of the model, the personal component, are 

interspersed throughout the document. 

PHYSICAL FORM 

The physical form component is comprised of the 

tangible features that make up the physical set

ting, and the way in which the juxtaposition and 

relationship of those built elements influences 

the experience of the space. 

Views / Serial Vision / Linked Areas 

Among other things, physical form deals with the j 

views and vistas that are available when one looks 

toward a site from different angles, or those that 

are available from a site looking in different 

directions. Serial vision refers to the sequence of 

views that are apparent to a participant as he or 

she moves through a site, and the views that may 

exist to link one area to another (see Fig 2.5 & 

Photo 2.1). The relationship of a public gather

ing place, and the people who are using the 

space, to the street (if appropriate in the site con

text) deals with visual cues of invitation, transi

tion, separation, and barriers. These visual rela

tionships of the physical setting, which also con

jure up different personal perceptions and emo

tional reactions, are addressed here. 

Many sources acknowledge the importance of 

views and vistas, and the ability to see in, out, and 

around gathering places. Visual relationships, 

sight lines, elements that create closure to termi-

Figure 2.5: Serial 

Vision: Journey 

down Stephen 

Avenue Mall, to 

Olympic Plaza. 

Calgary, AB 

Photograph 2.1: 

sequential seriil 

views are revealed of 

Stephen Avenue Mall 

& Olympic Plata 

(Photos 1,2& 3). 

•jCSJr 

2 

1. Walking down the 

Mall, the pedestrian is 

led along a relatively 

consistent historic urban 

setting, towards an omi

nous glass structure that 

closes the view. 

2. The buildings along 

the streetscape guide the 

movement and view. 

Drawing near, the pedes

trian may anticipate the 

unveiling of the structure 

(Calgary Municipal 

Building) 

3. An open urban plaza 

is revealed, providing an 

elegant foyer in front of 

the Municipal Building. 

Historic City Hall is also 

revealed; its identity sug

gested by the formal clock 

tower and Romanesque 

stone structure. 
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nate a view (see Fig 2.6), and elements that cre

ate a focal point, can certainly influence the 

atmosphere of the physical setting, and can also 

have a dramatic impact on activity, meaning, and 

personal perception. For example, visual accessi

bility in and out of a gathering space can affect a 

person's likelihood to discover the space, to feel 

inclined to enter the space, as well as his or her 

behaviour while in the space (Lennard & 

Lennard 1984: 15, Whyte 1980: 58). One 

important contribution of views and vistas to the 

atmosphere of a public place is a sense of safety 

and security (Wekerle & Whitzman 1995) (see 

Photo 2.2). The feeling is likely based on a per

son's ability to see the surrounding environment, 

as well as that person's perception of surveillance 

based on the fact that others have a view of the 

setting. 

Cullen addresses the importance of views and vis

tas, and is well-known for his work on 'serial 

vision'. He suggests that the urban environment 

should be designed such that certain elements 

stand out visually. Cullen claims that the human 

mind reacts to sudden contrasts and differences 

that, when revealed, make an impact on the eye. 

He claims that things become visible in a deeper 

sense, and states, "It comes alive through the 

drama of juxtaposition" (Cullen 1961: 11, 17) 

(see Photo 2.3). Cullen talks about the two view

points of the participant as he or she maneuvers 

through a place, and refers to them as the exist

ing view and the emerging view. Cullen states, 

Although the pedestrian walks through the town 
at a uniform speed, the scenery of towns is often 
revealed in a series of jerks or revelations ...this is 
an accidental chain of events and whatever signifi
cance may arise out of the linking of views will be 
fortuitous (1961: 11). 

In his townscape studies, Cullen demonstrates 

the effectiveness of spaces that are designed to 

lead people through the urban environment, 

gradually revealing new interesting and exciting 

views and information in a sequence of different 

experiences (Cullen 1961). This sequential 

unveiling of sights and sounds provides a better 

potential for the participant to digest, compre

hend, and remember the experience. As well, 

serial vision assists people to understand the rela

tionships between urban places. The concept of 

serial vision also relates to the elements of image, 

legibility, and memorability in the symbolic 

meaning component, as well as to personal emo

tions such as intrigue, curiosity, and anticipation. 

Serial vision makes an important contribution to 

atmosphere in that it helps to establish the full 

context of the place for the participant. 
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Accessibility / Permeability /Relationship of 

Place-Street & People-Street 

An aspect of physical form that can influence 

atmosphere is the ability to access the site, both 

physically and visually. Public places that are 

highly accessible benefit from their ease of access 

by a variety of different modes of movement. The 

boundaries of public places that are highly per

meable can often be penetrated from multiple 

angles (see Fig 2.5). Thus, accessibility and per

meability are related concepts that deal with how 

people are able to enter and exit and see in and 

out of a public place, and are explored in this sec

tion. 

Physical accessibility appears to be a critical fea

ture in any vital public place. Any physical limita

tions in the design of a public gathering place 

may have a limiting effect on the potential user 

groups, thus diminishing the variety of experi

ence and impacting negatively on the atmos

phere. Equitable access by many people is a desir

able goal in creating public places that are con

ducive to a vital atmosphere. Places where circu

lation and amenities are designed to be accessible 

for children and physically disabled persons, can 

create a friendly, more comfortable city that is apt 

to function more easily for everyone. Examples 

of this include fountains and furniture that are 

designed to be barrier-free with proportions suit

able for access by children and individuals in 

wheelchairs (Whyte 1980: 33, Sucher 1995: 67). 

Barrier-free access can also negatively impact the 

physical atmosphere in that places that are con

ducive to strollers and wheelchairs are also con

ducive to speeding bicyclists that compromise 

safety. Accessibility can also encompass mainte

nance issues such as snow clearing. A lack of such 

maintenance can result in physical barriers that 

hinder use or result in an atmosphere of neglect. 

Maximizing the means of access does not by itself 

guarantee a vital atmosphere, but can contribute, 

especially to the activity component of atmos

phere. Sites that are serviced by multiple different 

modes of transportation, such as on foot as well 

as by bicycle, car, and public transit, have the 

advantage of convenience and the potential to 

draw the highest level of diverse activity. It is 

important to consider the effectiveness of serial 

vision at these various modes due to the inher

ently different experiences at different speeds. A 

caveat to multiple modes of access is the need for 

a pleasant pedestrian experience to encourage 

people to experience a place on foot (see Photo 

2.4). A benefit of walking is that it allows the 

spontaneity to change speed, stop, and start a 

conversation (Lennard & Lennard 1987: 112) 

Photograph 2.4: This 

setting demonstrates a 

pleasant pedestrian 

zone, with a clear rela

tionship between the 

buildings and the auto 

corridor, buffered by 

on-street parking. 

Boston, MA. 

Photograph 2.5: 

Storefront permeability 

Retail merchandizing 

and commercial win

dows and doors suggest 

an inviting atmosphere 

to potential customers. 

Inglewood district, 

Calgary, AB. 
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i visible from 
lines of approach 

and pedestrian speeds allow the freedom to 

explore the environment using all sensory modal

ities (Rapoport 1991:87). 

Permeability, as defined by Bentley et al., is "the 

number of alternative ways through an environ

ment" (1985: 10) or "the extent to which an 

environment allows people a choice of access 

through it, from place to place" (1985: 12). It is 

important to differentiate between visual perme

ability, the ability to be able to see in and out of 

the space, from physical permeability, the ability 

to physically gain access through the space 

(Sucher 1995:12). The implication of permeabil

ity is especially important at the interface 

between public spaces that provide choice and 

ease of access, and private spaces that prefer to 

limit visual and physical access. When multiple 

entrances and a high level of permeability charac

terize the edges of a public place, the level of 

activity is increased, serving to enrich the space 

(Bentley et al 1985: 12) (see Photo 2.5). 

Permeability also relates to maximum choice of 

routes to a destination, which results when short 

blocks characterize an urban form (Jacobs 1961). 

Permeability relates to the notion of a fine urban 

grain, as both of these elements of physical form 

rely on reducing massing to smaller blocks and 

smaller units. 

Accessibility and permeability relate to the points 

of entry, the circulation patterns, and the routes 

that affect the way people maneuver in, around, 

and within a site and, thus, are elements that 

affect the atmosphere of a public place (see Fig 

2.7). By providing numerous opportunities to 

glimpse at the activity inside a space, and many 

entry points, people are enticed to enter, explore, 

and participate in that place. When compared to 

a site that is designed as an escape from the urban 

environment, a gathering place that is highly 

accessible and permeable also conveys an inviting 

atmosphere. 

The relationship between people and the street, 

specifically between pedestrians and vehicles, is 

an element of atmosphere that can affect public 

gathering spaces, especially in the context of a 

traditional shopping street. There appears to be a 

range of opinions regarding traffic flow, and 

whether cars add to the vitality of a place or 

detract from it. It would appear that the presence 

of many automobiles can certainly add to the 

activity level of a place, but an atmosphere of 

auto-domination is often perceived negatively 

and is not likely to be a people-friendly atmos

phere. 
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Despite the danger posed by cars to pedestrians, 

a great deal of urban life and activities occur just 

where cars and pedestrians meet. The liveliness of 

Piccadilly Circus in London and Times Square in 

New York is credited to the convergence of these 

two systems (Alexander 1977: 271). In public 

gathering places that allow both pedestrians and 

vehicles, Cullen promotes the idea of pedestrian 

priority. He also suggests that surface treatment 

can reaffirm the character and public nature of a 

space and, where appropriate, advocates paving 

and pathway treatment in small public areas to 

emphasize the pedestrian priority (Cullen 1961: 

102) (see Fig 2.8). 

In the context of public shopping streets, the 

relationship of buildings to the sidewalk and the 

street is important in creating a cohesive urban 

quality. Streetscapes can have different configura

tions; for example, buildings can be built to the 

sidewalk, cantilevered over the sidewalk, arcaded 

to integrate a covered walkway into the structure 

(see Photo 2.6), or buildings can be set back to 

provide a buffered space for outdoor cafes or for 

on-street parking (see Fig 2.9 & Photo 2.7). 

Traditional shopping streets often have distinc

tive qualities as special places that are charming, 

efficient, functional for business, attract locals 

and tourists, and express the essence of city. 

Sucher points out that the sidewalk plays an 

important role in channeling pedestrian move

ments and forcing people into closer proximity. 

Thus, the atmosphere of the physical environ

ment feels busier and is more conducive to inter

action among people (see Fig 2.10). A clear rela

tionship of place to street also requires obvious 

and visible entrances; otherwise, visitors can have 

a negative experience - unsafe, perplexing, dis

orienting, inefficient, and rude (Sucher 1995: 

10-12, 77). Whyte stresses the importance of a 

subtle transition between a gathering place and 

the street, such as where a street and a plaza 

meet, and claims that transition is a critical design 

factor that is a key to success or failure. He 

emphasizes, "Ideally, the transition should be 

such that it's hard to tell where one ends and the 

other begins" (1980: 54, 57) (see Photo 2.7). 

When a public place has a strong relationship to 

the street life, there is more going on and more 

activity to watch, and can add another element to 

the dynamic atmosphere*. The street life can play 

an important role in the atmosphere of the place, 

drawing more people to the area for multiple rea

sons, and encouraging added activity from people 

who 'happen-by'. 
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Sense of Enclosure 

The experience of enclosure is a feeling of con

tainment in an area that is either partially or fully 

separated from other spaces by features of the 

immediate physical area that surround, envelope, 

or partition the space. Sense of enclosure is a 

notion that is emphasized by many of the author

ities who have written about urban planning and 

design, and is usually considered a positive fea

ture that contributes to the cohesiveness and 

enjoyment of a place (Whyte 1980: 26). Many 

well-known vital urban outdoor gathering places 

are characterized by this sense of enclosure, and 

it is apparent that this may be an important con

tributing element to the atmosphere of these 

places. 

An enclosed space, such as a square, quad, or 

courtyard, can often be characterized by its cozy, 

quiet and human scaled atmosphere (Cullen 

1961: 25,138) (see Fig 2.11). Enclosure focuses 

attention inward, providing a complete, private, 

self-sufficient quality (Cullen 1961: 106, 

Lennard & Lennard 1984: 23). The diverse 

urban fabric around us demonstrates the varying 

degrees of enclosure, and the variety of ways to 

create enclosure that may be blatant or subtle. 

"Ideally", according to Lennard and Lennard, 

"the space is surrounded by buildings or other 

barriers forming the walls which support the sky" 

(1984: 23) (see Photo 2.8). A variety of physical 

forms can be employed to convey a sense of 

enclosure, such as street awnings along a 

streetscape, and trees, especially when they have 

a relationship with sitting spaces (Whyte 1980: 

46, Cullen 1961) (see Fig 2.12). 

Different spaces may have different levels of 

enclosure that are appropriate to the particular 

circumstances. There are no generalized rules for 

the perfect level of enclosure for every space, or 

for every person; however, several studies suggest 

that there must be a balance of enclosure to cre

ate an optimal comfort level. A place that is not 

too enclosed, and not too open, will likely result 

in a desirable atmosphere for the majority of 

users (Alexander 1977: 520, Cooper 1969). Sitte 

indicates successful squares are partly enclosed, 

but they are also open to one another, so that 

each one is visually linked or seems to lead in a 

progression of experiences into the next6 

(Alexander 1977: 520). Alexander suggests an 

evolutionary rationale to explain the phenome

non of feeling secure and comfortable in a place 

that has at least some degree of enclosure. 

It seems likely that the need for enclosure goes 
back to our most primitive instincts. For example, 
when a person looks for a place to sit down out-
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doors, he rarely chooses to sit exposed in the 
middle of an open space - he usually looks for a 
tree to put his back against; a hollow in the 
ground, a natural cleft which will pardy enclose 
and shelter him (1977: 521). 

Sense of enclosure is a critical element that con

tributes to the experience and the perception of 

the atmosphere of a place. "A public urban space 

gains much of its sense of 'place' from its 

enclosed character" (Lennard & Lennard 1984: 

23). A public place that is characterized by a 

sense of enclosure is also often accompanied by a 

perception of safety or security (Alexander 1977: 

520). Therefore, the sense of place and the sense 

of security are probably the most significant 

impacts that the element of enclosure can con

tribute to atmosphere, and can also significantly 

influence the personal perception of a public 

place. 

Architectural Style / Fit / Contextualism / 

Balance of Variety &" Consistency / Positive Space 

Architectural style, fit, contextualism, variety, 

consistency, and positive space are important ele

ments of public places (see Fig 2.13). These find 

expression through physical form, and influence 

other aspects of atmosphere and the perception 

of places. 

A factor which can influence the atmosphere of 

a public place is the concept of the place being fit 

for its purpose; that is, the uses of the space and 

the physical characteristics that fit those uses. The 

concept of fit between a physical environment 

and the proposed purposes of that environment 

is known as "synomorphism". Fit means that cer

tain desirable behaviour is not precluded by the 

public place, and such behaviour is encouraged 

by the environment (Eichner and Tobey 1987: 

282). 

The notions of fit, consistency, and positive space 

are addressed in Alexander's theory of urban 

design, which professes that urban designers 

must strive to create coherent wholes, and cau

tions against piecemeal growth that tends to be 

incoherent, scattered, and fragmented. The 

vision for the whole must be supported in new 

developments, and must grow from what is there 

already; it must blossom from the spirit of the 

place and maintain the sense of consistency of the 

place. The concept of whole is conceived as har

mony of the physical form as it relates to the 

atmosphere of the exterior public space. The fea

tures that contribute to the whole include the 

physical structures, the volumes of space created 

by the structures, the details of the structures, 

and the way in which these elements affect the 

2 
Figure 2.13: Slight 

variations of architec

tural style or form 

within a consistent 

commercial context 

contribute to an 

appealing streetscape 

atmosphere. 

Figure 2.14: Surface 

parking lots (left of 

image) interrupt the 

consistency of a 

streetscape and are not 

positive space 

(Kasprisin & Pettinari 

1995: 105). 
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quality of the space and the meaning of the expe

rience (Alexander et al 1987: 37-50, 58, 84-85) 

(see Fig 2.14). 

Contextualism contributes to a unified atmos

phere and sense of place, and refers to the mate

rials, height, details, and patterns of a building's 

neighbours, site plan, orientation, size, propor

tion, scale, shape, roof line, windows, doors, 

exterior architectural elements, surface materials, 

trim, architectural details, and colour (see Photo 

2.9). 

In addition, contextualism refers to a philosophy 

in urban design that ensures that new develop

ments are designed to fit into the context of the 

historical surroundings, giving a unified architec

tural style and a sense of place for the area. A live

able place demonstrates a value and an apprecia

tion of the historical heritage of the built envi

ronment, including the buildings and monu

ments (Lennard 8c Lennard 1987: 106-7, Sucher 

1995: 101-2) (see Photo 2.10). 

Contextual cues, as defined by Bentley et al, sup

port the legibility of a place and are interpreted as 

relating the elements of physical form, such as 

buildings, to their context. Contextual cues rein

force the experience of a public place, either by 

their contribution to a coherent setting, or by 

their differentiation in standing out from the ele

ments of the urban setting; the paths, nodes, 

landmarks, edges or districts (Bentley et al 1985: 

78). 

The notions of architectural style and context are 

largely influenced by the existing environment 

and by the interpretation of what is considered 

'appropriate' to the atmosphere, based on a 

group's or individual's cultural or personal back

ground^). 

If we are to design visually appropriate places, 
using cues which different groups of users are 
likely to interpret as supporting legibility, variety, 
and robustness, we have to inquire into the likely 
experience and objectives of the place's users, 
looking for visual cues relevant to each user 
group (Bentley et al 1985: 78). 

The notion of variety within unity refers to the 

interdependent notions of visual variety and visu

al order. Inherently connected are the concepts 

of a vital atmosphere and good quality urban 

design. Urban design consists not only of the 

architectural forms, but more importantly, of the 

whole fabric. The spaces formed around the 

buildings are not simply leftover space; these 

'spaces' are the essence of public life and must be 

claimed and made into 'places' for the movement 
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and gathering of people (Alexander et al 1987: 

66, Gehl 1987) (see Photo 2.11). When urban 

environments are designed well, with a holistic 

approach, successful spaces can result. These 

spaces have enough variety to maintain intrigue 

by a large cross-section of different people and 

life-style groups, and have economic diversity to 

sustain a viable commercial life, but they also 

have a sense of consistency, unity, order, and fit, 

so that all the elements work within the whole. 

A controlled level of variety can have a positive 

impact on memorability and atmosphere. For 

example, a unique element can stand out in con

trast to a consistent unified setting. A balance of 

variety and consistency within architectural 

expression is thus important, to maintain interest 

and to avoid a monotonous or boring mood. 

Similar to a well-known theory in psychology, the 

Gestalt theory, which suggests that the whole is 

greater than the sum of its parts, the elements 

discussed here emphasize an understanding of 

the whole of a place, and what this means to its 

atmosphere. Culture or personal preference may 

also influence the perception of these elements, 

(which will be discussed later). 

Scale / Proportions/ Relationship of Height-Width 

Scale, proportions, height and width are ele

ments of physical form that can have a severe 

impact on the perception of the atmosphere o( z 

place. The elements of the urban fabric define the 

outdoor places in cities. Perimeter buildings and 

trees create the form and become the walls of 

those spaces. It is a desirable condition for these 

vertical and horizontal edges of public spaces to 

be clear, defined, visually engaging, and have har

monious proportions (Jacobs, A 1993: 277-86) 

(see Fig 2.15 & 2.16). Studies have shown that 

manipulating the proportions of a space, espe

cially changing the relationship of height to 

width, can result in differing atmospheres 

(Cullen 1961: 266) (see Fig 2.17 & 2.18). For 

example, the heights of perimeter buildings affect 

the amount and quality of sunlight in an outdoor 

space, which can dramatically influence the 

atmosphere of a gathering place. Depending on 

climate, personal preference, and the proportions 

of the physical surroundings, the presence of 

warm direct sunlight may be more or less desir

able than ambient daylight or the cool shadow of 

tall buildings. Sunny spaces generally appeal to 

crowds, but some shaded space can be desirable. 

The scale and proportions of the physical envi

ronment should be friendly to people and con

ducive to public life, social interaction and activ

ities. A public place that is designed to a smaller 
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'human' scale and proportions, "where the abili

ty to have a conversation is allowed by the very 

size of the space", has the obvious benefit of 

physical proximity to encourage social interaction 

(Sucher 1995: 34) (see Photo 2.11). 

It is a common argument that designing and 

building, not just to a human scale, but to a 

child-friendly scale is a more equitable solution 

and can be enjoyed by a larger percentage of peo

ple (Sucher 1995: 67, Lennard & Lennard 1987: 

141). When scaled to human dimensions, win

dows and balconies give evidence of human pres

ence, and allow inhabitants to actively participate 

in the space below (Lennard & Lennard 1984: 

24) (see Photos 2.12 & 2.13). A suggested 

height limit for buildings in urban areas is no 

more than four or five stories, regardless of the 

density of the area, to allow for an atmosphere in 

which interaction can take place between the 

indoor and outdoor spaces (Alexander 1977: 

1187; Lennard & Lennard 1984: 24) (see Fig 

2.17). Limiting building heights of the sur

rounding buildings will impact the atmosphere of 

the physical surroundings, as well as the activity 

and the dynamic between people and the built 

environment. This is the rationale: 

At three or four stories, one can still walk com
fortably down to the street, and from a window 

you can still feel part of the street scene: you can 
see details in the street - the people, their feces, 
foliage, shops. From three stories you can yell 
out, and catch the attention of someone below. 
Above four stories these connections break down. 
The visual detail is lost; people speak of the scene 
below as if it were a game, from which they are 
completely detached (Alexander 1977: 118). 

In relation to the height of the surrounding 

structures, the width of a public space is also 

important, especially with respect to large 

expanses of open spaces such as public plazas and 

squares. "A town needs public squares; they are 

the largest, most public rooms, that the town 

has. But when they are too large, they look and 

feel deserted" (Alexander 1977: 311) (see Fig 

2.18). The rule of thumb for the width of such 

spaces is not to exceed a 70-foot diameter to 

maintain an inviting and comfortable atmosphere 

(Alexander 1977: 311), (but if the surrounding 

buildings are not of sufficient height, this would 

perhaps seem too wide). This relates to the per

ception of pedestrian density, addressed in the 

activity component. 

The amount of space, size, shape, and propor

tions are factors that can impact the atmosphere 

of a gathering place; however, these factors do 

not necessarily have a direct relationship with the 
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number of people using the space at one time. 

That is, the number of users may not increase 

with the size of a space. Sheer space does not 

draw people and, in some circumstances, it can 

have the opposite effect (Whyte 1980: 27). Large 

spaces are sometimes preferable, for example, for 

big civic functions, or to create a formal and 

grand mood. If a space is too large or vast, or if 

the surrounding buildings are tall and overbear

ing, it may look and feel desolate, deserted, dead, 

with an undesirable atmosphere. Conversely, 

small spaces may attract a higher ratio of users; 

there are examples of very popular spaces that are 

essentially an indentation in a building (Whyte 

1980: 26). Small public squares, 70 feet in diam

eter or less, are often favored, frequented, and 

comfortable (Alexander 1977: 3l l8) . Important 

considerations of physical form in providing the 

size of space that is conducive to a certain type of 

atmosphere may be the distance from which a 

person is likely to recognize another's face, or the 

distance that a person is likely to hear another's 

voice. The size also affects the perception of 

whether a space is lively or deserted, based on the 

pedestrian density, which is defined as the 

amount of space per person for the total number 

of people that are likely to occupy the place at a 

given time (Alexander 1977: 311-313). 

Despite empirical studies that suggest rules of 

thumb for recommended size, scale, and propor

tions of public gathering places, the most reliable 

factors to determine the appropriate dimensions 

for a specific context are the functional require

ments and the desired atmosphere. Issues of 

scale, size, height and width appear to impact the 

atmosphere of outdoor public gathering places 

on various levels. A person's perception of the 

comfort level in a space is highly impacted by 

scale; it may feel cozy or overwhelming. The 

logistics of social interaction must determine the 

appropriate scale of a space (see Photo 2.14). In 

addition to perceptual influences, if the physical 

form is not well proportioned, it can negatively 

influence the atmosphere by creating areas with 

wind tunnels, a propensity to collect garbage, 

and exacerbated nasty weather conditions. 

Density (Building & Land Use) / Urban Grain 

Building density and urban grain are concepts of 

physical form that can affect atmosphere. A dense 

urban form refers to a relatively high amount of 

urban fabric built within a defined amount of 

space, while a close grain refers to a close-knit 

area that is comprised of many small units that 

are conducive to variety. A dense urban form and 

a close grain of variety provide the maximum 

P A G E 3 1 
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Photograph 2.15: Fine 

grain, downtown St. 

John's, NF 

Figure 2.20: Fine 

grain, both vertical and 

horizontal 

(Montgomery 1998: 

110). 
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amount of choice to the majority of people, and 

are less reliant on mobility (Jacobs 1961, Bentley 

et al 1985: 27, Alexander et al. 1987: 32-36). 

Spatial organization and density are key elements 

of physical form and, as a tool for comparison, 

reveal a great deal about the organization of dif

ferent environments. In the words of Rapoport, 

"Space is experienced as the 3-D extension of the 

world which is around us - the intervals, rela

tionships and distances between people and peo

ple, people and things, and things and things, 

and space is at the heart of the built environ

ment" (1977: 11, 9). These elements of physical 

form can also impact the personal perception of a 

place and its atmosphere. "Urban grain, that is, 

the number of elements per unit length of urban 

fabric, may play a role in perceived density. Thus 

the clumping which occurs when 25 or 50 small 

units are replaced by one large unit changes the 

character and scale" (Rapoport 1977: 204). This 

reiterates the importance of conveying a com

fortable atmosphere by maintaining human scale 

in the built environment, while maintaining den

sity. This fine physical grain must be evident out

side to be perceived by the street level pedestrian. 

Jacobs' renowned work dates back nearly four 

decades, but many of the principles maintain rel

evance today. Regarding urban grain and density, 

Jacobs outlines conditions that are necessary to 

generate diversity. She advocates short blocks, 

which allow frequent opportunities to encounter 

new streets, change paths, and turn corners (see 

Fig 2.19). She also recommends a close-grained 

mingling of buildings that vary in age and condi

tion, including old buildings that offer low rents, 

producing an area with a varied economic yield 

(Jacobs 1961: 151; Montgomery 1998). The 

grain of a traditional shopping street, for exam

ple, is determined by the frequency of shop 

frontages. In this case, the more storefronts and 

the more articulation of larger shops, the tighter 

the grain, the more interest to lure people to an 

area, the slower people tend to walk through the 

area, and the more support for a positive animat

ed atmosphere (see Photo 2.15). 

Further studies suggest that vibrant fine-grained 

commercial districts, characterized by a varied 

social milieu and unique businesses, are actually 

surrounded by coarse-grained residential areas 

(Gans 1986: 28; Greenbie 1976, 1981: 4, 218; 

Maas 1984: 80-92; City of Calgary 1993,1996). 

These clusters of distinct life-style groups assem

ble into residential enclaves and can influence the 

commercial setting in different ways, such as cre

ating a demand for particular products or foods. 

P A G E 3 2 



PRECEDENT STUDIES 

The typical urban pattern seems to indicate a 

general level of diversity within which clusters of 

homogeneity exist. These aspects of the urban 

form can make a tremendous impact on the 

atmosphere of public places, and contribute 

towards urban vitality. 

Density is a multi-faceted issue, and has a poten

tially significant relationship with urban form. 

Land use designations affect the density of an 

area due to the type of use, as well as the vertical 

height limitations. Aspects of urban design and 

architecture, such as form and interior design, are 

influential factors in building density. Population 

density and capacity of people are ultimately tied 

to these other aspects of density, and all can affect 

the character of urban outdoor gathering places. 

It is thus difficult to separate the physical from 

the other aspects of atmosphere. Montgomery 

recommends guidelines for density that are con

ducive to high levels of activity, diversity, and a 

vital atmosphere (see Fig 2.20). 

Densities can be too low where they fail to gener
ate vitality, and too high where they produce 
standardized buildings, regimented layouts and 
large development footprints. Thus, density in 
itself will not necessary produce urbanity: density 
is a necessary rather than a sufficient condition for 
urbanity. City districts which achieve diversity 
tend also to achieve high pedestrian footfalls... 
(1998: 103). 

Balancing a diversity of urban grain as well as 

building and land use densities is an important 

goal in the process of place-making and creating 

a vital atmosphere. The diversity that results from 

an urban form that has relatively high density and 

tight grain is the key to the interesting, dynamic, 

and successful qualities of atmosphere that typi

cally characterize vital urban outdoor gathering 

places. Evidently, the elements of density and 

grain impact physical form in the built environ

ment, but they also affect other components of 

the atmosphere model. For example, the density 

of the buildings in the context of an area has a 

direct relationship with the density or capacity of 

people who may visit a space, thus affecting activ

ity as well as personal perceptions. 

Colour / Texture / Material / Detail / Aesthetics 

When integrated into the design process, details 

are an element of Form that can contribute to the 

atmosphere of the physical surroundings in both 

blatant and subtle ways. Design details can be 

explored in many ways, including: colour, tex

ture, shadow, pattern, as well as in structural and 

mechanical forms (see Photo 2.16). Designers 

can make the most of structural elements to catch 

the eye and give a place an unusual or beautiful 

aesthetic quality (Cullen 1961: 156). Such 
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unique detailing can be a critical factor in creat

ing a space with a special atmosphere, an extra 

dimension of interest, and a memorable charac

ter. 

Two-dimensional surface patterns can have an 

aesthetic as well as a functional purpose - behav

iour can be influenced by pattern techniques such 

as texture and painted patterns to persuade, seg

regate, emphasize, join, divide, guide movement, 

and give hints about the space (see Photo 2.17). 

Movement and direction can be articulated or 

impaired through techniques such as intensifying 

the contrast in the surface (Cullen 1961: 128, 

129,131). 

The ground is an important element that should 

not be overlooked. The "scenery" of the floor is 

not just a platform for buildings or a surface for 

cars to travel across, it is a connecting surface that 

can have a character and vitality of its own and, if 

treated properly, can provide a smooth and 

charming transition (Cullen 1961: 128-9, Sucher 

1995, Alexander 1977) (see Photo 2.18). 

There are many materials which can be used to 
revitalize the town's floor, to reinforce the high
way code and, by indicating different uses, in 
time to establish conventional behaviour - flag
stones for pedestrians only, cobbles, setts, slate 

tiles, mosaic, gravel, grass. They can be light or 
dark, rough or smooth, plain or intricate (Cullen 
1961:121). 

The physical environment can be designed not 

only to encourage or discourage certain behav

iour, but also to communicate to users on other 

levels. Walls, for example, are often empty spaces 

that provide an opportunity to create interest and 

bring empty space to life, through texture, shad

ow articulation, or invented patterns that render 

an intriguing contrast with the natural texture. 

Walls are two-dimensional surfaces that can be 

treated as a tapestry exploring detail and pattern, 

such as painted murals, articulation and patterns 

in wood, masonry, concrete, and stucco, as well 

as other forms of decoration, advertising, dis

plays, and trellises (Cullen 1961: 155-159, 

Sucher 1995: 15) (see Photo 2.19). 

Related to the contribution of meaning to the 

atmosphere of places, the details of physical form 

are also important vehicles for expressing cues to 

people. For example, solid-looking, long-lived 

building materials are used in the construction of 

important structures that are expected to be per

manent and lasting. A masonry building built 

with sandstone is a cue suggesting longevity, and 

does not suggest a temporary structure (see 
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Photo 2.20). Conversely, buildings in industrial 

parks are built with relatively inexpensive materi

al, such as metal siding, are designed and con

structed with minimal labour requirements, and 

are devoid of aesthetic and humanizing elements 

such as landscaping, conveying that they are built 

to be temporary and efficient. 

Details contribute to the atmosphere of a public 

gathering place on an aesthetic level, making the 

space attractive to the eye and to the touch, and 

possessing a unique and memorable sense of 

place. Ornament in the environment also makes 

the world more whole by knitting it together 

(Alexander 1977: 1149). The notion of aesthet

ics is not limited to the detailed micro compo

nents of design, rather, it encompasses a broad 

range of aspects, some more critical to a vital 

atmosphere than others, from scale to decora

tion. To speculate on a more significant value for 

details, people may feel more comfortable and 

secure in a place that exhibits a strong attention 

to detail, and that has an appearance of being 

cared for and maintained. 

It is important to note that differing personal and 

cultural interpretations of such details as the 

colours and building materials may influence the 

atmosphere and vary the outlook on the place. 

For example, some may interpret black to be dark 

and evil, and white to be good and clean; howev

er these interpretations can vary. People from 

North America who are of European descent may 

have completely opposite interpretations of black 

and white from people of Native or Asian culture. 

The atmosphere of a place may be influenced by 

the use of building materials but, again, this may 

differ on a personal or cultural level. Steel may 

convey a modern appearance, while stone and 

wood may evoke an air of heritage (see Photo 

2.21). A place with sandstone buildings may be 

interpreted to have a lot of history, despite the 

fact that the buildings may be modern (see Photo 

2.20) and the material palette may have been 

influenced by factors of cost or availability. 

Seats / Furniture / Comforts 

Outdoor furniture, awnings, railings, public toi

lets, pay phones, garbage cans, ash trays, clocks, 

or signs are often provided in public places for 

the purpose of functionality, convenience, or 

safety (see Photo 2.22). However, each feature 

has the potential to add to the comfort level and 

contribute to the overall atmosphere of a public 

place (Sucher 1985, Cullen 1961: 95, 153). 

"Alone, great fountains, or gates, or paving, or 

lights, are not enough" but they add seasoning to 

the mix (Jacobs, A 1993: 301). Space furnishings 



PRECEDENT STUDIES 

9 
:M]\ 

y~ i scat height 
wide top / f%,^A 

ambiguous boundary 

public place 

assist in creating a setting for public life in out

door gathering spaces. 

While seldom stated explicitly, it has long been 
assumed that public life, just like a theatrical pro
duction, requires actors and audience, a stage and 
a theater. A well designed stage set reinforces the 
dramatic themes of the performance. Stage sets 
for public life, also, require a suitable backdrop -
the surrounding buildings - and a variety of stage 
props, or street furniture, which support the 
actions of the people on stage (Lennard & 
Lennard 1984: 21). 

The comfort of space furnishings includes both 

physical comfort and social comfort due to the 

fact that physical comforts can affect whether a 

person chooses to go to a place, the duration of 

stay, and the use and activity in public places 

(Whyte 1980: 28). 

The work of many authors attests to the impor

tance of providing places to sit, and the integral 

role of seating in creating an inviting public 

atmosphere for people to come, spend time, and 

engage in or observe activities and social dis

course (Cullen 1961, Whyte 1980, Sucher 1985, 

Lennard & Lennard 1984). In order for a public 

space to function as a gathering place, the physi

cal environment must allow for and encourage 

this type of use, because striking designs and aes

thetic features are not sufficient to entice people 

to gather if there are no places to sit (Whyte 

1980: 28). 

The abundance of sitting space in numerous pop

ular gathering spaces suggests that this element is 

prerequisite to success and vitality (Whyte 1980: 

27). Seating is critical to gathering spaces 

because it announces the public quality of a 

place, and creates a public realm by giving people 

the opportunity to sit and linger (Sucher 1995: 

40). Opportunities to sit, lean, or rest packages, 

such as benches, ledges, planters, steps, and low 

walls, add to the level of comfort in a public place 

(see Fig 2.21 & 2.22). Creative arrangements in 

a space can function as pseudo-tables, arm rests, 

back rests, and can subdivide spaces of differing 

atmospheres, such as alcoves for small groups or 

amphitheatres for large crowds (Lennard & 

Lennard 1984: 26, 28, Whyte 1980: 28). 

Furniture can enliven a place, and can also pro

vide an added quality of comfort when the pub

lic is given the control to move it (Whyte 1980)9 

(see Photo 2.23). Successful gathering places are 

often designed to incorporate a variety of flexible 

seating opportunities from which to choose, and 

different levels of privacy. Most seats provide a 

small piece of personal territory with a feeling of 

being 'at home' in the public milieu, but differ-
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ent seat designs can convey varying types of 

atmosphere, by encouraging or discouraging 

social interaction (Lennard & Lennard 1984: 

28). 

To create or maintain a vibrant atmosphere, the 

physical environment must be conducive to the 

activities that give it a desirable character. For 

example, people-watching is a popular activity in 

public places, which can be encouraged by appro

priate seating, strategically located, and placed in 

proximity to other activities within a space 

(Alexander 1977: 1120,Whyte 1980, Lennard & 

Lennard 1984). The size and relative proportions 

of the total space and the amount of seating are 

important, due to their direct relationship to the 

capacity of the space, and the density of people 

that use the space. This relationship can be better 

understood by comparing the number of linear 

feet of seating space and the total size of the area; 

however, a rule of thumb is to provide one linear 

foot of sitting space for every thirty square feet of 

plaza space (Whyte 1980: 38). 

Public gathering places can be enhanced by 

designs that focus on the quality of experience for 

those sitting in the space. A proposal to encour

age "an intimate atmosphere" describes the qual

ities of the sitting space, which is shaded, sunk 

below the level of the garden in secluded alcoves, 

with vistas preserved, and accentuated by planted 

material to screen surrounding buildings (Cullen 

1961: 256-258). An emphasis is placed on the 

dynamic relationship between seats, water, land

scaping, changes in grades, and views in provid

ing a comfortable physical environment for pub

lic gathering (see Photo 1.2). The location and 

placement of space furnishings in relation to the 

buildings is critical to the level of comfort. The 

climate and weather conditions can dramatically 

impact the atmosphere in an outdoor space, and 

physical form can provide shelter from the wind, 

protection from the elements, shade from the 

heat, and can maximize penetration of sunlight 

when cool (Jacobs, A 1993: 274-6) (see Photo 

2.23). 

Landscaping/ "Natural" Features/ 

Change in Level or Grade 

Landscaping typically involves changing the sur

face treatment, manipulating the contours of the 

land, or adding planted materials or water fea

tures (see Photo 2.24). Both designed landscapes 

and natural features can influence the atmosphere 

and can have a dramatic impact on experience, 

sense of place, sense of enclosure, as well as sen

sory reactions including visual, auditory, and 

olfactory. 
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Figure 2.23: 

Consideration of views 

and weather patterns in 

the design and configu

ration of seating can 

maximize use and 

enjoyment (Alexander 

1977:1120). 

Photograph 2.24: Water 

features are often a pos

itive contribution to the 

physical and social set

ting in public places 

(Gehl 1987:34). 

Photograph 2.25: 

Landscaping can 

become part of the 

architecture and add 

richness to the physical 

setting (Alexander 

1977:1135). 
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Gardens and landscaping can be important fea

tures providing identity, meaning, and symbolic 

identification in urban areas. Trees, for example, 

have a clear role in creating "a positive image of 

environmental quality" (Rapoport 1977: 62). 

Small design features such as planted hedges can 

change the very character of a footpath, creating 

"pleasurable intricacy" (Cullen 1961: 167). It is 

suggested that the design of places should incor

porate landscape design and architectural design, 

that trees can lend richness to buildings and 

buildings can point out the architectural qualities 

of trees, such that the landscape becomes part of 

the architecture, making one ensemble (Cullen 

1961: 168) (Photo 2.25). 

Trees and landscaping can be used to vary the 

visual and psychological perception of a space, 

such as the scale of composition, vertical or hor

izontal emphasis, seasonal variety, pedestrian-

vehicular separation, a feeling of safety, and a 

transition between spaces and between the built 

and the natural environments (see Photos 2.26 * 

2.27). The techniques for using landscaping to 

impact the atmosphere include: filtered light, 

shadowing, and screening, to create pseudo-wall

paper and interesting surface texture, line and 

geometry to emphasize geometric regularity or 

amorphous biology, as well as mobile and sculp

ture as interesting objects of landscaped art 

(Cullen 1961: 171-4, Alexander 1977: 1136, 

Jacobs, A 1993). 

From a personal perspective, landscaping can 

have sensory implications on the experience of a 

place. For example, the sound of water is said to 

be the explanation of the quiet restful atmos

phere of plazas with water walls (Whyte 1980: 

48). Landscape designs, such as water features, 

have a more profound and positive impact when 

they are interactive, but policies in urban envi

ronments often prevent this. It is suggested that 

water has a special allure, and rather than having 

water that is available only for viewing, make it 

accessible, touchable, and splashable (Whyte 

1980: 48, 49) (see Photo 2.28). 

In addition, the odours of natural vegetation and 

planted materials can be powerful sensory cues 

that a person might find attractive, or evocative 

of memories of past experiences, such as pleasant 

memories of attending an annual lilac festival. 

Conversely, the landscaping and outdoor envi

ronment in a public place may negatively influ

ence a person with allergies to pollen, either con

sciously or subconsciously. Natural environments 

may have negative associations. For example, 
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people may be irritated or have health concerns 

where bugs such as mosquitoes, and wasps are 

plentiful and could sting, or where geese and 

other birds leave droppings. 

Landscape design and features of the natural 

environment provide the means to visually 

enhance the physical appearance of an outdoor 

gathering place. Landscaping provides extra tools 

to the designer that can add a dimension to the 

space planning process, such as providing enclo

sure to an open space, subdividing pockets of 

activity within the space, softening hard surfaces, 

and screening parking and other unsightly views 

(Cullen 1961, Alexander 1977, Sucher 1995: 87, 

91) (see Photos 2.26 & 2.27). Landscaping can 

function as a key element in the atmosphere of a 

place by conveying feelings to the participant to 

influence perception in an outdoor gathering 

place. 

Given that the driving force is the desired atmos

phere for the place, it is important that the land

scaping be appropriate for the function and antic

ipated activities and behaviours in a space. 

Appropriate landscape design entails selection, 

placement, as well as maintenance. Deciduous 

trees are more commonly used in public places 

because they permit light to penetrate to pedes

trians on the street or park users, especially in 

winter, and add a dynamic moving light that 

changes the mood of a space (Jacobs, A 1993). 

Hard surface materials such as paving stones may 

be determined to be a more appropriate land

scaping choice for a high traffic urban area than 

grassy turf (see Photo 2.29). In this example, the 

long-term wear is more likely to promote a space 

that feels well maintained and cared for, as 

opposed to an atmosphere of neglect. In design

ing landscaping that is fit for the intended pur

pose of a public space, personal safety and securi

ty, as well as resistance to vandalism are addition

al qualities to consider. 

Topography, landscaping, and building design 

can result in a change in level or grade. This may 

result in a gathering space that is raised or low

ered in comparison to the surroundings. Such 

grade changes can create and emphasize a differ

ent quality of experience, and can have function

al, psychological, and visual impacts on places. 

Changing levels can be used as a functional 

design technique, such as separating seating 

spaces from circulation areas, joining or separat

ing the activities in spaces, and shielding undesir

able views, say, of parking lots (Cullen 1961: 

175, 38, Sucher, 1995:91). Changes in level can 

sometimes form effective places to encourage 

Saw-*'': 
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Photograph 2.29: Hard 

surfaces on all levels 

suits the busy urban set

ting at Piazza del 

Campo in Sienna 

(Lennard & Lennard 

1984: Plate 3). 

Photograph 2.30: The 

level changes at Capri's 

Piazza Umberto I sepa

rate spaces while pro

viding seating on large 

tiered steps 

(Lennard & Lennard 

1984: Plate 3). 

Photograph 2.31: 

Different physical levels 

of space provide oppor

tunities for diverse 

activity. While few peo

ple are present in this 

photo, this gathering 

place has an animated 

atmosphere most times 

of the day and evening. 

Ghirardclli Square, San 

Francisco, CA 
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activity, to sit and congregate (see Photos 2.30 & 

1.2). Alexander recommends, "In any public 

place where people loiter, add a few steps at the 

edge where stairs come down or where there is a 

change of level. Make these raised areas immedi

ately accessible from below, so that people may 

congregate and sit to watch the goings-on" 

(1977: 605). A space with a unique setting, such 

as a raised platform or a sunken nook, can stand 

out from the level of the surroundings as a sig

nificant area because "objects acquire significance 

from their relationship to levels" (Cullen 1961: 

175). Undulation in levels on the ground can 

give a scene vitality, and a change in surface level 

can be used to create sense of place (Cullen 

1961: 175). 

A change in level is both physical and psycholog

ical, so design decisions must be influenced by a 

thorough understanding of the psychological 

impacts of changes in level on the users (Cullen 

1961, Whyte 1980). For example, being above 

datum may feel like a position of advantage or 

privilege, giving exhilaration, command, superi

ority, exposure and vertigo, while being below 

datum may feel result in feelings of coziness, inti

macy, inferiority, enclosure, and claustrophobia 

(Cullen 1961: 175, 38) (see Photo 2.31). The 

critical factor may well be the degree of choice 

required by the grade change. 

A slight elevation, then, can be beckoning. Go a 
foot or so higher, however, and usage will fall off 
sharply... Unless there is a compelling reason, an 
open space shouldn't be sunk. With two or three 
notable exceptions, sunken plazas are dead spaces 
(Whyte 1980: 58). 

In the case of shopping streets, multiple levels 

with increased density and floor space can be a 

key to success (see Photo 2.32); however, he cau

tions against multiple street levels such as under

ground streets, stating "The most successful 

streets direct several floors of activity to one 

street level" (1980: 93). The atmosphere of a 

shopping street could become vital and animated 

by encouraging maximum usage at all times. 

Conversely, a duplication of services on another 

level, such as the +15 walkway bridge system in 

Calgary, can divide the number of users and 

deaden the activity at ground level (see Photo 

2.33). 

In designing public places, it is important to con

sider impacts of changing levels on the overall 

dynamic of the place, the psychology and behav

iour of the users, their perception of the atmos

phere, and whether they interpret it as desirable 

or undesirable. A change in level can physically or 

psychologically emphasize a separation, transi-
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tion, or difference in quality in a space. Changes 

in grade affect the physical form, and can also 

influence the activity, meaning, and the personal 

perception of a space, to the benefit or demise of 

the atmosphere. The impacts of grade on public 

behaviour should therefore be considered in rela

tion to the desired atmosphere. 

Lighting 

Lighting is a critical element in most facets of life; 

it impacts personal perception of safety and dra

matically changes the ambience of places. There 

are many different kinds of illumination, includ

ing natural sunlight and artificial light fixtures, 

and the quality and impact of different types of 

light can create vast variation in the atmosphere 

of public places. 

A common sentiment is that natural light, partic

ularly direct sunlight, plays a crucial role in the 

atmosphere of outdoor gathering places. Put 

simply, "people use open space if it is sunny, and 

do not use it if it isn't, in all but desert climates" 

(Alexander 1977: 514). Many advocate that sun 

is a necessity to encourage people to use those 

places10, and recommend maximizing access to 

the sun, especially southern exposure, and avoid

ing conditions that leave public places in the eter

nal shadow of buildings (Alexander 1977: 514-

516, Whyte 1980: 42, Sucher 1995: 32) (see Fig 

2.24). Because sunlight affects both the actual 

temperature and the perception of warmth in an 

outdoor gathering place, its role is particularly 

important during times of cooler temperatures 

and in places with cooler climates. The tendency 

towards peak levels of activity on the first warm 

day after a stretch of cool or rainy days suggests 

that relative warmth is also important (Whyte 

1980:40,44). 

Artificial or man-made lighting is an important 

complement to sunlight and plays an important 

role in illuminating an outdoor public gathering 

place during times of little or no natural light. 

The provision of artificial lights extends the 

usability of the space by effectively lengthening 

the time a public space will potentially be used. 

Man-made lights encourage activity around the 

clock, they also discourage undesirable activity or 

vandalism (Grand Concourse Authority 1999). 

While designers must work around sunlight pat

terns, artificial lighting provides the opportunity 

to have control over the way in which the 

amount and the quality of lighting impacts the 

atmosphere of a gathering place. Light fixtures 

can be free standing poles of varying heights, 

they can be mounted on a building, or they can 

be embedded within a structure, and they can be 

••••-:•;•• " - - ^ " r 
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plain or ornamental (see Photos 2.34 & 2.35). 

Unity of scale can be maintained by installing fix

tures that are in scale with the setting of the 

street or environment. The character of an area 

can be reinforced with the quality of lighting, 

such as a linear quality to emphasize the move

ment on a street, or a static quality for a focal 

point to encourage people to stop (Cullen 1961: 

144). There are many artificial lighting design 

options that must be carefully considered for 

functionality and appropriateness to influence the 

atmosphere of a place in a desired manner. 

Different lighting solutions are required for a set

ting that is people- versus automobile-oriented, 

or a feeling of romance versus safety. 

People seek pools of light and, therefore, social 

spaces are in part defined by light. Because out

door light is almost never even, attempts to engi

neer and control the quality of artificial lighting 

to make it uniform are antithetical to the creation 

of social gathering spaces and can create a disori

enting and unbounded atmosphere. Lighting 

should be suitable to the activities in the space 

and reinforce the social character of the spaces 

(Alexander 1977: 1160-62). To achieve human 

scale, for example on a streetscape, light fixtures 

should be less than twenty feet tall (Jacobs, A 

1993: 292) (see Photo 2.35). Other rules of 

thumb for a safe atmosphere in public outdoor 

spaces is to provide ample lighting for a person to 

see another's face from fifteen meters away. 

Avoid blocking lights with landscaping and place 

lights on dark spots and circulation routes that 

might be inherently dangerous in the dark 

(Wekerle & Whitzman 1995: 29). The relation

ship of light and colour should also be consid

ered, due to the fact that lighting can have dif

ferent qualities of colour. This depends on the 

complex interaction and combined effect of sur

faces and light sources, including natural light, 

reflected light, and artificial light. The colour of 

light can create a subtle tint on everything and 

everyone in a space, and this can, in turn, affect 

the emotional quality of the experience 

(Alexander 1977: 1154). For example, the quali

ty of artificial lighting can portray a cold atmos

phere using a light with a blue, green, or gray 

tone, while a warm ambience can be created 

using a light with a yellow, red, orange, or brown 

hue (Alexander 1977: 1154). An example of a 

cold light source is a fluorescent fixture, while a 

warm light source is an incandescent light. 

Another well-known type of man-made light is 

neon. These light fixtures are made up of tubes 

of gas that illuminate with bright colours, often 

with a harsh quality, and are primarily used for 



commercial displays. In big commercial centres, 

with a concentration of artificial lighting and 

coloured neon advertising, the proliferation of 

light in the streetscapes reduces the dark feeling 

of night and creates an atmosphere of eternal 

light. Although many people seem to dislike the 

harsh quality of neon, use and promotion of 

neon lights may be because they convey an 

atmosphere of round-the-clock activity, such as 

the "bright light" district in London's Piccadilly 

Circus, or Las Vegas (see Photo 2.36). 

Lighting influences physical form, activity, mean

ing, and also personal experience, making it crit

ically important to the atmosphere of outdoor 

public gathering places. Natural and artificial 

sources of light can provide focus on a particular 

part of a space, allow people to see and be seen 

and function in a space, have visual and temporal 

sensory influences, and can also influence percep

tions of safety and security. 

ACTIVITY 

This section addresses the activity component of 

atmosphere, including the social makeup of a 

place, the interaction and behaviour, as well as 

the economic activity. 

Activity Mows / Seasonal Life / 24 Hour Life / 

Capacity / Density of People 

Outdoor public gathering places that are consid

ered to have a vital atmosphere are typically char

acterized by a relatively constant flow of people 

that seemingly fill the space as they engage in dif

ferent kinds of active or passive behaviour during 

various times of the day, night, season, and 

throughout the year (see Photo 2.37). The con

stant factor in truly vital places is that "they do 

not close down... the continuity is a promise of 

endless variation" (Maas 1984: 11) (also see 

Photos 1.1 & 1.2: perception of atmosphere and 

vitality depends on fluctuating levels of activity at 

different times of the day). The density of people 

living and/or working in an area of the city will 

affect the density of people who are likely to 

occupy the public place, and the capacity of the 

space will also limit that number of people. This 

section discusses the impacts that these elements 

have on the atmosphere of outdoor gathering 

places. 

2 
"Many of our modern public squares, though 

intended as lively plazas, are in fact deserted and 

dead" (Alexander 1977: 597) 

Photograph 2.37: A 

well-known example of 

a vital public atmos

phere is Petticoat Lane 

in London, where mar

ket vendors and visitors 

contribute to an ani

mated social milieu 

amidst an informal 

physical setting. (Source. 

Maas: date unknown). 



Quantitative measures may be useful for under

standing activity levels, and how the level of 

activity impacts the space itself. Whyte refers to 

the work of Gehl (1987), who found that the 

number of people sitting on benches along a 

main pedestrian way was a constant fraction of 

those standing or walking. Whyte, too, believes 

that there is a likely relationship between the 

number of people sitting in a place and the num

ber of pedestrians who pass through (1980: 68). 

Population density is an important factor in 

urban vitality, and this critical mass plays an 

important role in activity levels of urban gather

ing places. In highly populated places, such as big 

cities, a lot of mistakes can be made in design and 

a place may still end up being well used (Whyte 

1980: 90). A critical mass of people increases the 

likelihood that public spaces will be well used. 

"Big cities have lots of people in their down

towns. This density poses problems, but it pro

vides a strong supply of potential users for open 

spaces in most parts of the central business dis

trict" (Whyte 1980:90). There is no risk in mak

ing a space too enticing because capacity is self-

levelling and under-use is of greater concern than 

over-use, according to Whyte. 

The carrying capacity of most urban open spaces 
is far above the use that is made of them, and the 

lesson of the exceptions is encouraging... It is the 
people who determine the level of crowding, and 
they do it very well (1980: 73). 

Pedestrian density is "the relationship between 

the number of people in a pedestrian area, the 

size of the area, and a subjective estimate of the 

extent to which the area is alive", says Alexander 

(1977: 597). The number of square feet per per

son does not control the apparent liveliness of a 

pedestrian area, he claims, but it does give a rea

sonably crude estimate of the liveliness of a space. 

Other factors that contribute to the liveliness 

include the nature of the land around the edge, 

the grouping of people, what the people are 

doing, the level of commotion, and the amount 

of noise and sensory distractions (see Photo 

2.38). There are rules of thumb regarding pedes

trian density: at 150 square feet per person, an 

area is lively; if there are more than 500 square 

feet per person, the area begins to be dead11 

(Alexander 1977: 597). Because fewer people are 

required in a smaller space to give the perception 

of dense pedestrian activity, smaller spaces "will 

feel comfortable for a greater percentage of the 

time" (Alexander 1977: 312) (see Photo 2.39). 

A high density of people influences the atmos

phere, and can create a feeling of bustle or 



crowding. Although an atmosphere animated by 

plenty of people may be called vital, individual 

perception and opinion influences whether that 

atmosphere is considered comfortable, positive, 

desirable, or otherwise. There are illustrations of 

why it should not be assumed that density is val

ued equally. An individual who is ochlophobic 

(abnormally fearful of crowds) may feel that the 

atmosphere appeal of a public place diminishes as 

the density of people increases. There may also 

be a qualitative aspect to the way different types 

of people impact density's contribution to the 

atmosphere of a place. A park occupied by 

crowds of joyful young children may be consid

ered a positive atmosphere, while the same place, 

with the same number of users, but occupied by 

tough looking biker-type users or race-disputing 

gangs, may be considered a negative atmosphere. 

Size and density of pedestrian populations are 

factors that can distinguish vital places from non-

vital places (Maas 1984: 11), and are factors that 

influence atmosphere (see Photo 2.40). 

Promoting different kinds of activities during 

various times of the day and evening, such as 

through flexible work times for workers and max

imum hours of operation for public commerce, 

can encourage round-the-clock activity. Many 

places have a vital daily ambience, but lack an 

evening presence. The evening economy must be 

developed or enhanced to enable such places, 

that are said to work only half of the time, to 

achieve a truly vital atmosphere at all times 

(Montgomery 1998: 99). As mentioned previ

ously, lighting is another important factor in 

maximizing the number of usable hours for activ

ity to take place. These elements, which affect the 

level of incentive to draw users and the users' 

ability to readily access public places at different 

times, are at the heart of the definition of vitali

ty, and thus greatly influence the resulting atmos

phere and memorable quality of urban places. 

A seasonally diverse atmosphere may be suggest

ed by a place that promotes a range of activities 

that are appropriate for different weather condi

tions and encourages year-round use (see Photos 

2.41 & 2.42). An atmosphere of round-the-clock 

vitality may be evoked by a place where different 

activities take place throughout the day and 

evening. A place may have a vital atmosphere 

during the day, but if the uses and hours of oper

ation are not compatible with evening events, 

these cues may suggest that the place will be 

devoid of activity, or will have undesirable uses or 

users that contribute to an unappealing evening 

ambience (Montgomery 1998: 99). 

Photograph 2.40: Dense 

activity makes a lively 

market atmosphere. 

Freiburg's daily market, 

Muensterplatz 

(Lennard & Lennari 

1984: 50). 

Photograph 2.41: Urban 

outdoor gathering places 

in North America tend 

to get maximum use 

during mid weather, as 

demonstrated by this 

summer activity. 

Olympic Plaza, 

Calgary, AB 

Photograph 2.42: 

Outdoor skating is a 

winter activity that can 

extend the seasonal use 

of urban spaces. 

Calgary, AB. (URL: 

viewcalgary.com/'shop

ping/'dtOlympicsplazaO 

20.html) 
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Photograph 2.43: The 

relationship of streets in 

public life 

(Gehl 1987:166). 

Photograph 2.44: 

Rubbing shoulders and 

subtle social contact 

(Gehl 1987: 19). 

Social Interaction / Behaviour Cues / Loose Rules 
For the occupants of a particular setting, the 
standing patterns of behaviour that occur there 
are as real and as objective as the physical aspects 
of the setting. Behaviour patterns occurring with
in a specific setting are as much as part of the 
environment of an individual in the setting as are 
the physical and temporal components of the set
ting (Schoggen 1989: 3). 

Outdoor public gathering places provide an 

important venue for the social needs of people, 

such as meeting friends, chatting, hanging out, 

and people-watching (see Photo 2.43). Not 

everyone who spends time in public places 

desires social interaction, but an animated atmos

phere may attract a person who wishes to be 

'alone in a crowd'. Places that have a vital atmos

phere are characterized by loose rules of order, 

which encourages heterogeneity by welcoming 

people from many life-style groups, and permit

ting most behaviour. The atmosphere of a public 

place conveys cues to people, to indicate what is 

considered acceptable behaviour for that place. 

This section generally describes the social activity 

and the rules and cues of social behaviour that 

can characterize outdoor gathering places. 
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One of the key variables in determining the suc

cess of a public gathering place is the general 

level of activity. If the intention is to make places 

friendlier and create a vital atmosphere, the 

design of spaces must be conducive to attracting 

people and to social interaction. Whyte observes, 

"What attracts people most, it would appear, is 

other people... 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" (1980: 19). Activity is a genera

tor of more activity, therefore, people want to go 

to the places that are lively and full of people, 

"and they go there by choice - not to escape the 

city, but to partake of it" (Whyte 1980: 98). 

Partaking of these social settings can knit people 

together. "The simple social intercourse created 

when people rub shoulders in public is one of the 

most essential kinds of social 'glue' in society" 

(Alexander 1977: 489) (see Photo 2.44). In 

order to create lively public gathering spaces in 

cities, we should design them with an urban qual

ity and with an atmosphere that is conducive to 

socializing; that is not isolating, secluded, or 

escapist (Whyte 1980). 

An integrated design process acknowledges 

human social interaction as part of townscape or 

place-making. The physical environment should 

be designed to encourage social interaction and 

congregation, because humans need an anchor 

for outdoor activities such as trade, recreation, 



and social life, according to Cullen (1961: 103). 

He states, 

to provide open space so that these activities can 
take place at all, is in itself not really sufficient. 
Open space as an element in the town is essential 
but it needs also to be furnished with such 
objects as will turn the disassociated stream of 
people into groups... (1961: 104). 

In a vital public place, social interaction often 

takes priority over the rigorous rules of physical 

form and the demands on space by buildings and 

cars. A small weekend vegetable market for local 

farmers selling crops (see Photo 2.45) can gain 

activity and momentum and grow into a big 

communal event with a dynamic atmosphere of 

loose rules where people in conversation flood 

into the streets and insist that motorists patiently 

wait. The relationship that man has with his envi

ronment is an interdependent one, as evidenced 

by the way in which spatial structure reflects and 

also influences social structure (Rapoport 1977: 

270). 

There are qualities in the environment that are 

suggestive of how one might expect to act, react, 

or behave to fit into a setting. Rapoport explains 

this notion of cues: 

If people read environmental cues, make judge
ments about the occupants of settings, and then 
act accordingly, it follows that the environment 
communicates social and ethnic identity, status, 
and so on... the environment will reinforce, and 
be reinforced by, non-verbal behaviour - gestures, 
facial expressions, proxemic behaviour, voice 
loudness, manners, dress, appropriate front and 
back behaviour and all the other unwritten rules 
(1977: 325, 328). 

Cues influence social behaviour in urban spaces; 

they are devices that indicate public versus private 

qualities, expected behaviour, formality, etc., but 

are subject to cultural differences and values. The 

challenge for the designer, is to "give cues for 

appropriate behaviour by making the setting con

gruent with behaviour rules" (Rapoport 1977: 

326). Rapoport explains that if a setting has cer

tain identifiable characteristics, or noticeable dif

ferences, it communicates this to people to influ

ence or guide behaviour appropriate to that type 

of place - commercial, industrial, residential, etc. 

(see Photo 2.46). Others reinforce the role of 

place in guiding social behaviour. 

In a very real sense, the places in our lives influ
ence our behaviour in ways that we often don't 
expect. A good or bad environment promotes 
good or bad memories, which inspire a good or 
bad mood, which inclines us toward good or bad 
behaviour (Gallagher 1993: 132). 



2 
Photograph 2.47: Loose 

cues of behaviour allow 

for all types of activity, 

including garbage pick

ing. Olympic Plaza, 

Calgary, AB 

Photograph 2.48: Rules 

and signs attempt to 

restrict activity, 

saying "no playing' or 

"passive recreation only' 

(Alexander 1977: 369). 

Settings that correspond to particular activities, 

such as shopping centres, parks, and churches, 

elicit different behaviours12. It should be noted 

that behaviour responses may vary among differ

ent individuals (the underlying personal compo

nent) and may also be culturally bound. The 

desired behaviour in a specific space may not be 

followed if people do not understand the sugges

tive cues, or if the environment fails to effective

ly communicate the expected rules (Rapoport 

1977: 330). This is illustrated by comparing out

door public gathering places to indoor ones. In 

an indoor shopping centre, for example, it is 

inappropriate for transients to pick from the 

garbage cans or else security guards will escort 

the person out, as negative reinforcement of 

intolerable behaviour. In outdoor places, a stark 

difference is apparent in the rules of behaviour, 

typically much looser, in which garbage picking is 

commonly accepted as the normal routine (see 

Photo 2.47). The atmosphere in a place with 

loose rules of order, that welcomes a mix of peo

ple, is most conducive to the qualities of vitality 

(Maas 1998, 1999). 
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Many examples can be identified from the urban 

environment to illustrate the contradiction 

between suggested behaviour and the actual rules 

that govern behaviour (see Photo 2.48). Benches 

located in public places would appear to encour

age a social environment for people to sit and 

stay for a while. Contrary to the cues, public 

benches are often designed to be uncomfortable 

to discourage transient people from sleeping on 

them, and are often located in isolation, separat

ed from other benches. Such design and place

ment of benches, therefore, contradicts the 

impression of a friendly and social public atmos

phere by actually discouraging social interaction. 

Water features bring out the playful side of adults 

and children, and their appeal entices people to 

interact with the water; however, passive recre

ation policies in public gathering places often 

contradict that mood, and prevent people from 

touching the water. It is argued that policies 

should allow water to be interactive, accessible, 

touchable, and splashable (Whyte 1980: 49) (also 

see Photos 1.1 & 2.28); however, safety is a con

cern, and liabilities may be considered too high 

to allow certain high-risk activities, especially in 

an increasingly litigious setting. 

Public behaviour and activity are affected by offi

cial policy-enforced rules, unwritten rules, and 

subtle behaviour cues. These, in turn, influence 

the atmosphere of public places. Because of the 

dramatic influence of social behaviour on atmos

phere, the rules and cues of behaviour are of crit-



ical importance in the process of planning and 

designing public places. When the rules and cues 

of appropriate behaviour are less restrictive, and 

people are inclined to freely act the way they 

wish, the atmosphere tends to be more dynamic 

and interesting, which then appeals to other 

additional visitors (see Photo 2.49). Visitors to a 

public place are more likely to enjoy the experi

ence and feel comfortable in an environment that 

uses multiple cues to clarify and emphasize suit

able conduct for everyone. 

Level of Diversity / Mix of People / Demographics 

The component of atmosphere called activity and 

social behaviour is largely about people; general

ly the makeup of our urban population, and 

specifically the types of people who spend time in 

outdoor public gathering places. Experts have 

observed that a high proportion of the users of 

public places are local residents, whose demo

graphic makeup significantly influences that place 

(Lennard & Lennard 1984, Maas 1984). The 

demographic profile, including residents' age and 

income, of the city and the nearby neighbour

hoods may provide insight into the characteristics 

of the public space. The mix or level of diversity 

of people who use public spaces contributes to its 

ambience. This section discusses how the atmos

phere of public spaces is influenced by the demo

graphics of the users and the nearby residents. 

The success of vital public places is largely attrib

uted to the diversity and the heterogeneous mix 

of users. With heterogeneity, however, comes a 

potential mixing of different 'types' of people 

(different classes, races, socio-economic back

grounds), and the possibility exists that some 

people may feel uncomfortable around others 

unlike themselves, or that the differences may 

result in demographic conflicts. In poorly uti

lized and otherwise lifeless places, the promi

nence of others who are considered 'undesirable,' 

such as alcoholics, may be threatening to passers-

by, may exclude them from using the place, and 

may cause an uninviting atmosphere. Public 

places that have a mixed social strata and an 

atmosphere that abounds with life tend to pro

mote democratic and ethical conduct, attitudes, 

and relations (Lennard & Lennard 1984:16-18). 

A place with a heterogeneous demographic mix 

may also have a broadly appealing atmosphere. It 

may draw a variety of users, including adults and 

children as well as pets, which often results in a 

sociable atmosphere that encourages interaction 

(Sucher 1995: 65, 66, 68) (see Photos 2.49 & 

2.50). In the case of a vital traditional shopping 

:fa^ 

- ;^#SS#5S5? 

illilliiiill 
&&AWw»; ..jyV* &i: i&tig£%%&£@3&& 

Photographs 2.49 & 

2.SO: Loose rules and a 

diverse heterogeneous 

social setting encourage 

a range of activities. 

For example, teens draw 

an audience doing 

stunts on bikes. An 

onlooker and his dog 

enjoy the casual setting. 

Eau Claire Market, 

Calgary, AB 
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street, the diversity of unique shops and services 

are made viable by a heterogeneous variety of 

people who not only make the area popular but 

also act as a potential customer base (Maas 1984: 

11). Maas found that the initial impetus for an 

area to become vital comes from the local resi

dential population, approximately within a two 

and one-half kilometre radius (City of Calgary 

1993, 1996). When the demographic mix of the 

local population is heterogeneous with several 

distinct life-style groups, then the seed for vitali

ty has been planted13. When this mix of people is 

already in place in an area, it can contribute to a 

socially and economically vital atmosphere; how

ever, when an area is being newly developed, the 

control variables (such as the physical setting) 

must be conducive to attracting and encouraging 

a particular type of desired activity. 

Land Use Mix / Types of Activity / 

Local Economy / Hours of Operation 

The types of land uses and activities that occur in 

a place can influence its atmosphere. Good urban 

places are characterized by an array of different 

activities that contribute to their vitality, includ

ing social, cultural, and economic transactions. A 

place with a static or homogeneous atmosphere 

may be reflected in a uniform use of land and 

limited activity. For example, a strip of 'tacky 

souvenir shops' that draws only small amounts of 

tourist dollars may convey a deserted atmosphere 

that reflects poorly on the wider urban setting 

(see Photo 2.51). 

Conversely, a proliferation of one type of com

mercial activity can have a detrimental effect on 

the atmosphere, especially if the use is considered 

socially unacceptable, such as adult only sex 

shops. The economic activity of an area has a 

strong relationship not only to the amount of 

commercial space, but also to the mix of land 

uses (see Photo 2.52). The hours of operation 

may have a modest impact on the economic 

activity, but may significantly impact the level of 

use, the social activity, and the perceived ambi

ence. This section discusses how diversity of 

activity can play a significant role in the atmos

phere of public places. 

Public places that are designed to be versatile and 

accommodate many different types of activity 

have a high likelihood of developing an animated 

and appealing atmosphere. An accurate represen

tation of ambience requires more than the gener

al characteristics of a place, because an area with 

vast land use and commercial diversity and high 

levels of activity may actually have an unfriendly 

atmosphere, such as an automobile-oriented 



place that is not conducive to pedestrians or out

door social gathering (see Photo 2.53). By incor

porating spaces that are conducive to the various 

kinds of activity or interaction that is desirable, 

physical form can complement that social envi

ronment. Public gathering places can integrate 

pockets of activity, either within or at the periph

ery of the space, such as partly enclosed pockets 

at the edges for shops, stands, benches, displays, 

rails, courts, fountains, gardens, or news racks 

(Alexander 1977: 600, 602) (see Fig 2.25). A 

public place can play an important role in the life 

of a city as a node of activity for individuals and 

groups who gather together for many formal or 

informal purposes: speeches, political rallies, con

frontations, festivities, bonfires, carnivals, danc

ing, shouting, celebrating, mourning, or simply 

observing (Lynch 1960, Alexander 1977: 311, 

Lennard & Lennard 1984:17). An individual's 

perception and purpose in a public place can dra

matically influence whether the activity or atmos

phere provides a pleasant or an unpleasant expe

rience. 

Urban outdoor gathering places that have a 

desirable atmosphere are often characterized by a 

diversity of activity, land uses, and commerce. 

There are primary uses and secondary uses that 

create city diversity (see Photo 2.54). Primary 

uses are anchorages, such as offices, factories, 

dwellings, facilities for entertainment, education, 

and recreation, and sometimes museums, 

libraries, and galleries, which, in themselves, 

draw people to a place. Secondary uses grow in 

response to the presence of primary uses, to serve 

the people the primary uses draw (Jacobs 

1961:161). 

If this spread of street use spreads a variety of 
consumer needs or tastes through time of day, all 
sorts of uniquely urban and specialized services 
and shops can make out, and this is a process that 
builds upon itself. The more intricately mixed, 
and therefore efficient, the pools of users are, the 
more services and shops there can be that need to 
sift their clienteles from all sorts of population, 
and in turn the more people are drawn (Jacobs 
1961:162). 

Retailing areas with store window displays, signs 

to attract your attention, and doorways for peo

ple to come and go usually convey a vibrant 

atmosphere (Whyte 1980: 57) (see Photo 2.52, 

2.54 & 2.55). The variety of goods and services 

in a commercial district is directly related to the 

number, population size, and purchasing power 

of distinct life-style groups who live in the area. A 

commercial environment that fulfils basic retail 

niches as well as providing unique shops and 

services will support the needs of local residents 

v;r 

\ ./paths 

pockets 
of activity 

Photograph 2. 53: 

Automobile-oriented 

settings often possess a 

pedestrian unfriendly 

atmosphere. 

Figure 2.25: 

Pockets of activity often 

characterize social 

patterns in public places 

(Alexander 1977: 602). 

Photograph 2.54: 

Public places that have 

a diversity of land uses, 

commerce and activities 

promote an atmosphere 

of vitality 

(Alexander 1977: 168). 
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and will also help to create a cosmopolitan ambi

ence to attract people from outside the local area 

(Maas 1984: 93, 96, City of Calgary 1993, 

1996). Where the desired atmosphere for an area 

is a vital retail and residential district, this can be 

encouraged through a mix of commercial uses 

and a heterogeneous local residential sector. 

A commercial area where shops or services oper

ate in the evening hours provides an added impe

tus for evening activity, so logic would also sug

gest that business hours impact the atmosphere 

of public places. If open for business, coffee 

shops, restaurants, boutiques, and theatres can 

contribute to a bustling evening atmosphere, 

with the added benefit of providing a feeling of 

safety for people to enjoy a place knowing they 

are not alone; there are "eyes on the street" 

(Jacobs 1961, Montgomery 1998). A single 

establishment, by itself, cannot generate enough 

attraction to create a feeling of an active and safe 

nightlife; probably about six nightspots need to 

be grouped into compatible uses to create this 

sense of nightlife (Alexander 1977: 180-182) 

(see Fig 2.26). 

Several experts advocate an urban pattern of 

mixed uses within close walking distance of each 

other unless there are legitimate reasons for zon

ing segregated land uses, such as health and wel

fare of citizens (Sucher 1995, Jacobs 1961, 

Montgomery 1998, Lennard & Lennard 1984). 

Mixing uses can impart vigour to social commu

nities and is especially important at transporta

tion hubs and other public places that are trying 

to promote increased use (Sucher 1995: 18). 

Compatible commercial uses can mix effectively 

in residential areas to add vitality, economic sta

bility, and safety (Sucher 1995: 19, Jacobs 1961, 

Maas 1984, Montgomery 1998) (see Photo 

2.55). Small retail spaces that sell espresso, flow

ers, or pizza, or intimate seating spaces can be 

located in dead corners of parking garages or in-

between buildings, injecting life into the street, 

imparting interest to the buildings, and provid

ing small entrepreneurial opportunities (Sucher 

1995: 119-20). These also informally keep an eye 

on the public setting and make people feel safer 

(Wekerle & Whitzman 1995: 43). These discov

ered spaces suggest an understanding that the 

land use, the economic conditions, the types of 

shops and services, the level of activity, as well as 

the people who are drawn to the place - are all 

factors that can influence the atmosphere of a 

place. 

Outdoor gathering places that comprise a diver

sity of land uses, activities, and economics are 



more likely to develop an interesting and vital 

atmosphere. In essence, "The notion of urban 

vitality is in large part about opening up the pos

sibilities for transactions to take place in longer 

and more extended segments of time, and over 

time to develop a pattern of increasing complex

ity" (Montgomery 1998: 99). An energized 

atmosphere is promoted in such a diverse envi

ronment that encourages many people to go to 

public places, for numerous reasons, during vari

ous times of the day and evening, and to engage 

in a variety of activities. 

Spontaneous Events / Planned Events 

There are various types of activity that corre

spond with different land uses: some activities are 

organized events, and others unexpected occur

rences. Programmed events take place at specific 

times and people can plan to attend. In this case, 

people can generally anticipate the type of 

atmosphere at a place during that scheduled 

event, based on the types and number of people 

that are likely to attend, or having been in the 

audience during a previous event. In places where 

events take place spontaneously, the unique ele

ments and unexpected events are contributors to 

the atmosphere. 

Spontaneous events, such as street entertain

ment, can enliven and contribute to the enjoy

ment of a public place (Wekerle & Whitzman 

1995: 50). Strolling musicians and impromptu 

performers provide an interesting atmosphere 

that entices people with the lure of experiencing 

a new unplanned event. The value of this 

serendipity is a far greater contribution to the 

quality of public life than the amount of physical 

space that is required. For example, "...street 

musicians need only a small space beside a heavi

ly used pedestrian street just off the main flow of 

passersby" (Lennard & Lennard 1987: 83) (see 

Photo 2.57). Spontaneous performers contribute 

to an interesting and vital atmosphere in a public 

gathering place by encouraging people to stop 

and spend some time, and creating an ebb and 

flow of activity (Lennard & Lennard 1987: 83) 

(see Photo 2.58). 

Places that provide a venue for accidental meet

ings have an atmosphere of serendipity because 

"life attracts life" (Sucher 1995: 29) and social 

cues encourage more activity. It is important to 

clarify that spontaneous events are generally 

viewed as desirable and positive contributors to 

atmosphere but are not always. An encounter 

with an intoxicated transient person begging for 

spare change, however, or a glimpse of a woman 



being mugged for her purse are arguably 

unplanned occurrences, but are likely to con

tribute to the atmosphere in a way that is per

ceived as disturbing. 

Programmed events can be used as a tool for cre

ating more and different types of activities to 

draw people to public gathering places. 

Montgomery calls this act of "programming 

events and spectacles to encourage people to 

visit, use, and linger in urban places," "cultural 

animation" (Montgomery 1995: 104). This con

cept is to provide a variety of events and activities 

so that people are drawn to the public realm sim

ply to see what is happening, thereby stimulating 

urban vitality. These catalytic events are catego

rized as "soft infrastructure," and may entail arts 

and cultural exhibits, or lunchtime performances 

of music and theatre (Montgomery 1995: 104). 

Planned events encourage and are often compat

ible with spontaneous events, enhancing the 

overall level of activity and creating a dynamic 

atmosphere. 

Similar to the public interest generated by pro

grammed events, different kinds of works-in-

progress that are visible to the public can also 

draw a crowd or sustain the interest of people 

who happen by. It can be both interesting and 

educational to experience real-life activities 

(Sucher 1995: 62), such as craftspeople at work 

on a stage set, or archaeologists conducting a dig 

on a historic site. Places that visibly promote the 

behind-the-scenes work processes potentially 

benefit from the public exposure and the 

enhanced sense of place that can result from a 

revealing and informative atmosphere (see Photo 

2.59). 

Some elements of activity can be categorized 

either as spontaneous or planned. Music, for 

example, can have a significant impact on the 

atmosphere of a place, but is often governed and 

limited by policies, and is subject to personal per

ception and preference. Music adds another 

dimension to an experience; it can provide a 

soothing atmosphere to those who enjoy it, or 

can provide an unpleasant atmosphere to those 

who dislike it. Classical music, for example, is 

sometimes played in public spaces to deter 

teenagers from loitering around corner stores. 

Programmed lunchtime concerts or spontaneous 

street music can be an "unobtrusive way to bring 

people together" (Sucher 1995: 35) due to a 

common interest or a common dislike. Policies 

governing music in public places should consider 

the desired impact on behaviour and atmosphere. 

To support a lively atmosphere, noise by-laws 



should be lenient where programmed perform

ances or informal busking serves to encourage 

use of a public gathering space. 

Programmed activities may draw people into 

public gathering spaces; however, such an envi

ronment is less likely to stimulate social interac

tion. The Lennards assert, "Formal public events 

and entertainment are more limited in their 

capacity to stimulate interaction" (1987: 82). A 

combination of spontaneous and programmed 

events contributes to a dynamic vital atmosphere. 

Spontaneous activity significantly affects atmos

phere, and is more likely to lead to, for example, 

the serendipitous enjoyment of strangers sharing 

a laugh at a clown on a unicycle (see Photo 

2.58). Whether events are programmed and 

advertised by a written itinerary or a verbal agen

da, or whether they happen spontaneously 

because the conditions were ripe on a sunny lazy 

afternoon, activities that take place in the public 

realm are a key to urban life. A public gathering 

space that is known for specific events, or simply 

the reputation that fun and interesting things just 

seem to happen, is a place with an invigorating 

atmosphere. 

SYMBOLIC MEANING 

The meaning component of atmosphere is simi

lar to the image component of Montgomery's 

precedent model, which, as he points out, deals 

generally with cognition and information. 

Meaning is perhaps the most critical, yet intangi

ble and challenging, component to define. This 

is, perhaps, due to the fact that meaning encom

passes critical aspects of a vital public atmosphere, 

such as sense of place and identity. Meaning 

explores the symbolic and historic messages con

veyed by public places, the factors that influence 

the clarity of communication and understanding 

of places, and the elements that provide common 

means of relating to places. These qualitative ele

ments of meaning are not prescribed measures, 

and may therefore be difficult to manage, but are 

as important to atmosphere as other more tangi

ble or quantifiable elements, such as physical 

design and economic activity (Lennard & 

Lennard 1987: 106-7). 

Sense of Belonging / Identity / Place 

Sense of belonging, sense of identity, and sense of 

place are all emotional and symbolic factors that 

characterize special outdoor gathering places that 

have a vital atmosphere. Sometimes, a newly con

structed public place is a beautiful space, but has 

a sterile atmosphere that fails to attract people, 

Photo 2.60: This small 

but popular gathering 

space is known for its 

intimate quality. 

(URL: www.grcatbuild-

ings.com/cgi- 

bin/gbi.cgi/Paley_Park. 

html/cid_2924487.gbi) 

Photo 2.61: The Piazza 

of St. Peter's is a public 

gathering place with a 

grand and unique phys

ical form, a special 

social attraction, a sense 

of identity, and a reli

gious & historical sig

nificance that has 

inspired awe for many 

generations (URL: 

httpj/www.grcatbuild-

ings.com/cgi-

bin/gbi.cgi/Piazza_of_S 

t._Peters.html/cid_2324 

lU.gbi). 
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Photo 2.62: For exam

ple, a place with an 
impermanent construc

tion and feeling of 
cheapness may influ

ence the atmosphere by 
conveying to people that 

a space is not very 
meaningful and per

haps it is more tolerant 
to malicious and 

deviant behaviour such 
as graffiti and vandal
ism (URL: www.visu- 

alorgasm.com). 

fig 2.27 (Rapoport 
1977:38). 
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and lacks or has had insufficient time to develop 

a sense of place. These notions are often referred 

to in the literature as basic human needs, with a 

suggestion that the sense of identity of place is 

closely linked to the sense of identity of self. 

Place can be considered a repository for mean

ings, serving as a mode of preservation for other 

people and other generations. This section dis

cusses how the atmosphere of a place can connect 

with its users on this psychological level of mean

ing. 

The phenomenon of human identity is the key

stone on which all aspects of meaning depend. 

Violich (1998) discusses identity with place as a 

process with stages. Identity with place is most 

prevalent in places with a small scale and an inti

mate social quality (see Photo 2.60), but can be 

fostered in spaces of many scales and sizes (see 

Photo 2.61). The unique identity of a place is 

created largely by its particular physical pattern 

and the way people adapt to this pattern. 

Many different elements and experiences are 

integrated in the creation of the spirit of place. 

"Oneness of place", a product of that spirituality, 

is the intangible element that mixes with the peo

ple and the physical characteristics of a place to 

create a sense of place (Violich 1998: 295-299). 

While it is difficult to extract the separate ele

ments that contribute to sense of place or identi

ty, the overall effect is critical to atmosphere. In 

discussing identity of place, Violich emphasizes 

the link between meaning and physical form, and 

discusses the essence of place: 

Many different elements and experiences are 

integrated in the creation of "oneness of place". 

The oneness of place is a product of the spiritual

ity of the place, which is the intangible element 

that mixes with the people and the physical char

acteristics of a place to create a sense of place 

(Violich 1998: 295-299). While it is difficult to 

extract the separate elements that contribute to 

sense of place or identity, the overall effect is crit

ical to atmosphere. In discussing identity of place, 

Violich emphasizes the link between meaning 

and physical form, and discusses the essence of 

place: 

These essences captured our minds and defined 
an intangible yet "vital core" of their being that 
we shall call "soul," an element that would evapo
rate were its symbols in the physical place to be 
obliterated... This "soul," which is distinctive for 
each place, provides the key to awaken the spirit, 
or anima, within us and to anchor our sense of 
identity. While soul is the virtual, though inactive, 
personification of the place, spirit is the "animat
ing force within human beings," acting on princi-
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pie. Thus...the "spirit of place," or genius loci, 
resides not truly within places themselves but very 
much within ourselves, whether as creators of 
places or as analysts or users (Violich 1998: 299, 
Thomas Moore 1992: 168-284). 

The sense of identifying with a place, belonging 

to a place, and feeling involved in its affairs, 

Montgomery calls 'psychological access'. Places 

in the public realm that possess these qualities are 

more likely to be respected and cared for by 

members of the public. This 'receptivity' effect of 

a successful or vital place engenders respect not 

only for the place and its people, but also a toler

ance and respect for those who visit 

(Montgomery 1998). Elements of physical form 

can relay meanings to people, which can then 

influence social activity and behaviour. 

Community / Shared Understanding / 

Cultural Influence 

It is difficult to extract the different levels of 

meaning interpretation due to the fact that cul

tural meanings are intertwined with personal 

interpretation. Meaning of place therefore func

tions on both an individual and a group level, 

and overlaps with the previous discussion on 

identity and belonging. 

This section describes how strong individual 

notions of meaning, including sense of belong

ing, identity, place, can be reinforced when 

shared among others who have common bonds, 

such as culture, community values, norms, and 

understanding. Because neighbourhoods tend to 

be made up of persons who hold a common 

image of identity, then identity can be conceived 

as a manifestation of community. When people 

are attached to a place, they form a symbolic rela

tionship with the environment that has a cultur

ally shared meaning (Violich 1998: 59, Low 

1992: 165) that can also affect the atmosphere of 

a place in terms of physical form and activities. 

While there are often strong individualistic feel
ings that may be unique to specific people and 
places, these feelings are embedded in a cultural 
milieu. Thus, place attachment is more than an 
emotional and cognitive experience, and includes 
cultural beliefs and practices that link people to 
place (Violich 1998: 59, Low 1992). 

Feelings and impressions of a particular public 

place come from a filtering of information based 

on the both the individual's values, beliefs, expe

rience, and education, and those factors influ

enced by the wider culture (Rapoport 1977, 

Montgomery 1998) (see Fig 2.27). 



2 
Photograph 2.64: The 

meaning of this war 

memorial is more 

important than the 

activity or physical 

form. It is the represen

tative meaning and 

acknowledgement of 

veteran's contributions 

that makes this place 

special. St. John's, NF 

Photograph 2.65: This 

temple monument, built 

in traditional Shinto 

style, is a symbolic gate

way with a distinct and 

recognizable style (URL: 

http://w ww.gr ea tbu ild -

ings.com/cgi-

bin/ghi.tgi/Torii_of_Itsu 

kushima.html/cid_0001. 

gbi). 

So places come to represent memory, meaning 

and association for individuals, groups and soci

eties... It follows, then, that the spaces in the city, 

their sequences and portions and the way they 

inter-connect are of cultural importance in the life 

of cities. The public realm, therefore, should 

properly be understood as a 'space system' with 

varying sizes, proportions, levels and meanings: a 

'space syntax' ranging from formal to informal, 

from grand civic spaces to outdoor rooms 

(Montgomery 1998: 101). 

The notion of belonging is directly linked to 

place, where people share the experience, knowl

edge, and cultural identity of the place. However, 

identity is considered by some to extend beyond 

the place of shared spaces to encompass the arti

facts, material things, or physical form of place 

(Pocius 1991: 3, 18, 23)1 4 (see Photo 2.63 & 

Fig 2.28). Places with this strong sense of attach

ment and belonging - where a space has an iden

tity, and the people associated feel a sense of 

identity for being associated with it - are often 

places with an appealing ambience or atmosphere. 

The tendency to adapt to the physical surround

ings creates a common ground for people of var

ious cultural backgrounds. The shared experience 

can continue to develop to the level where it cre

ates a collective identity, and leads to shared com

munity action, and can develop further with the 

identity of a place that links one generation to 

the next (see Photo 2.64). The continuity of 

identity creates a historically significant place. 

Identification with a place leads to a division 

between outsiders, who are new to the place, and 

insiders, who have experienced the place over a 

long period of time, and possess an understand

ing of and connectedness to the place (Rapoport 

1997). Involvement in a place is the key to mov

ing from outsider to insider. 

Lifestyle may prove to be one of the main vari

ables influencing the organization of the city 

through specific ways in which areas are organ

ized, in space, time, meaning and communica

tion, by the clustering of people homogeneous 

along various characteristics - race, ethnic origin, 

religion, class, income or whatever variables have 

operated at specific times, so that the city is a col

lection of different groups, with different lifestyles 

reflecting different cultures and subcultures 

(Rapoport 1977: 20). 

The symbols evoked by places, that identify 

places with a diverse mix of groups, can convey a 

cosmopolitan atmosphere, for example, the 

"Little Italy," "Chinatown," and "Japan town" 

districts of big cities that convey cultural identity 

in symbolic ways (see Photo 2.65). The cues that 

influence activity in public places rely on inter

pretation of meaning that is subject to cultural 
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differences to indicate expected social behaviour, 

formality, and respect for public or private quali

ties. The unwritten rules shared by the members 

of the community or group are influenced by 

non-verbal behaviours, such as gestures, facial 

expressions, voice loudness, manners, and dress 

(Rapoport 1977: 328). For example, a person's 

definition of personal space is influenced by his 

or her cultural upbringing as well as personal 

experiences. Culturally defined values may be 

stronger than innate needs (Kornblum 1979), as 

demonstrated by an individual's desire to eat 

being overcome by a community ritual of fasting. 

Group values, symbols, meanings, cultural 

mores, and norms influence the spaces people 

use, the way they move around, the habitats they 

select, the urban forms they create, and their 

interpretation of atmosphere quality - whether it 

is a good or bad space (Rapoport 1977: 57). 

Community membership can be a source of great 

comfort, and people benefit from the healthy and 

secure feeling evoked by sharing a mutual or col

lective understanding. The behaviour patterns of 

the affiliated group can affect the actions of indi

vidual members and, in addition, the place can 

benefit from the positive attitude and spirit of 

group cohesion that is manifested in the physical 

environment (see Fig 2.29). Physical form, for 

example, benefits from the cultural identity por

trayed in the consistency of building styles, 

forms, colours, and details that are specific to 

communities or ethnic groups. Sharing among 

others in a community of place, or a community 

of like minds, can therefore affect the mood in 

public places, and are notions that can contribute 

positively to atmosphere. Ultimately, perceptions 

of place are affected not only by an individual's 

personal interpretation, but also by his or her 

community and cultural influence (see Fig 2.27). 

Symbolism / Historic Meaning / 

Evolution / Change at the Site 

Great places often have the advantage of time 

and physically evoke a patina of time and sense of 

history that comes with the passing of years 

(Jacobs, A 1993: 307). Outdoor public gathering 

places can have associated meanings and symbols 

of the past that are preserved through history, 

such as defensive canons in an old military fort 

(see Photo 2.66). Historic and contemporary 

symbols can be indicators of different times that 

demonstrate how a site has changed and evolved. 

For example, remnants of a war-torn marketplace 

can be preserved to tell the story, and be assisted 

by contemporary interpretive panels. Public 

places are imparted with an added sense of iden

tity when people become actively involved and 



personalize them through donated artifacts and 

philanthropic gestures (Sucher 1995: 51), such 

as inscriptions in park benches, sculptures, and 

paving stones (see Photo 2.67). This section 

explores the role of symbolic meaning and relat

ed elements in the atmosphere of public places. 

The atmosphere of public places can change dra

matically over time, and some public places have 

an ability to evolve with time and respond to 

change, while maintaining public appeal. Vital 

places tend to change in a cyclical manner and, 

through that process, the atmosphere takes on 

different qualities. A traditional shopping street 

with an initial appealing quality can attract more 

residents, more shops, and more users to gradu

ally develop into a vital place. However, the same 

trend and ambient qualities that attract the activ

ity in the area are also responsible for creating 

homogeneity, which eventually leads to the 

decline of vitality, and a need for the area to be 

revived again. Thus, a vital place is said to 'sow 

the seeds of its own destruction' (Maas 1984) 

(see Fig 1.1). 

Vital urban places that have survived through 

time, evolving and changing with circumstances, 

have a history and story of their own. A place 

may take on new meanings, new uses and activi

ties, and a new visual scene and physical setting, 

which may affect the ambience (Cullen 1961: 

100); however, it is possible that deeply rooted 

longstanding meanings will remain attached to a 

place, despite the change. Urban places that have 

an ability to respond over time to changing cir

cumstances and respond by adapting gracefully, 

while maintaining the sense of the spirit of the 

place and the richness of atmosphere, can be 

referred to as "robust" (Bentley et al. 1985). 

This notion alludes to the durability, the aesthet

ics, and the longevity of the fabric that makes up 

an outdoor gathering place. 

The contemporary meaning and atmosphere of a 

place can be influenced by an historical event or 

past, in either positive or negative ways. The site 

of a massacre, or a park known for drug activity, 

are examples where associated meanings may 

deter activity or adaptability15. Conversely, a 

place with a particular legacy or specific positive 

meaning, such as the religious ambience of the 

Vatican (see Photo 2.68) or the spiritual and 

mysterious atmosphere of Stonehenge (see Photo 

2.69), may benefit from continued or enhanced 

use and vitality. 

The way that a place responds to its surroundings 

can portray feelings to the public that affect the 



atmosphere, especially where old buildings are 

concerned. For example, if a new development is 

designed to be sympathetic and fit into the estab

lished context of a heritage district, it demon

strates respect for the unified character, and may 

contribute to the area's appeal (Whyte 1980: 

93). Elements of heritage, particularly heritage 

properties, commonly evoke a positive sense of 

place and sense of history, which can appeal to 

people on a personal level, or on community, 

civic, or national levels (see Photo 2.70). Places 

that evoke a strong sense of identity and belong

ing are often more memorable as landmarks and, 

on the strength of their emotional value alone, 

may attract more people to the area (Lynch 

1960). The presence of well-crafted vintage 

friends provides emotional security and a 

reminder of the past (Hemingway 1975). 

Public places can convey meanings in subtle or 

overt ways. Overt symbols of communication, 

such as maps, signs, billboards, murals, or graffi

ti, can significantly impact atmosphere. They also 

have the ability to tell people a lot about a place, 

such as the status of an urban development, and 

can provide a sense of place and connectivity to 

the users of the space (Rapoport 1977: 381, 

Sucher 1995: 57, 61-63) (see Fig 2.30). A per

son's understanding and sense of place may be 

enhanced through effective tools of communica

tion, thereby avoiding the confusion and distress 

of being lost or confused (Maas 1998). Public 

places can also convey meanings through subtle 

cues or non-verbal communication (see Photo 

2.71). Signs, materials, colours, forms, landscap

ing can transmit varying meanings that may 

affect individual's responses and, therefore, influ

ence behaviour, perceptions, or the social setting 

(Rapoport 1977: 11, 13, referencing Kenneth 

Boulding's work on the study of images, 

Eikonics, 1956). 

Meanings communicated by cues also affect 

physical form and activity. Buildings with bars on 

the windows or places filled with litter are exam

ples from the physical environment that may con

vey a sense of concern for security (see Photos 

2.72). Panhandling, garbage picking, loitering, 

or prostitution are elements of activity that may 

evoke similar feelings (Maas: 1998). Cultural and 
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Photograph 2.70: Public 

gathering places that 

host events of communi

ty and civic pride are 

imparted with meaning 

(URL: www.public-

library.calgary.ab ca/to 

urs/public). 

Figure 2.30: Signage 

can help people to get 

their bearings and to 

understand the setting 

(Kasprisin & Pettinari 

1995: 120). 

Photograph 2.71: 

Graffiti on a wall is a 

cue that con convey dif

ferent meaning to dif

ferent people. To some, 

this form of vandalism 

may be interpreted as 

pure malice and disre

spect for property; to 

others, it may be a sign 

of social unrest, artistic 

expression, or territorial 

markings (URL: 

www.visualorgasm.com). 

http://www.public-
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personal views are always at place and influence 

interpretations. For example, the son of a prosti

tute may have different views than the general 

public on prostitution. The influence on the indi

vidual's behaviour may be to interpret such areas 

as unsafe, and to avoid going there or to influ

ence friends against going there, even if the sym

bolic cue is incongruent with the true meaning of 

the atmosphere. 

When cues clash, the experience can be tainted. 

For example, when a place is outfitted with all the 

appropriate elements to make it seem like a pleas

ant urban setting, but lacks authenticity, it can 

poison the atmosphere of a place and make it feel 

'fake' and 'Disneyfied' (see Photo 2.73). While 

authenticity of architectural expression may be of 

greater concern to some individuals than others, 

assaults on authenticity are commonly perceived 

as inappropriate or distasteful. A speculation on 

this sentiment is due to the high value placed on 

truth and honesty of expression, which is ques

tioned when past and present are blurred. 

Since meaning, activity and physical form all con

tribute to the atmosphere of an outdoor public 

gathering place, the relative value of the contri

bution may influence whether the space is inter

preted as 'successful'. "Places in the city, belong

ing to different groups, have meaning, they sym

bolize and indicate status and social identity -

they are not a locus for manifest activity only" 

(Rapoport 1977: 20). Not all public places are 

meant to be vital or intended to be teeming with 

activity. An 'unused' park may be falsely inter

preted as a failure when the latent function, as a 

symbolic indicator of status, wealth, and value, 

may be highly successful (Rapoport 1977: 20, 

referencing Gold 1972 and Carson 1972). 

The way in which a person or group of people 

use or relate to a public place, today or in the 

past, as well as the way in which the space 

responds to change, are factors that may influ

ence the symbolic meaning and the atmosphere 

evoked by that place. Interpretation of meanings 

can operate within a group, such as a communi

ty's understanding of its history, or a cultural or 

life-style group that shares its own unique sym

bols. Meanings may also function on an individ

ual basis, but may vary from person to person, 

based on the knowledge and personal perception 

of what the historic or symbolic factors mean to 

that person. An individual or group can be affect

ed on an emotional and psychological level of 

experience and perception, and they can in turn 

affect the atmosphere, the functionality, or the 

enjoyment of a public place. 



Image / Legibility / Memorability / 

Mental Mapping 

This section explores how image, legibility, and 

memorability are elements that contribute to 

atmosphere by transmitting meanings that relate 

to the urban environment. These concepts are 

subjective, interrelated, and can be commonly 

used to discuss the different urban conditions. In 

exploring the contribution to atmosphere, the 

most relevant factors are the degree to which a 

public place possesses these characteristics, and 

whether their contribution to the place is positive 

or negative. Places in the public realm can have a 

'good' image or a 'bad' image; they can be legi

ble or illegible; they can stand out as memorable 

or go unnoticed or be forgotten. Public places 

that are deemed to be successful and vital are 

often positively characterized as imageable, legi

ble, and memorable. It is important to note that 

these factors are subject to varied interpretations 

due to differences in individuals' personal per

ceptions. 

Imageability is the extent to which the compo

nents of the environment make a strong impres

sion on the individual, and is influenced by legi

bility. Legibility is the degree to which the differ

ent elements of the city - defined as landmarks, 

linking paths, defined boundaries or edges, dis

tinct districts, nodes of activity or converging 

paths - are organized into a coherent and recog

nizable pattern (Lynch 1960, 1981) (see Fig 

2.31). The relationships of form, function, char

acter, and structure are important to the legibili

ty and success of urban settings, and these should 

be evident and easily understood by people 

(Cullen 1961: 111). 

The notions of image and memorability relate to 

Rapoport's concept of 'noticeable difference'. A 

single element that stands out from the whole is 

a 'noticeable feature'. In the design of buildings, 

for example, shape or colour stands out as an 

important physical cue in an area where it is spar

ingly used. This is because "Relationships among 

elements are more important than the elements 

themselves, since it is the juxtaposition of ele

ments which leads to noticeable differences..." 

(Rapoport 1977: 225). 

There is an important relationship between archi

tectural design and activity levels in the creation 

of memorable places with a vital atmosphere 

(Rapoport 1977, referencing Sieverts 1967; 

Lyndon 1997). 

Architectural features, with the exception of a few 

well-known monuments, tend not to be very 

memorable or important in themselves, but only 

paths 

edges 

A A
A V 

landmarks 

-V- Figure 2.31: 

Parti diagrams to 

illustrate the elements 

of city image: 

1. paths, 

2. edges, 

3. districts, 

4. nodes, and 

5. landmarks 

(Lynch 1960: 47-70). 
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if connected with some 'vital activity' (Sieverts 
1967), so that shops are more memorable than 
tall buildings (Rapoport 1977: 379). 

Urban perception and memory connects far 

more with visible expressions of human involve

ment and presence than with major buildings. 

Conversely, minor elements which show signs of 

human action - shop windows, signs, balcony 

window boxes, small allotment gardens and the 

like - are of extraordinary importance (Rapoport 

1977: 379, referencing Sieverts 1969). 

Human perception of the urban environment is 

heavily reliant on memorable places. These are 

organized within a network of open spaces that 

are of greater importance than the built fabric of 

cites (Lynch 1960, Kornblum 1979, Halprin 

1979, Maas 1984). Images of memorable places 

are stored in people's memories, and connected 

sequences of memories are organized in the mind 

to form cognitive or mental maps (although 

mental maps are not necessarily conceptualized as 

two-dimensional maps) (Lynch 1960, Rapoport 

1977, Maas 1984, Sucher 1995). "The character 

of districts and their imprint on our conscious

ness results, in large part, from the nature of the 

transactions along a street" (Lyndon 1997: 3). 

The creation of mental maps may involve visual, 

acoustical, olfactory, kinesthetic, and social cues, 

and other elements that can be used in the inter

pretation of atmosphere include symbolism, 

meaning, elements no longer present, socio-cul-

tural aspects, congruence of activity and form, 

context, activity, stereotypes, cleanliness, safety, 

and types of people (Rapoport 1977: 123, 125). 

Elements of physical form such as landmark 

architecture or sculpture, and activities such as 

people gathering for a street performance, can 

influence the memory and the meaning compo

nent of atmosphere (see Photo 2.74). 

Memorability, legibility, and imageability, relate 

to a person's sense of place and when an urban 

setting lacks these elements, that person can 

become disoriented or lost, and develop a nega

tive perception of the atmosphere that feels dan

gerous and frustrating (Lynch 1960, Maas 

1984). Way-finding devices, such as maps, sig

nage, and other urban design techniques can help 

to create places that people can recognize, under

stand, and remember. "Small things repeated 

again and again give us a sense of place and situ

ation within the enormity of the modern city... 

Familiarity in a city breeds comfort... leave signs 

and clues that tell people where they are" (Sucher 

1995:45). 



Public gathering places that have a vital atmos

phere tend to be memorable, legible, and image-

able, with a well-known presence in relation to 

the urban context. "The character of districts and 

their imprint on our consciousness results, in 

large part, from the nature of the transactions 

along a street" (Lyndon 1997: 3). Elements of 

atmosphere that influence peoples' image and 

lasting memory of a public place can affect the 

likelihood that they might return. 

2 
Photograph 2.74: Public 

art and sculpture can 

he an effective way of 

aiding memorable ele

ments to the urban set

ting, and can assist in 

orientating. 

Calgary, AB 

• ; 
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ENDNOTES 

ENDNOTES: PART 2 
RESEARCH FINDINGS & ANALYSIS 

5 The land uses that contribute to this street life will be 
addressed in a later section. 

6 Sitte, Camillo. City Planning According to Artistic 
Principles. Random House, 1965. 

7 The majority of buildings should follow this pattern, 
and only special circumstances warrant heights in excess 
of this limit. 

8 Noted exceptions to Alexander's pattern advocating 
small gathering spaces include famous town centers such 
as Piazza San Marco and Trafalgar Square. In these 
cases, a critical mass of people results in teems of people. 

9 A well-known study by Whyte (1980), in which pub
lic places were furnished with movable tables and chairs, 
found that people tended to exert qualities of personal
ization, ownership, and territoriality by subtle shifts in 
the seating arrangement. The increased comfort was 
considered worth the resultant loss of a minimal amount 
of furniture (Sucher 1995: 42). 

10 Although the sun seems undeniably important in suc
cessful gathering places, Whyte found that this factor 
alone did not explain the difference in the popularity of 
the plazas he observed (1980: 24). 

1 • These rules of thumb for pedestrian density are based 
on the work of Christie Coffin and her fieldwork in pub
lic places in the San Francisco area, as referenced by 
Alexander 1977. 

12 Barker & Associates (1978) developed the notion 
that when people are in church, they "act church" due 
to the fact that this ecclesiastical environment elicits a 
quiet, serene, and respectful ambience that are the 
unwritten rules of behaviour. 

13 The findings of the Pedestrian Retail Surveys confirm 
this notion; a sufficient number and variety of local res
idents were the key to vitality (City of Calgary 1993, 
1996). 

14 The author is personally acquainted with life in the 
province of Newfoundland & Labrador, where belong
ing is both linguistically and experientially linked to 
place. There, people do not refer to the act of'residing' 
or 'living' in a community but rather 'belonging' to a 
place, that is "to be a native of; to come from" (Pocius 
1991: 3, 18, 23, Dictionary of Newfoundland English 
1982). 

15 This is supported by Dr. David Lowenthal's concept 
of "cultural amnesia". He explains that humans are 
proud to preserve some elements of our heritage, while 
we would rather not preserve (and we may even 
destroy) other elements in an effort to erase the memo
ry of negative or shameful events from our history. 
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PART 3 CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

Part 3, Conclusions and Recommendations, 

summarizes the Project. It focuses on "A Theor

etical Model of Atmosphere" as the outcome of 

the Research and Analysis. The first section of 

Part 3 outlines the components of atmosphere, as 

illustrated in the "Proposed Conceptual Model 

of Atmosphere" in Part 2, and provides a further 

explanation of their functional relationships. This 

section also lists the elements of atmosphere, and 

addresses the focal features and unique contribu

tions of this model, as compared to the precedent 

theoretical models reviewed previously. "A 

Hierarchy of Elements and their Contribution to 

Atmosphere" consists of a set of charts, which 

outline a general allocation of priority for the 

elements contained in the theoretical model, and 

a visual model, which summarizes the hierarchy 

of elements of the model of atmosphere into 

'core' and 'support' categories. 

"Understanding Atmosphere and its Role in 

Planning and Urban Design", stresses the impor

tance of understanding the subject area that per

tains to atmosphere in urban outdoor gathering 

places, and makes a case for a new attitude and 

approach towards the design of our public envi

ronment. In the last sections, "Further 

Applications and Investigations" are explored, 

and the "Project Conclusions" are outlined. 

ACTIVITY 

• Activity Flows / Seasonal Life / 
24 Hour Life / Capacity / Density 
of People 

• Social Interaction / Behaviour 
Cues / Loose Rules 

• Level of Diversity / Mix of People / 
Demographics 

• Land Use Mix / Types of Activity / 
Local Economy / Hours of 
Operation 

• Spontaneous Events / Planned 
Events 

PHYSICAL FORM 

Views / Serial Vision / Linked Areas 
Accessibility / Permeability / Relationship of 
Place-Street & People-Street 
Sense of Enclosure 
Architectural Style / Fit / Contextualism / 
Variety / Consistency 
Scale / Proportions / Relationship of Height to Width 
Density (Building & Land Use) / Urban Grain 
Colour / Texture / Material / Detail / Aesthetics 
Seats / Furniture / Comforts 
Landscaping / "Natural" Features /Change in Level 
or Grade 

1 Lighting 

Atmosphere 
Ambience 

SYMBOLIC MEANING 

• Sense of Belonging / Identity / Place 
• Community / Shared Understanding / 
Cultural Influence 

• Symbolism / Historic Meaning / Evolution / 
Change at the Site 

• Image / Legibility / Memorability / Mental Mapping 

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 
• Perception 
• Sensory Abilities 
• Associations 
• Knowledge 
• Information 
• Life Experience 
• Personal Baggage 
• Emotions 
• Memories 
• Personal Interpretation 

of Cultural Meanings 

3 

Figure 3.1: 

COMPONENTS OF 

ATMOSPHERE IN 

VITAL URBAN OUT 

DOOR GATHERING 

PLACES, AND THE 

CONSTITUENT 

ELEMENTS 

(Source: author). 
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THEORETICAL MODEL OF ATMOSPHERE 

Figure 3.2: 

THEORETICAL 

MODEL OF 

ATMOSPHERE, 

HIGHLIGHTING 

THE ELEMENTS OF 

THE PHYSICAL 

FORM COMPONENT 

(Source: author). 

ACTIVITY 

Activity Flows / Seasonal Life / 
24 Hour Life / Capacity / Density 
of People 
Social Interaction / Behaviour 
Cues / Loose Rules 
Level of Diversity / Mix of People 
Demographics 
Land Use Mix / Types of Activity / 
Local Economy / Hours of 
Operation 
Spontaneous Events / Planned 
Events 

PHYSICAL FORM 

Views / Serial Vision / Linked Areas 
Accessibility / Permeability / Relationship of 
Place-Street & People-Street 
Sense of Enclosure 
Architectural Style / Fit / Contextualism / 
Variety / Consistency 
Scale / Proportions / Relationship of Height to Width 
Density (Building & Land Use) / Urban Grain 
Colour / Texture / Material / Detail / Aesthetics 
Seats / Furniture / Comforts 
Landscaping / "Natural" Features /Change in Level 
or Grade 
Lighting 

Atmosphere 
Ambience 

SYMBOLIC MEANING 
• Sense of Belonging / Identity / Place 
• Community / Shared Understanding / 
Cultural Influence 

• Symbolism / Historic Meaning / Evolution / 
Change at the Site 

• Image I Legibility / Memorability / Mental Mapping 

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 
Perception 
Sensory Abilities 
Associations 
Knowledge 
Information 
Life Experience 
Personal Baggage 
Emotions 
Memories 
Personal Interpretation 
of Cultural Meanings 

A THEORETICAL MODEL 
OF ATMOSPHERE 

This model reflects on precedent models noted 

previously in the "Precedent Studies" discussion. 

It references many of the concepts and, to a less

er degree, the terminology, and it also meshes 

elements inspired by other sources revealed in the 

review of precedents. Thus, some of the elements 

listed in this illustrative model of atmosphere 

correspond to those from precedent models of 

Canter 1977, Punter 1991, and Montgomery 

(1998) (see Figs 2.1, 2.2, & 2.3); however, while 

this model does build on an idea, it does not rep

resent a direct extraction or additive process. 

PHYSICAL FORM 

The physical form component of atmosphere 

consists of elements that are associated with some 

aspect of the physical, material, and tangible 

urban environment, and are usually the responsi

bility of designers, architects, or landscape archi

tects. This component is similar to precedents in 

its concept of physicality, which includes building 

design and built form, landscape, scale, perme

ability, and furniture. It extrapolates on materials 

and details, comforts, lighting, sense of enclo

sure, relationships of spaces and people, vistas, 

and architectural context and fit [as justified by 
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THEORETICAL MODEL OF ATMOSPHERE 

the various experts referenced previously, espe

cially Cullen (1961), Jacobs (1961), Alexander 

(1977), Lennard & Lennard (1987), and Sucher 

(1995)]. 

ACTIVITY 

The activity component of atmosphere is one of 

the defining factors of whether a place is vital or 

not. Since the physical form of a place can, at 

best, encourage people to come, activity is a key 

to creating vital urban outdoor gathering places. 

In vital places, activity is often diverse, and 

includes business and economic activity, as well as 

social interaction. The activity component con

tains similar elements to those addressed in the 

precedent models, such as activity flow, diversity, 

social behaviour, land use mix, grain, economy, 

and hours of operation. 

The model being proposed here explores the fea

tures that contribute to the characteristic quality 

of atmosphere or ambience in vital urban out

door gathering places. Because vitality is the 

premise, and is the type or quality of atmosphere 

being strived for, it is not listed as an element of 

the activity component of the model. This com

ponent also differs in its emphasis on 24 hour 

life, loose rules and indicators that govern social 

behaviour and define what is acceptable, mix of 

ACTIVITY 

Activity Flows / Seasonal Life / 
24 Hour Life / Capacity / Density 
of People 
Social Interaction / Behaviour 
Cues / Loose Rules 
Level of Diversity / Mix of People / 
Demographics 
Land Use Mix / Types of Activity / 
Local Economy / Hours of 
Operation 
Spontaneous Events / Planned 
Events 

PHYSICAL FORM 

Views / Serial Vision / Linked Areas 
Accessibility / Permeability / Relationship of 
Place-Street & People-Street 
Sense oi Enclosure 
Architectural Style / Fit / Contextualism / 
Variety / Consistency 
Scale / Proportions / Relationship of Height to Width 
Density (Building & Land Use) / Urban Grain 
Colour / Texture / Material / Detail / Aesthetics 
Seats I Furniture / Comforts 
Landscaping / "Natural" Features /Change in Le\re! 
or Grade 
Lighting 

Atmosphere 
Ambience 

SYMBOLIC MEANING 
• Sense of Belonging / Identity I Place 
• Community / Shared Understanding / 
Cultural Influence 

• Symbolism I Historic Meaning / Evolution / 
Change at the Site 

• Image / Legibility / Memorability ,' Mental Mapping 

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 
Perception 
Sensory Abilities 
Associations 
Knowledge 
Information 
Life Experience 
Personal Baggage 
Emotions 
Memories 
Personal Interpretation 
of Cultural Meanings 

3 

Figure 3.3: 
THEORETICAL 

MODEL OF 
ATMOSPHERE, 

HIGHLIGHTING 
THE ELEMENTS OF 

THE ACTIVITY 
COMPONENT 
(Source: author). 
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THEORETICAL MODEL OF ATMOSPHERE 

Fij/urc 3.4: 

THEORETICAL 

MODEL OF 

ATMOSPHERE, 

HIGHLIGHTING 

THE ELEMENTS OF 

THE MEANING 

COMPONENT 

(Source: author). 

ACTIVITY 

Activity Flows / Seasonal Life / 
24 Hour Life / Capacity / Density 
of People 
Social Interaction / Behaviour 
Cues / Loose Rules 
Level of Diversity / Mix of People 
Demographics 
Land Use Mix /' Types of Activity / 
Local Economy / Hours of 
Operation 
Spontaneous Events / Planned 
Events 

PHYSICAL FORM 

Views / Serial Vision / Linked Areas 
Accessibility / Permeability / Relationship of 
Place-Street & People-Street 
Sense of Enclosure 
Architectural Style / Fit / Contextualism / 
Variety / Consistency 
Scale / Proportions / Relationship of Height to Width 
Density (Building & Land Use) / Urban Grain 
Colour / Texture / Material / Detail / Aesthetics 
Seats / Furniture .' Comforts 
Landscaping / "Natural" Features /Change in Level 
or Grade 
Lighting 

Atmosphere 
Ambience 

SYMBOLIC MEANING 

• Sense of Belonging / Identity / Place 
> Community / Shared Understanding / 
Cultural Influence 

• Symbolism / Historic Meaning / Evolution / 
Change at the Site 

• Image / Legibility / Memorability / Mental Mapping 

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 
Perception 
Sensory Abilities 
Associations 
Knowledge 
Information 
Life Experience 
Personal Baggage 
Emotions 
Memories 
Personal interpretation 
of Cultural Meanings 

people and demographics, encouragement of a 

broad range of types of activities, and program

ming of activities versus spontaneous events [as 

inspired by the work of previous experts, such as 

Jacobs (1961), Maas (1984), and Lennard & 

Lennard (1987)]. 

SYMBOLIC MEANING 

The meaning component of the atmosphere 

model is comprised of many important but often 

intangible concepts that are influenced by quali

tative historical, perceptional, and cultural issues. 

For example, geography, history, and social 

change effectively shape the form of places. 

Symbolic meaning addresses how physical form 

and activity are intertwined with living relation

ships and are associated with family, community, 

culture, religion, ethnicity, values, and beliefs 

that inject a meaning and an identity to the place 

and influence its atmosphere. 

The meaning component is similar to the prece

dent models in that it includes symbolism, image, 

memorability, legibility, and cultural influence. 

This model differs in that sense of place is con

sidered a critical defining feature of a vital atmos

phere, and is categorized as an element of the 

meaning component. The atmosphere model 

also emphasizes the potential impact of historic 
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THEORETICAL MODEL OF ATMOSPHERE 

meaning, evolution, and change, in the way that 

ambience is conveyed and interpreted. 

People tend to evaluate meaning in the environ

ment using cues that influence their perception 

and interpretation of a place. Meanings can work 

on the level of personal experience but are often 

shared values, beliefs, or interpretations of a 

group or community. Broken windows, iron bars 

on windows, iron security fences around houses, 

and graffiti are all examples of cues that may con

vey a meaning that a place is unsafe. Perception 

of safety is important because an individual's 

safety may be dependent on his or her ability to 

identify or accurately interpret a cue16. Cues and 

indicators of meaning can also be easily misinter

preted, especially if the information contradicts 

established schemata17. For example, certain 

building forms or archetypes have associated 

meanings, such as a steeple, which is typically 

associated with a church. If a steeple is used in a 

non-ecclesiastical setting, such as in retail, it may 

confuse the meaning for people. Another exam

ple is garbage littering the streets in a city. 

Garbage is often interpreted as a sign that an area 

is "bad" or not well kept, but could actually indi

cate that a street festival just took place. 

PERSONAL 

The unique contribution of this model is its 

attempt to highlight the personal component of 

atmosphere. This underlying factor acknowl

edges that an individual's personal experience 

differs from that of anyone else, based on such 

factors as his or her "personal baggage", back

ground, exposure, emotions, memories, associa

tions, perceptions, sensory abilities, and lessons 

in life. While the three inter-linked components 

are composed primarily of overlapping elements 

that are specifically provided by the place, the 

personal component has a different relationship 

to the other parts of the model; its role regarding 

the atmosphere of a place is more of reception 

than contribution, and can be subtle or blatant. 

The components of place can have a dramatic 

impact on each individual who visits in a unique 

and personal way. Examples of this include an 

individual's perception of fear or danger when a 

place is associated with a negative experience 

such as being harassed or assaulted, or an indi

vidual's feeling of happiness when a place evokes 

fond memories of childhood outings with rela

tives. An individual can also impact the physical 

form and activity components. For example, a 

war veteran visiting a memorial park can have 

memories that influence his mood and behaviour. 



THEORETICAL MODEL OF ATMOSPHERE 

Figure 3.5: 

THEORETICAL 

MODEL OF 

ATMOSPHERE, 

HIGHLIGHTING 

THE ELEMENTS OF 

THE PERSONAL 

COMPONENT 

(Source: author). 

ACTIVITY 

Activity Flows / Seasonal Life I 
24 Hour Life / Capacity / Density 
of People 
Social Interaction / Behaviour 
Cues / Loose Rules 
Level of Diversity / Mix of People / 
Demographics 
Land Use Mix / Types of Activity / 
Local Economy / Hours of 
Operation 
Spontaneous Events / Planned 
Events 

PHYSICAL FORM 

Views / Serial Vision / Linked Areas 
Accessibility / Permeability / Relationship of 
Place-Street & People-Street 
Sense of Enclosure 
Architectural Stylo / Fit / Contextualism / 
Variety / Consistency 
Scale / Prcporiions / Reiauonship of Height to Width 
Density (Building & 1 and Use) / Urban Grain 
Colour / Texture / Material / Detail / Aesthetics 
Seats / Furniture / Comforts 
Landscaping / "Natural" Features /Change in Level 
or Grade 
Lighting 

Atmosphere 
Ambience 

SYMBOLIC MEANING 

• Sense of Belonging / Identity I Place 
• Community/ Shared Understanding / 
Cultural Influence 

' Symbolism / Historic Meaning / Evolution / 
Change at the Site 

• Image / Legibility / Memorability / Mental Mapping 

-

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 
Perception 
Sensory Abilities 
Associations 
Knowledge 
Information 
Life Experience 
Personal Baggage 
Emotions 
Memories 
Personal Interpretation 
of Cultural Meanings 
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THEORETICAL MODEL OF ATMOSPHERE 

His impact on activity may be that others in the 

park act sombre in respect for him, and his 

impact on physical form may be wreaths that he 

leaves behind. 

There are patterns and generalizations that we 

can make about humans in similar urban condi

tions because we are the same type of animal and 

we are similarly equipped. Some individuals lack 

or are limited in basic human functions, however, 

either from birth or due to accident or disease. 

Such an individual who has an "abnormality" or 

"impairment" may interpret the atmosphere dif

ferently than the average person. A sensory 

impairment may result in an entirely different 

experience for the individual. For example, indi

viduals with visual, auditory, or olfactory impair

ments will have different experiences of a jug

gling clown, a musical performance, or the aroma 

from a bakery. Those with sensory impairments 

have been found to rely more acutely on other 

senses. To illustrate, a deaf person may be more 

observant of visual details and subtleties than an 

individual who has a full capacity to hear18. 

Certain conditions may elicit similar emotional 

reactions from different people. The horror 

movie industry, for example, relies on this. We 

are all individual beings, and what sets us apart 

from other animals is our advanced brain, which 

has the capacity for logic and reason. This line of 

thought into brain functions and psychology 

(influenced by Maas 1996, and personal discus

sions 1996-1999, Southworth 1969) are outside 

the scope of this Project. This is touched on sim

ply for the purpose of extrapolating on the level 

of diversity and complexity of the personal com

ponent of atmosphere. While we have computa

tional skills, we are not computers, nor are we 

programmed the same. The outcome of individ

uals' thought processes can have wide variation 

because of our different life experiences and indi

viduals' beliefs and preferences. Different indi

viduals may interpret the same conditions very 

differently. Consider a group of people sitting in 

direct sunlight in a park that has a temperature of 

twenty degrees Celsius. Because our personal 

comfort zones vary, some individuals who are 

intolerant of heat may find it too hot and want to 

leave, while others are comfortable, and some 

sun worshippers may prefer it to be hotter. 

It should be evident that the personal component 

is comprised of elements that can affect the other 

components of atmosphere. In particular, these 

factors condition one's interpretation of the 

meaning of a place, and thus have the most pro

found effect on this component. 



A HIERARCHY OF ELEMENTS 

A HIERARCHY OF ELEMENTS AND 
THEIR CONTRIBUTION TO 
ATMOSPHERE 

The ingredients or elements that were deter

mined to potentially play a role in the special 

atmosphere of vital urban places are discussed in 

this section, and prioritized to form a hierarchy 

of "core" and "supportive" elements. The ele

ments determined to be core are fundamental or 

critical to the atmosphere of vital urban outdoor 

gathering places. The category of supportive ele

ments includes those elements that can have a 

synergistic effect, and play a role in supporting 

the core elements of atmosphere in a strengthen

ing capacity. The determination of the role of 

these elements is based on generalizations from 

the literature about public places, and filtered 

through the author's personal experience in a 

somewhat subjective process of creating cate

gories that reflect priority. 

A table, organized according to physical form, 

activity, and meaning, itemizes each element 

from the theoretical model of atmosphere and 

briefly explains how those elements may function 

within each chosen category. Since the personal 

experience component is an underlying compo

nent, it is discussed in general terms in the previ

ous section, but is not isolated for discussion. 

This Project is not professing a recipe for creat

ing a vital atmosphere, nor is it suggesting that 

ambience can be neatly packaged in a kit (as 

Celtic pubs are said to be available for purchase 

from Ireland). It reviews the potential contribut

ing elements, with a view to prioritizing the 

information for practical use in urban design for 

the creation of public places with a positive or 

vital ambience. Projects intended to revitalize 

public spaces or to develop new places with a par

ticular type of ambience may benefit from an 

insight into the dynamics of atmosphere. 

It is important to reiterate that this model is sim

ply a guide to help designers and planners under

stand and visualize the elements that appear to 

typically contribute towards a vital atmosphere. 

Therefore, situations could arise where some core 

elements may be missing, but the contribution of 

many supportive elements may enable the cre

ation of a vital atmosphere. In addition, some 

elements can combine together effectively and 

enhance each other, while other elements can be 

contradictory and fail to achieve a necessary bal

ance. While this hierarchy may be useful and 

applicable to some typical gathering spaces, a dif

ferent combination of elements may be found to 

contribute to the atmosphere of other types of 

successful spaces. 

P A G E 7 4 



A HIERARCHY OF ELEMENTS 

A HIERARCHY OF ELEMENTS & THEIR CONTRIBUTION TO ATMOSPHERE 

PHYSICAL FORM core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Views/ 

Serial Vision/ 

Linked Areas 

• Having intriguing views that lead the user through the experience on a sequence of linked places is 

likely to contribute to memorability and sense of place, and may enhance the atmosphere of a place. 

Views and serial vision can lead the user to discover a sequence of linked places within a vital area. 

Each of the spaces within the series may have a special ambience, but the effect of the sequential 

views contributes positively to the overall atmosphere of the area. These elements are therefore con

sidered supportive elements. [Cullen (1961), Whyte (1980), Lennard & Lennard (1984)] 

Accessibility • Essential to a vital atmosphere is a sufficient density of users and the resultant activity from the users. 

To maximize the number of users in an area, provisions must be made to allow access to the high

est proportion of the potential user population. In addition, the area must not only provide easy 

physical access, but also provide the perception of easy physical access both in and out of a space. 

Without accessibility, and the perception of accessibility, users may not enter a space, leading to 

insufficient densities to create a vital atmosphere. Thus, good access is essential to a vital atmosphere. 

[Whyte (1980), Sucher (1995)] 

Permeability/ 

Visual Access 

• Visual access to a place helps to maximize the exposure of a place to passers-by, and can add an ele

ment of intrigue to enhance the atmosphere. The typical population of people in a gathering space, 

however, is most probably composed of only a modest proportion of users who happen by, see into 

the space, and are allured to enter the space. As a result, the permeability/visual access of a space 

aids in increasing the number of users in the area, but it is not the main method by which a space 

maximizes its users. On the level of perception, this element can also impact atmosphere on the level 

of safety and security. Extreme permeability can contradict a sense of enclosure, thus these elements 

must strike a balance. This element, therefore, plays a supportive role. [Jacobs (1961), Bentley et al 

(1985)] 

3 
Table 3.1: 

A HIERARCHY OF 

ELEMENTS & THEIR 

CONTRIBUTION TO 

ATMOSPHERE. 
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A HIERARCHY OF ELEMENTS 

PHYSICAL FORM core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Relationship of Place-Street 

& People-Street 

• The relationship of a place to the street and of people to the street are not core elements of a vital 

atmosphere; however, to ignore the effects of these relationships may destroy any attempt at creat

ing a vital atmosphere. If executed well, these elements can contribute positively to atmosphere in 

an important supportive role. Similarly, if executed improperly, they can adversely affect these rela

tionships. For example, the relationship of people to street can play a critical role in developing a 

suitable sense of enclosure, scale, proportions, and a feeling of safety by being physically or visually 

separated from vehicular movement. The atmosphere can be imparted with a memorable quality if 

an atypical relationship of place to street is introduced, such as a pocket of enclosure created by a 

setback from the established street line. [Cullen (1961), Alexander (1977), Whyte (1980), Sucher 

(1995)] 

Sense of Enclosure • It is generally desirable for any public outdoor gathering place to have a sense of definition, safety, 

or comfort. Sense of enclosure physically defines a space, and is therefore considered a critical ele

ment in contributing towards a vital atmosphere. In order to provide a positive atmosphere, enclo

sure must be balanced, that is, not too open and not too enclosed. Although personal perception 

and plays a major role in interpreting this sensation, a positive atmosphere is generally cozy and shel

tered, but not to the extreme of enclosure which may impart negative feelings such as claustropho

bia, danger, or a sensation of being trapped. These positive sensations of ambience are necessary in 

keeping users in a place, encouraging people to return to a place, and positive recommendations to 

others. [Cullen (1961), Alexander (1977), Whyte (1980), Lennards (1984), Maas (1984)] 

Architectural Style/ 

Contextualism/ 

Variety/ 

Consistency 

• The quality of the atmosphere can be either enhanced, or damaged by the architectural style of a 

place. It is not considered essential for a vital place to have a good sense of architectural style or a 

cosmopolitan ambience; however, it can play an important supportive role. Places that have vital 

atmospheres often achieve a balance of variety and consistency while, in some instances, these ele

ments can actually contradict each other. The variety complements the requirement for diversity, 

while consistency corresponds with contextualism and reinforces a sense of place and holistic atmos

phere. [Cullen (1961), Alexander (1987), Bentley et al (1985), Lennard & Lennard (1987)] 
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PHYSICAL FORM core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Fit • Related to architectural style and contextualism is the notion of fitness for purpose. The physical 

presence of an area must have a proper fit in order for a vital atmosphere to develop and exist. Proper 

fit means that the environment is appropriate for the purpose, function, and needs of the users for 

which it has been designed. Fitness for purpose is a core element in the meaning of atmosphere in 

a public gathering place. [Bentley et al (1985), Maas (1984)] 

Scale / 

Proportions/ 

Relationship of Height - Width 

• The scale and proportions of a space, and the buildings that define the space, have key roles in the 

quality of atmosphere in a public place. Scale, proportions, and the relationship of the width of the 

gathering space to the building height, are core considerations making places that are functional with 

a people-friendly atmosphere. These influence the effectiveness of other elements of atmosphere, 

such as sense of enclosure, perception of safety, and conduciveness to social interaction and visual 

identification of features and other people in the space. [Cullen (1961), Alexander (1977),Lennards 

(1984), Jacobs (1993)] 

Building Density/ 

Urban Grain 

• One of the definitions of a place with a vital atmosphere is one that has activity 24 hours a day, 7 

days a week. To achieve this level of around-the-clock activity, the surrounding areas should have a 

high building density to supply a minimum number of residents or workers to use the gathering 

space. The way in which this density is provided in the area also influences atmosphere. A few large 

buildings with large footprints or a tall looming presence can adversely affect atmosphere, while a 

fine urban grain articulated through a multitude of smaller buildings, or a layering of different uses 

can contribute positively to atmosphere, providing a sense of scale and visual interest to the imme

diate area, and allowing multiple avenues by which a user can approach or explore an area. Due to 

the direct relationship of building density and grain with the supply of potential users, the types of 

activities, and the quality of atmosphere, these are supportive elements to creating activity at differ

ent times of the day and evening. [Jacobs (1961), Alexander (1977), Bentley et al (1985), 

Montgomery (1998)] 
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PHYSICAL FORM core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Colour / 

Texture/ 

Material / 

Detail/ 

Aesthetics 

• The detail, colour, and texture, as well as aesthetic appeal are features that dramatically impact the 

first impressions of an area, when a user approaches, or enters the space. Although most of these ele

ments are simply surface treatments, they have a strong influence upon the overall perception of the 

space by engaging people on a sensory level and by supporting elements such as scale, proportion, 

contextualism, fit, memorability, cultural influence, or behaviour cues and loose rules. Because 

details are so striking and evident, they can negatively impact the atmosphere if not done well, leav

ing an impression that the place is 'shoddy' or unkempt. These elements are thus considered sup

portive. [Cullen (1961), Alexander (1977)] 

Seats/ Furniture/ 

Comforts 

• An area with good seating can increase the comfort level for the users of the space. When the user 

is comfortable, the propensity for social interactions, etc. increases, thereby increasing the time spent 

in an area and potentially improving the social dynamic. This increases the effective density of the 

users of a space in a supportive role. It must be noted that the seating may also increase the proba

bility of panhandling, or of the homeless sleeping in a space. If this occurs, then it may negatively 

impact atmosphere, decreasing the comfort level of other users, causing them to avoid the space, or 

to spend less time there. The type of furniture and seats can also act as cues for the appropriate or 

desired behaviour in a space. To illustrate, a space without seats or with sharp metal spikes in the 

retaining walls indicates that people are not invited to sit and linger. [Cullen (1961), Alexander 

(1977), Whyte (1980), Lennards (1984), Sucher (1995)] 
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PHYSICAL FORM core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Landscaping/ 

"Natural" Features/ 

Change in Level or Grade 

• Elements from the "natural" environment, such as trees, shrubs, or flowers are often found in areas 

that are considered to have a vital atmosphere. These elements can add visual interest, variety, colour, 

texture, and aroma to a scene for the users. In addition, landscape features may also provide or 

enhance a sense of enclosure, they may suggest a level of care and maintenance, and they may 

increase or decrease the sense of security for a user. Since these elements can contribute to core ele

ments and to personal perception, they are considered to have a supportive role. They would not be 

critical to a place with a vital area as there are many examples of public places, such as successful 

shopping districts and civic plazas, which do not have trees or fountains but nevertheless have a pos

itive ambience. [Cullen (1961), Alexander (1977), Whyte (1980), Sucher (1995)] 

Lighting • Lighting is a core element of atmosphere. Without sufficient lighting, a place is not able to support 

extended hours of activity, which is what defines an area with a vital atmosphere. The lighting that 

is provided however, must not be too bright or harsh, nor can the light be too dark, or dim. When 

properly applied, lighting can create a pleasant or warm ambience that imparts a perception of safe

ty for users and enhances a sense of human scale. At the same time, care must be taken that the light

ing is not too intensive, as it may then be perceived as a waste of energy, or excessively costly. [Cullen 

(1961), Alexander (1977), Whyte (1980)] 
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ACTIVITY core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Activity flows 

(high levels of activity) 

• A high level of activity is the defining element in a vital atmosphere. In order to create and maintain 

a vital atmosphere, a gathering place must therefore have many diverse types of activities. The flow 

of activities in places that have an animated ambience tend to be diverse in nature and different 

occurrences take place consistently throughout the day. Diversity of activity can be a positive charac

teristic of atmosphere due to its potential to maintain public interest and encourage repeat visitation 

to experience the 'theatre of life'. [Jacobs (1961), Whyte (1980), Alexander (1977), Maas (1984), 

Montgomery (1998)] 

Seasonal life • In places that have a vital atmosphere, not only does activity occur consistently throughout the day, 

the activity also occurs throughout the year, and a reasonable level of activity is maintained and is 

adapted to the seasons. If an area is only used consistently for one season, then the vital atmosphere 

is lost between the times of use and it may be viewed as a dead space during the down season. 

Although this core element is a measure of a vital atmosphere, there are exceptions. When the weath

er is particularly harsh, such as very cold or stormy snowy conditions during the winter, few people 

are likely to be actively gathering in outdoor public spaces. The only people who tend to make a lot 

of use of public spaces during extremely inclement weather are those who have no choice, such as 

the homeless. [Montgomery (1998), observations] 
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ACTIVITY core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

24 Hour Life 

(Round-the-clock activity) 

• When examined, areas that are considered vital often have at least some activity occurring through

out most of the day, mornings, afternoons, evenings, and continuing regularly throughout the week. 

This is a critical characteristic feature of places with a vital atmosphere. This does not mean that there 

is literally something going on every minute of every day (24 hours a day, 7 days a week); the level 

of activity may fluctuate, and there may be times when far less activity takes place, but active times 

tend to be far more prevalent than times with scant activity. It is also important to acknowledge that 

following a strict definition of vitality may be restrictive. If vitality is assessed in relative terms, then 

it may be more effective to strive for places that are well-used but where that use is not restricted to 

limited groups or times of day. For example, to visit Olympic Plaza in Calgary at noon may give the 

impression of vitality; however, the bustling activity is fairly limited to white collar workers for only 

a couple of hours. To further clarify, in the wider context of world standards, Canadian or North 

American examples may not even rank or qualify in comparison to European settings. Relative to 

Calgary alone, 10th Street and Kensington Road may be considered vital. [Lennards (1984), Maas 

(1984), Montgomery (1998)] 

Capacity/ 

Density of People 

• As mentioned, for an outdoor gathering place to sustain activity around the clock, the surrounding 

areas must have a high density of people to increase the potential that the public space will be used. 

Depending on the density of users, the atmosphere of a public place may feel very different. Once 

the density of users in a place reaches a critical level, then the atmosphere created by the crowd tends 

to be self-sustaining. The pure number of people using a space is a less crucial factor in the ambience 

than the relative number of people compared to the size of the space. A small space requires fewer 

people to reach capacity (the number of people physically able to fit in the space) and be imparted 

with an animated feeling than would a large space. [Jacobs (1961), Alexander (1977), Whyte 

(1980)] 

P A G E 8 1 



A HIERARCHY OF ELEMENTS 

ACTIVITY core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Social Interaction • The social interactions of the users of a space can make a dramatic contribution to the atmosphere 

of a public place. Even if a person does not want social interaction, going to a space with a high level 

of social interaction can provide an animated background to a pleasant atmosphere of solitude where 

the individual can feel 'alone in a crowd'. In addition, social interactions tend to keep users in a space 

for an extended period of time, such as staying to chat with someone, thereby increasing the effec

tive density of users and the time that a space is in use. In order for public places to develop a vital 

atmosphere, it is a core condition that the place be conducive to a sociable ambience. [Alexander 

(1977), Whyte (1980), Rapoport (1977)] 

Behaviour cues/ 

Loose rules 

• Cues define or enable users to understand what types of behaviour are, or are not, acceptable in pub

lic gathering places. These "rules of behaviour" can promote a vital atmosphere if they are not too 

restrictive. Loose rules of behaviour allow a wide range of activities to occur, and promote a setting 

that is inviting to a diversity of users who are more likely to feel comfortable and inclined to make 

use of the space. Beyond the obvious physical differences, the rules of behaviour and the cues that 

convey those rules are the primary differentiating factors between typical outdoor and indoor spaces. 

Outdoor public spaces tend to be characterized by looser rules of order and are generally less restric

tive to public behaviour than indoor public spaces. [Rapoport (1977), Maas (1984)] 

Level of diversity/ 

Mix of people/ 

Demographics 

• Differing people partake in different activities in a space. When many types of users and activities 

converge in a space, the atmosphere will tend to be more dynamic and, therefore, more interesting. 

If an area is able to maintain its ability to attract and preserve such diversity of demographic mix, 

ages, incomes, etc. it has the potential to benefit the atmosphere of public spaces. Diversity will like

ly influence local rental and real estate rates, and can help to preserve a critical level of the local res

idential population which maintains a market demand for unique shops and services. A diverse and 

heterogeneous atmosphere can have many positive spin-off effects, and are considered core ele

ments. [Lennards (1984), Maas (1984)] 
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ACTIVITY core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Land Use Mix/ 

Types of Activity/ 

Local Economy/ 

Hours of Operation 

• An area that is considered to have a vital atmosphere is typified by a wide range of land uses, such 

as commercial, office, residential, and retail. When this mix exists, then the area has an increased 

diversity of uses, activities, and users. The land use diversity also increases the probability that the 

area will be active around-the-clock. To take full advantage of the tendency for around-the-clock 

activity, the hours of operation for the area's commercial enterprises should be conducive to encour

age people to stay in the area, especially by offering evening shopping hours. Around-the-clock 

activity is further enhanced by a strong residential component, which would supply the area with 

the required numbers and density of people for maximum usage during a variety of times. The use 

of the area by local residents encourages others from outside the local area to visit and use the area. 

A strong commercial base of compatible uses, interspersed with unique retail opportunities, is like

ly to encourage people to come from outside the area to shop etc. and can form the basis of a 

healthy local economy and a pleasing atmosphere. [Jacobs (1961), Alexander (1977), Lennards 

(1984), Maas (1984), Montgomery (1998)] 

Spontaneous Events/ 

Planned Events 

• Events in an area may be spontaneous or planned, and are important elements in supporting the cre

ation, restoration, or maintenance of a vital atmosphere. Since planned events typically have the 

advantage of broad advertising and public awareness, they would tend to draw people to an area. 

When new people are drawn to an area, or current users are encouraged to return to an area for the 

purpose of attending a public programmed event, this sustains a critical population of potential users 

in the area. Organized and scheduled events may seem too regimented to create a vital atmosphere, 

but they can act as catalysts for other activities, such as the occurrence of spontaneous events. When 

a spontaneous event happens, users may be encouraged to stay in the area for an extended period 

of time, and they may also be persuaded to return in the hopes that there may be an interesting con

fluence of events or a serendipitous occurrence. The atmosphere of a public place should be con

ducive to spontaneous events, however, if they do not occur, the atmosphere has not been lost nor 

has the experience been negatively influenced. Events, whether planned or spontaneous, require 

rules of order that are conducive to the particular event and activity and, therefore, should neither 

be thwarted by restrictive by-laws nor discouraged by subtle behaviour cues. [Lennards (1987), 

Sucher (1995), Maas (1984), Montgomery (1995)] 

3 
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MEANING core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Sense of Belonging / 

Identity/ Place 

• Sense of belonging, identity, and sense of place are somewhat intangible notions but are neverthe

less important elements in the meaning of place. These sensations appeal to individuals on an emo

tional and perceptual level, and can greatly influence an individual's interpretation of the atmos

phere of a place. A person's interpretation of all the various cues conveyed by a place appears to cul

minate in the notion of identity of a place. These elements of atmosphere epitomize the way that 

people either relate to and identify with a place or not. Sense of belonging, identity, and sense of 

place are integral to the atmosphere of a public gathering place and, as such, cannot be easily dif

ferentiated or separated from the atmosphere or its meaning. These elements can be further rein

forced by a place's image, legibility, memorability, and mental mapping. [Lynch (1960), Violich 

(1998), Montgomery (1998)] 

Community/ 

Shared Understanding/ 

Cultural Influence 

• All of the contributing cues or indicators of meaning that enable a user to determine the atmosphere 

of a place are channeled through a person's sense of community, shared understanding, and cultur

al values, as well as being filtered through personal experience. Someone from a different area of the 

country, or another country, will have a different frame of reference and are therefore likely to have 

a different perception of a public place. Given that our society is not homogeneous, and that the 

range of cultures of increasing prevalence in our cities may have conflicting cues that lead to the 

understanding of atmosphere, the designer must consider cultural influence and determine the 

appropriate approach. One possibility is to weight the design to cater to the intended or most preva

lent user groups or, alternatively, to strive to convey cues that are common to and least offensive to 

the greatest number of cultures. Although broad, the parameters for communal understanding and 

cultural values can be key elements in communicating a meaning for the atmosphere of a place. 

[Rapoport (1977), Violich (1998), Montgomery (1998)] 



A HIERARCHY OF ELEMENTS 

MEANING core support EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Symbolism/ 

Historic Meaning/ 

Evolution/ 

Change at the Site 

• Unless a place is newly constructed, the history and symbolism of a place can have a drastic effect 

upon the atmosphere as perceived by a user. Places characterized by a vital atmosphere tend to con

vey cues to the users that this place has significant meaning, and that it has been and will continue 

to be around for a long time. While continuity and change of a site over time generally have positive 

contributions to atmosphere, sometimes only certain layers of the past are selected for continued 

representation. Within the bounds of social consciousness, certain negative or ill-favoured aspects of 

history can and perhaps should be absent in the atmosphere of z place because it may be argued that 

preservation would not have a positive impact on the atmosphere. Symbolism and evolution can be 

important aspects of meaning, but are not considered critical elements; they are thus categorized as 

supportive. [Rapoport (1977), Maas (1984), Bentley et al (1985)] 

Image/ 

Legibility/ 

Memorability/ 

Mental Mapping 

• When a public place has a distinct image and is legible and memorable it is more likely to be under

stood, to clearly stand out in people's minds, and to become a part of their mental map. There is an 

interrelationship between these features and the activity of a place because the activity is the most 

likely component to stand out to a person as memorable, and the probability is higher that the per

son will be attracted to use that place and repeat visits. [Lynch (1960), Cullen (1961), Rapoport 

(1977), Maas (1984)] 
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A HIERARCHICAL MODEL OF ATMOSPHERE 

SUMMARY: A HIERARCHICAL MODEL OF ATMOSPHERE 

Figure 3.6: 

SUMMARY: 

Hierarchical Moid 

of Atmosphere 

(Source: author). 
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HIERARCHICAL MODEL SUMMARY 

This theoretical model of atmosphere can be 

used as a starting point for analyzing public 

places for development or re-development. Many 

insights can be gained from a deliberate assess

ment of an existing ambient quality and ways in 

which changes to the space itself or the sur

rounding are can or will impact the atmosphere. 

For example, revitalization efforts are increasing

ly common for cities' public plazas or main-

streets. To be more effective, such efforts should 

focus beyond new and improved benches, 

garbage receptacles, and banners - to look more 

closely at fundamental factors that affect atmos

phere, such as the scale and proportions of the 

space, the quality of lighting, the types and mix

ing of activity and user groups, the cues that tell 

people how to behave, the influence of culture 

on behaviour and perception, the sense of place 

and belonging, the distinct and memorable qual

ities that provide clarity and legibility in a space, 

and the kinds of personal experiences, knowl

edge, and associations that can affect an individ

ual's perception of safety and hospitality. 

UNDERSTANDING ATMOSPHERE 
& ITS ROLE IN PLANNING & 
URBAN DESIGN 

An increasingly common critique of urban design 

processes is that there is a lack of awareness of the 

pertinent issues, and that professionals within the 

industry have a limited understanding of the 

dynamic of urban spaces and what contributes to 

a vital place or a positive ambience. According to 

the theoretical model of atmosphere proposed in 

this Project, on a continuum of ambience, a place 

with a vital atmosphere has achieved a balance of 

physical form, activity, meaning, and appeals on a 

personal level of perceptions and emotions. 

If we are to engage in efficient planning and 

design processes, and if we are to create spaces 

that work, we must learn from the successful 

places around us, and rethink ineffective 

approaches to place-making. We cannot assume 

that the preconditions for places that are charac

terized by a dynamic and appealing atmosphere 

will miraculously happen on their own. We can 

begin by understanding the components of 

atmosphere and identifying the elements so that 

the design of new public places, or the upgrading 

of old places, can be conducive to a pleasing 

urban environment with a positive or, optimally, 

a vital atmosphere. Rapoport made an astute rec-

"The task of building a sense of place or a 'piece of 

city'... requires a happy combination of circum

stance but also knowledge, understanding, skill and 

judgement: an understanding of how successful 

places work (and why so many new developments 

fail as places); the skills to design for urbanity; ajid 

the judgement to know when to leave space for 

organic growth and development" 

(Montgomery 1998: 94). 
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ommendation a couple of decades ago that urban 

designers and related professionals from that era 

must develop a firm grasp of the dynamic rela

tionship of physical and social components of the 

urban environment (1977: 160). Similarly, this 

Project proposes that contemporary urban set

tings could benefit from an increase of awareness 

of the dynamics of atmosphere, and a sharing of 

the lessons learned, among the disciplines 

involved in city making. 

'Build it and they will come' is an attitude all too 

common in design. It has a dangerous implica

tion that physical form alone creates activity or 

vitality. Although research and observations sug

gest that activity levels can certainly be influenced 

by physical form, we have learned that physical 

design cannot determine or dictate social behav

iour (Rapoport 1977), and that visual appearance 

plays only a modest role in the success of public 

places. It seems more likely that people will come 

to lively places that lack elements of built form 

than it is for people to come to beautiful looking 

places that lack activity or animation. This is typ

ified by the popularity of market settings with 

temporary stalls and plenty of people, as com

pared to formal plazas with austere architecture 

and nearly devoid of people. In the quest to 

increase awareness about atmosphere and the 

dynamic of public places, we must change the 

prevalent attitude of 'build it and they will come', 

to 'they will come if there's a good atmosphere\ 

leading to a new approach of 'build for atmos

phere and they're more likely to come'. 

Truly vital areas may be characterized by a high 

quality design and architectural prowess, but are 

not simply places that are pretty and aesthetically 

pleasing; these places are complex and dynamic. 

According to the theory of this Project and the 

findings of the study, pretty places that are miss

ing critical elements of activity and meaning are 

unlikely to develop a positive atmosphere or 

become vital gathering places. Conversely, mean

ing alone, such as a place deeply rooted in histo

ry but devoid of an appealing physical presence, 

is unlikely to draw crowds, especially if the set

ting is not physically equipped to effectively 

receive gatherings of people. A non-successful 

place with a number of key elements of atmos

phere seems to be, at least, a good starting point, 

and the space has a more likely potential to estab

lish the missing links and develop an animated 

ambience. Appropriate intervention and evolu

tion in such an urban environment could eventu

ally result in a place with a vital atmosphere. 
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FURTHER APPLICATIONS & INVESTIGATIONS 

FURTHER APPLICATIONS 
& INVESTIGATIONS 

As with any theoretical model, the practical appli

cation of this model of atmosphere may reveal 

flaws or areas that demand further investigation. 

These investigations could involve additional 

testing of the model to better understand the 

specifics of each of the components and individ

ual elements. This further research might entail 

pursuing a more quantitative approach to the 

research questions, such as conducting user sur

veys in case study areas that represent a variety of 

different urban settings. Since much of this 

model was developed through the insights of 

written literature, and influenced from the 

author's personal experiences and current place 

of residence in Calgary, the model of atmosphere 

should be compared and tested in the context of 

other different city settings to develop guide

lines. While effective solutions may demand 

place-specific analysis and intervention, general

ized guidelines would be useful for further stud

ies. 

In addition to direct research, this model would 

also benefit from further research into related 

subject areas such as the personal experience 

component of the model. Some work has been 

done by Roger Barker, Phil Schoggen, and asso

ciates in the field of "behaviour settings" that 

addresses real-life everyday settings within which 

people engage, and could be fruitful in under

standing the dynamics of public gathering places 

(Barker 1978, Schoggen 1989). Adopting this 

approach to conduct further research into differ

ent types of public gathering places might entail 

a study focusing on how the atmosphere of out

door public gathering places, such as a tradition

al shopping street, differs from indoor public 

gathering places, such as a shopping mall. When 

using this approach to explore atmosphere in the 

context of public gathering places, instead of sim

ply asking "What do people do in these places?" 

we would also ask, "What do these places do to 

people?" Knowledge of the behaviour character

istics of such public gathering places would not 

only reveal important information about the peo

ple who use the spaces, but also learn how to plan 

most effectively for such urban scenarios. Since 

an important contribution of the model of 

atmosphere is the underlying component, which 

deals with personal experience and evaluation, 

further studies, such as research into behaviour 

settings, may reveal important information about 

the personal component of atmosphere and the 

impact of place on individual users. 
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A substantial proportion of our urban environ

ments are comprised of outdoor public areas. 

Place-makers, including planners, developers, 

stakeholders from related industries, as well as 

representatives from various levels of govern

ment, have a responsibility to improve these pub

lic spaces that have a dramatic effect on the qual

ity and perception of experience in our surround

ings. The notion of atmosphere or the ambience 

of those public spaces should be an important 

consideration for these professionals and advo

cates, especially for urban designers and planners, 

whose work and whose governing policies have 

the potential to create a dynamic and quality 

experience for vital urban outdoor gathering 

places. Planners, designers, and municipal offi

cials responsible for the design, approval, and 

realization of projects that impact public gather

ing spaces (both the built forms and the sur

rounding outdoor spaces) should have the 

knowledge, sensitivity, and foresight to positively 

influence the resulting atmosphere. For example, 

planners must actually "plan" public places, 

anticipating the way in which the space will be 

used, not simply zoning a parcel of land because 

there is a basic requirement for some proportion 

of public space or because the land cannot be 

used for any other purpose. Conversely, when 

utilizing the model of atmosphere, effective 

analysis of a space must be viewed through a lens 

of intimate knowledge about the dynamics of the 

area, the people who frequent the space, those 

who have proximity to the space but do not use 

it, the cultural influences, the climate influences, 

and many other subtleties that influence how and 

why people use the space. 

While this Project researched examples from var

ious different North American and European set

tings, and was influenced by the author's person

al experiences of different urban settings and the 

city in which the study was conducted, Calgary, 

Alberta, Canada, it is envisaged as having poten

tial applicability in different settings, ranging 

from large urban centers to small cities and pos

sibly rural towns. The context of any project 

would require careful consideration on the part 

of the designer or planner, regardless of the set

ting, but it must be recognized that the applica

bility of the theoretical model of atmosphere may 

be increasingly limited as the setting differs from 

the original parameters of this Project. 

This theoretical model was developed with the 

particular goal towards attaining a higher level of 

activity or animation. While vitality is a complex 

and intangible notion that may often be attrib-
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uted simply to serendipity, there are factors that 

can be controlled to create an environment that 

is conducive to a particular quality of atmos

phere. The desired ambience of a public place 

may not necessarily be a vital atmosphere, but 

any type of ambience or quality of experience 

that is intended or hoped for can be considered 

in the design process to lay the groundwork that 

is most conducive to successfully creating or 

delivering that type of experience. 

It is envisioned that this model could be used as 

a guide, either for the design of new public 

spaces, as a frame of reference in remedial design 

processes of re-design or revitalization, or as a 

tool to preserve the atmosphere of an area with 

impending change. The model could have the 

utility to guide an iterative conceptual design 

process, or could function as a standard by which 

to measure the atmosphere of an existing space 

that is the focus of alteration or enhancement. It 

is foreseen that the first step in either of these 

processes is to establish the ultimate goals for the 

public space and, in so doing, consider the 

intended atmosphere of the space. It is in this 

fashion that the theoretical model has the poten

tial to assist urban designers and planners. Its 

contribution may be modest; perhaps as a simple 

trigger or checklist for issues that should be con

sidered and a reminder of the subtle qualities of a 

space that can be influenced. By being cognizant 

of the complex dynamic of the components that 

could make up the atmosphere of a public place, 

that is, the physical form, the activities, the mean

ings, and the individual's personal influence, a 

holistic design process can ensue. Similar to the 

intention of design guidelines and building 

codes, the theoretical model of atmosphere could 

be referenced as a feedback mechanism. 

It has been acknowledged in the development of 

the proposed theoretical model that possibility 

for intervention or the level of control over the 

various elements of atmosphere may vary. Of the 

potential contributing factors to atmosphere, 

there are elements over which designers and 

planners have a certain degree of command, ele

ments which they would have very limited ability 

to change or guide, and others elements for 

which they have virtually no control. 

Fitness for purpose has emerged as one of the 

most critical considerations regarding atmos

phere. To illustrate, the land that is planned for 

public places must be of appropriate scale, size, 

and proportions for the intended use. Public 

places characterized by atmospheres of opposite 

extremes may actually be most concerned with 
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the same critical elements, but for different rea

sons as these elements may be articulated differ

ently. For example, the atmosphere concerns will 

differ for a place that is friendly and playful, as 

compared to a monumental awe-inspiring civic 

square that is formal, refined, and filled with his

toric meaning. Both would be critically depend

ent on scale and proportions, but the desired 

outcome would be vastly different. Perhaps the 

most crucial elements of a commercial retail 

atmosphere are economic activity, hours of oper

ation, and a diversity of shops and services, while 

a place with a recreational and entertainment 

atmosphere may be less dependent on economic 

activity than on social activity and a setting that is 

conducive to the desired types of recreational 

activities and behaviour cues. For instance, the 

appropriateness of playing games on the grass 

and the inappropriateness of riding bikes on the 

grass rather than the defined paths. In summary, 

this model could be used to conceptualize and 

define the methods by which different desired 

scenarios for atmosphere in public places could 

be achieved. 

To achieve and maintain a vital atmosphere in 

outdoor public gathering places, we must strive 

for an increased awareness of the dynamics of 

atmosphere in public places by all involved par

ties, and develop a more critical view of planners' 

and designers' roles and their influence on 

atmosphere. These principles apply to many dif

ferent types of public gathering places, including 

plazas, markets, and traditional shopping streets. 

Such public places are only likely to draw people 

to the area if they feel friendly or desirable to 

those people. This has implications on many 

components of atmosphere; a friendly atmos

phere, for example, may impact the buildings, 

scale, density, grain, it ma^ impact the social aura, 

level of interaction, it may impart a feeling of 

community and sharing, and it may affect the 

personal perceptions of safety, through views, 

lighting, enclosure, permeability, and vehicular 

separation. Urban design and the atmosphere of 

public places are not just ibout the physical envi

ronment, they have serious impacts on the activ

ity and social environment, are wrapped up in 

meaning, and affect individuals on a very person

al level. By focusing on understanding atmos

phere, and the different components of which it 

is comprised, the process undertaken by place-

makers and the experience for users can be 

heightened. 
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16 The physiological explanation of the human ability to 
interpret cues and the importance of meaning in the 
environment deals with survival instinct and abilities 
that were needed in the past. Historically, the flight or 
fright reaction may have determined a person's ability to 
escape from potentially dangerous situations. The 
rustling of grass, for example, may be a sign of wind or 
a cue that a tiger is lurking (Rapoport 1982; Maas 
1999). 

17 A schema (plural are schemata) is a programme or 
image used to categorize, recognize, and interpret the 
positive and negative attributes of objects or events in 
the environment (Maas 1984, 1999). 

18 Perhaps the most famous individual who illustrates 
this is Helen Keller. 
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SELECTION OF WORKS 

This section addresses how particular precedent 

studies were selected, the rationale for each selec

tion, and the way in which they were applied to 

an understanding of atmosphere. Where key ref

erences are applied to the Project and contribute 

to an understanding of atmosphere, the signifi

cant points of those authors' works are addressed 

within the appropriate sections of Part 2, 

Research and Analysis. Please note that the 

authors' works are organized thematically. 

Physical Form 

The particular significance of Gordon Cullen's 

work is in exploring both the physical form and 

meaning components of atmosphere. Cullen has 

had a profound influence on urban design; his 

contributions are legendary, especially for his 

ability to see, visually communicate, and trans

form ideas into easily understood attractive 

sketches, diagrams and words (Price 1994; Rock 

1994). After his passing in August 1994, Urban 

Design Quarterly dedicated its October issue to 

his tribute, emphasizing the breadth of his work. 

"To many, especially the younger ones amongst 

us, he will be Mr. Townscape, but his skills and 

experience ranged wider than that" (Rock 1994: 

html). Gordon Cullen's famous book Townscape 

(1961), which is considered a classic scholarly 

work in the design field (Bright 1996; Jarvis 

1994 19), emphasizes the visual perception of the 

environment and the emotional and sensory 

effects created by the juxtaposition of physical 

elements of the environment. 

A key concept in Cullen's thesis is 'serial vision', 

which is the sequential process of discovering and 

experiencing urban spaces as a person gradually 

navigates around a city. Scientific works by envi

ronmental psychologists and writings on visual 

perception refer to The Concise Townscape (1971) 

as the physical and visual edification of their the

ories. Cullen's physical design applications 

address the hypotheses of Rapoport and 

Kantor20, who suggest that there is a human need 

for complexity in the visual environment which 

can be provided through ambiguity or the cre

ation of visual nuance that results in alternative 

reactions to the same urban setting (Whistler & 

Reed 1994). It is curious that, after nearly four 

decades, this book is still in demand and is rec

ognized as an authoritative work on urban 

design. Perhaps Townscapehzs survived because it 

is an open work, "written from the heart, not the 

lectern", that discusses urban design in an autho

rial tone, yet in a general manner that does not 

actively promote Cullen's own projects (Jarvis 

1994). 
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A Pattern Language (1977), by Christopher 

Alexander et al., was reviewed as a precedent due 

to its insights into both physical form and human 

behaviour. This work is appropriately categorized 

in planning and architecture, but is self-professed 

to be an alternative approach that is influenced 

by studies in human behavioural sciences. 

Alexander's "patterns" propose that city plan

ning should not dictate the nature of places, but 

should facilitate growth and development in par

ticular ways. Thus, a desired quality of atmos

phere is most likely to be achieved if planning 

encourages development that is conducive to 

particular values and behaviour, such as the pro

vision of local services and facilities that promote 

walking and a sense of community. 

As a design vehicle, A Pattern Language suggests 

a common ground for the discussion and dissem

ination of ideas from any or all of the design dis

ciplines, and recognizes that specialists, non-spe

cialists, and members of other disciplines, such as 

politics and law, can all be influential players in 

environmental change. It also encourages design

ers to use their influence to change the physical 

and social environment for everyone (Saunders 

1998; Castro 1982). Alexander highlights the 

multitude of ways in which architecture connects 

people to their surroundings, and acknowledges 

the importance of learning what works, what 

feels pleasant, what is psychologically nourishing, 

and what attracts rather than repels. 

A Pattern Language synthesizes a list of solutions 

to problems confronting trained design profes

sionals, many of which are derived from vernacu

lar architecture. His work was initially minimized 

because it was perceived as a contradiction of 

contemporary design and viewed as a threat to 

the architectural community (Salingaros 1998), 

but there is now undeniable support for A 

Pattern Language, as demonstrated by this book 

review which states, 

I believe this to be perhaps the most important 
book on architectural design published this centu
ry. Every library, every school, every environmen
tal action group, every architect, and every first-
year student should have a copy (Ward 1977). 

In Responsive Environments (1985), Ian Bentley 

et al. promote the enhanced role of urban design 

in creating a more satisfactory environment. This 

is a collection of other works, drawing upon 

many significant authorities, including Lynch, 

Jacobs, Cullen, and Alexander. Its strength is that 

it assembles many important concepts on urban 

design from varied sources, such as permeability, 

variety, legibility, robustness, visual appropriate-
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ness, and richness, and illustrates their interrela

tionships. The design professions are criticized 

for neglecting urban design and for not assimilat

ing, examining, or testing the ideas and theories, 

despite works such as Responsive Environments, 

which clearly demonstrate the importance and 

strength of urban design (Dean 1997). This 

compilation is a useful vehicle for understanding 

the components of atmosphere, particularly 

physical form, and was therefore selected as a 

precedent study in this Project. 

City Comforts: How to Build an Urban Village 

(1995), by David Sucher, promotes the rules by 

which urbane and pedestrian-friendly communi

ties are physically brought into being. Though 

not unique, the rules Sucher professes are based 

on his personal observations and distilled from a 

list of authorities, including Alexander, Whyte, 

and Jacobs. By making these jargon-less, non-

threatening guidelines available to city council

lors, municipal planners, bureaucrats, developers, 

property owners, and citizen advocates, Sucher's 

work holds great potential in educating and 

establishing dialogue among people who hold a 

stake in city building (Payton 1996, Barton 

1996). 

Sucher espouses urban qualities that can be 

achieved largely through attention to the details 

in the physical design of public space. His 

emphasis on physical form is in the interest of the 

social environment and everyday experience, and 

uses the level of human comfort as a measure of 

a city's success (Bruning 1995, Small Town 

1996). This handbook is a catalogue of small 

incremental actions that have the potential to 

culminate in real change, and each is illustrated 

briefly in text and accompanied by a picture. The 

strength of City Comforts is its common sense 

style, and it is modest to the point of noting its 

own limitations (Henderson 1995). This clean 

approach to producing a quality environment is 

fairly comprehensive, albeit simplified, and was 

selected as a precedent study due its relevance to 

the physical form aspect of atmosphere. 

Activity 

Jane Jacobs is credited for her potent observa

tions of quality of life in urban environments 

(Gumpert and Drucker 1994), and was selected 

for review in this Project for the insights into 

social behaviour and activity. An article titled 

Urban Icon, refers to the wide-ranging ideas of 

'citizen Jane' that have been "embraced interna

tionally, transforming the way we live" (Saunders 

1997: html). The recent biography, Ideas That 
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Matter, the Worlds of Jane Jacobs (1997), includes 

numerous acclamations about her influence on 

the planning and design industry, such as, "Jane 

Jacobs, the world famous apostle of livable cities, 

almost single-handedly reshaped the way urban 

planners think about their profession" (Ross 

1997: cover review). 

Jacobs' first book, the 'epochal' and 'highly 

influential' work, The Death and Life of Great 

American Cities (1961), is highly acclaimed by 

many reviewers (Kapusta 1997, Jarvis 1994 21) as 

perhaps the most influential single work in the 

history of town planning (Saunders 1997: html; 

New York Times: Book Review). This work was 

chosen as a precedent study due to its reputation 

as a framework for assessing the vitality of cities 

and the potential insights to be gained into the 

topic of atmosphere, particularly the social activ

ity component. One of Jacobs' peers, William H. 

Whyte, claims that it is "one of the most remark

able books ever written about the city... a pri

mary work", and calls it "a magnificent study of 

what gives life and spirit to the city" (Jacobs 

1992, cover review). Jacobs' observations of the 

way cities work and do not work are said to be 

revolutionary. She drew attention to the impor

tance of mixed-use development, incremental 

growth, short blocks, dense concentrations of 

people working and living downtown, communi

ty surveillance and perception of safety 

(Freedman 1997). This seminal work by Jacobs is 

considered a classic book on urbanism, focusing 

on the life and human social activity of cities: 

She champions the city as a natural and vital 
human habitat which brings together people in 
sufficient concentrations for the flourishing of 
commerce, culture and community. She empha
sizes the necessity of protecting, what she calls, 
the "social capital" of the city - that intricate web 
of human relationships built up over time - that 
provides mutual support in time of need, ensures 
the safety of the streets, and fosters a sense of 
civic responsibility (—10/08/98). 

William H. Whyte, who passed away in early 

1999, is considered an "urban legend". Jane 

Jacobs was quoted as saying that Whyte "knows 

more about what makes cities work than anyone 

in the world". Jacobs also credits Whyte for 

launching her life's work, The Death and Life of 

Great American Cities, which grew out of an 

article he asked her to write for a book he was 

editing (Thomas 1999). The Social Life of Small 

Urban Spaces (1980) is a piece of work that is 

esteemed for its potent observations of urban set

tings and the quality of life in public spaces 

(Gumpert and Drucker 1994). Whyte is well 

known for his work as an urban theorist and 
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researcher who studied the way people occupy 

open spaces in cities. 

Whyte's research approach using time-lapse pho

tography to study how people actually behave in 

public spaces has made him famous (Thomas 

1999). Among the many lessons that can be 

learned from his work is that humans desire the 

company of others, both friends and strangers, 

and derive added pleasure from having control 

over life experiences. Whyte's work illustrates 

how cues in public places give people a sense of 

how to behave, such as sitting and gathering 

when it feels welcoming, and kissing in public 

when it feels appropriate. His observations of 

urban life, in which he found that some plazas are 

empty while others are successful in attracting 

many people, sustained his drive to understand 

why some places are more successful than others. 

Whyte, a shrewd observer with a knack for iden

tifying regularities in public behaviour, found 

that plazas with good sitting space, food service, 

adequate sun, protection from wind, tree plant

ing, and a close but nonetheless sheltered rela

tionship to the street, are likely to attract more 

people than plazas without these characteristics 

(Silverman 1982). A salient theme in Whyte's 

work is that some urban conditions are more 

conducive to social activity than other condi

tions. Further exploration of this theme is an aim 

of this Project and the primary rationale for 

selecting Whyte's work as a precedent study. 

Henry Lennard and Suzanne Crowhurst 

Lennard are credible urban design professionals, 

as demonstrated by their organization of the suc

cessful ICML conferences (International Making 

Cities Livable) that bring together city officials, 

architects, planners, developers, community lead

ers, and social scientists from around the world 

each year to share ideas about urban decision

making. The Lennards also operate a resource 

centre which publishes materials that are highly 

praised by noteworthy professionals such as G. E. 

Kidder Smith. For example, the Making Cities 

Livable Newsletters highlight the social and aes

thetic ingredients that are essential to successful 

urban development. 

The Lennards' first book, Public Life in Urban 

Places (1984) was highly acclaimed by reviewers. 

Its cover commentary by W. H. Whyte states: 

Splendid inquiries into the nature of people and 
places in the city. The Lennards are above all 
observers, with a fine eye for the universals. They 
arc particularly sensitive to the context of a 
place... In analyzing particular European places 
they teach us to look more deeply at our own. 
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According to Lewis Mumford's book cover 

review, it is "concise, penetrating, stimulating, 

and revealing". Members of William H. Whyte's 

Project for Public Spaces group state in their 

review, "The book is entertaining and thought 

provoking, offering insightful observations on 

the complex social functions of being in public 

and the elements that support a richness of activ

ity" (Carstens and Lubienciecki 1986: 177). 

The Lennards' work was selected for review due 

to their sociological approach to studying urban 

settings, and due to the insights they provide into 

both physical form and social activity compo

nents of atmosphere. In the critique of the 

Lennards' work, a significant shortcoming is that 

the broad context and the interrelationships 

between the elements, functions, settings, and 

activities of successful places are not thoroughly 

explored. While the Lennards suggest a connec

tion between physical form and social activity in 

the analogy that the best theater is only as good 

as the play that is being performed, they fail to 

make a clear link between the elements of the 

theatre and the ingredients of a good production 

(Carstens and Lubienciecki 1986). Although 

their work does not explicitly state that they are 

studying atmosphere, their approach to observ

ing and documenting the social character of 

urban public spaces and their search to identify 

common features in successful spaces inspired 

further exploration into understanding this elu

sive quality. 

Meaning 

Kevin Lynch's famous book, The Image of the 

City (1960), considered a classic in the planning 

and design field (Carr et al 1984; Bright 1996; 

Gosling & Maitland 198421; j a r v j s 199422), 

"seems to be the most consistently quoted work 

on urban design in a wide array of fields and 

across cultural boundaries" (Moudon 1996: 

167). This authoritative work makes an impor

tant contribution to the literature on urbanism 

and design theory (Crane 1979; Eaton 1979; 

Architectural Forum 1979). Lynch had a signifi

cant influence on students and practitioners 

throughout his prestigious career4, including a 

number of renowned people currently at the 

forefront of urban design and, despite having 

passed away fifteen years ago, his influence con

tinues. 

Lynch is also credited with being the first to 

merge urban design to the social sciences 

(Moudon 1996), and with the idea that cities 

exist in the minds of residents as well as in mate

rial reality (Carr et al. 1984). His unique 
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approach in The Image of the City is to evaluate 

city form using the concept of "imageability" or 

the visual perception of cities, and he is well 

known for his five elements of city image: paths, 

edges, districts, nodes, and landmarks. Lynch's 

theory is that these elements are linked together 

in the urban design process and we understand 

and remember how these pieces of the urban 

puzzle are legible and fit together as a coherent 

whole by forming mental or cognitive maps. 

Lynch's work on city image and its elements is 

particularly valuable in exploring the factors that 

make outdoor public gathering places legible and 

memorable to people, providing insight into 

both the physical form and meaning components 

of atmosphere. 

Amos Rapoport is a distinguished professor in 

the School of Architecture and Urban Planning 

at the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee. The 

validity and expertise of his work is undeniable. 

He is one of the founders of the field of environ

ment-behaviour studies. He is the author of 

numerous respected books and publications, and 

serves as an editor of and editorial advisor to 

many professional and scholarly journals 

(Moudon 1991). Because Amos Rapoport's 

work responds to the provocative design ques

tion, 'What makes a place wonderful?' 

(Kantrowitz 1992), he was selected as an expert 

to help define the social activity and meaning 

components of atmosphere. 

Rapoport's scholarly work, Human Aspects of 

Urban Form: Towards a Man-Environment 

Approach to Urban Form and Design (1977), 

demonstrates a concern for the quality of public 

space, and is notable for its interdisciplinary 

vision (Gumpert and Drucker 1994). Rapoport's 

work within the field of man-environment stud

ies focuses on the two-way interaction between 

people and the environment; how people shape 

their environment and how a physical place can 

affect people. His primary concern is with a set

ting's form and design, not its politics, econom

ics, or sociology. A prevalent theme in Human 

Aspects of Urban Form is environmental probabil-

ism - the idea that physical environments inhibit 

or facilitate human behaviour rather than deter

mine or generate it. 

A critic of the field praises Rapoport for his "ana

lytical insights and gift for intellectual organiza

tion" which "bring order and clarity to the 

chaotic terminology of this intellectually disor

dered and confusing field". There are many 

approaches that try to relate design to behaviour 

and to find universal principles in the interaction 
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of different people and places. Rapoport is com

mended on his willingness to accept the partial 

worth of contributions from various fields (Riley 

1980: 83). 

Francis Violich, who was formerly a professor of 

city planning and landscape architecture at the 

University of California at Berkeley, was named 

an AICP planning pioneer in 1992 ( - 1998 

Planning). His work shares common concerns 

with esteemed colleagues Kevin Lynch and 

Donald Appleyard, who were both friends of his. 

Like Lynch, Violich believes that "the form of a 

place creates distinctive patterns of human use", 

and is interested in "reading the urban environ

ment, to understand the relationship between a 

place, its buildings, and its people" ( - 1998 

Planning). 

Violich's The Bridge to Da.lma.tia: A Search for the 

Meaning of Place (1998), is a relatively recent 

publication and, hence, is not yet widely 

acknowledged, although it has received positive 

reviews. As the title suggests, this book explores 

human meaning in the environment, and devel

ops a list of ten key properties of identity with 

place. In an interview, Violich describes his 

"search for the meaning of place" as "the process 

of interacting with a place and its residents, cre

ating mental images and maps, and reading the 

environment intuitively. It's what happens when 

you deeply feel a place... an individual quality 

that makes an imprint on the observer's mind" (-

- 1998 Planning). A book reviewer describes The 

Bridge to Dalmatia as "a pragmatic way to plan 

with cultural and historical sensitivity on behalf 

of a sense of place", and highly recommends this 

well written and nicely illustrated book as an 

example to "help us to be better planners and cit

izens" (Mugeraur 1999: 230-231). 

Perhaps Violich's most important lesson is 

"Speaking with one's own voice, showing one's 

own life concerns, when tempered through a crit

ical and theoretical consciousness, is a powerful 

source of energy and insight" (Mugerauer 1999: 

230-231). This work was selected for review 

because the approach informs both the meaning 

and personal components of atmosphere, and 

coincides in many ways with the methodology 

applied in this Project. 

Da.lma.tia
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ENDNOTES: SELECTION OF WORKS 

19 Bob Jarvis notes that only three urban design books 
are still in print since 1960/1961, attesting to the 
longevity of those authors' work: Jane Jacobs' Death 
and Life of Great American Cities, Kevin Lynch's Image 
of the City, and Gordon Cullen's Townscape, truncated 
as The Concise Townscape. In Jarvis' analysis, "...all three 
of those books are centred in the individual, personal 
response, Kevin Lynch turns it into an area of scientific 
inquiry, Jane Jacobs stands as the street corner social 
observer. In Townscape we see the world though 
Cullen's eyes (mainly, it underplays the other senses)". 

20 Rapoport, Amos and Robert Kantor, "Complexity 
and Ambiguity in Environmental Design", American 
Institute of Planners Journal, July 1965. 

21 Gosling and Maitland claim that Kevin Lynch's 
Image of the City was undoubtedly the most influential 
product out of the Joint Centre for Urban Studies of 
MIT and Harvard University in the late 1950s and early 
1960's. 

22 Lynch won many awards, including the American 
Institute of Planners Fiftieth Anniversary Award in 
1967, the American Institute of Architects Allied 
Professionals Medal in 1974, the Rexford G. Tugwell 
Award, and held honorary doctoral degrees from 
Stuttgart University and Ball State University. 
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