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spaces?

I T A L Y

OBJECTIVE | The objective of my study was to better understand the forces and elements involved in
the creation of successful outdoor public spaces, in order to be better equipped as a creator of spaces
and experiences, not just buildings. I chose the locations and spaces to visit based upon professor and
student recommendations, familiar precedents, and Project for Public Spaces (www.pps.org), which
lists and analyzes great public spaces throughout the world. My goal was to experience a wide variety
of

types

of

public

spaces,

including

marketplaces,

plazas,

promenades,

downtowns,

streets,

courtyards, parks, playgrounds, and public transit stations. While some of the spaces I chose to visit
are well-known, others are more obscure, and some I just happened upon by chance. I conducted my
study in the summer of 2006.
METHOD | My primary method of analysis was to experience, document, and photograph the spaces in
an attempt to identify the characteristics and patterns of successful public spaces. I felt that plan and
section

were

most

adequate

in

documenting

and

better

understanding

the

spaces

and

the

streets/buildings surrounding them. (From the ground, without a bird’s eye view of a space, etc.,
creating a detailed plan is not as easy as it sounds.) As I was concerned with spaces and context, not
single buildings, I also felt the need in many situations to create panoramic photographs.
In addition to sketches, I took many notes based on my observations and feelings within each space.
As I sat or strolled through the space, I asked myself many questions: What are the focal points?
What draws people? What happens in the space? Do uses change throughout the day? How do people
get to the space? What kinds of people come? Do they come alone or in groups? Where do they
gather? How often do they come? How long do they stay? Do people pass through or do they stay a
while? Are there places to sit? Is there vegetation? Is it bathed in natural light? What provides shade?
What dimensions make the space feel right? What makes the space feel safe? Are there “eyes” on the
space? What functions feed the space? Do people come for business or pleasure? What senses are
stimulated? What noises can be heard? What catches the eyes? Why? What makes the space unique? Is
it bustling or do people trickle by? Are there sidewalks? How wide? How are the sidewalks used? Are
the streets used for cars? How are cars and pedestrians integrated? Where do people park?....
WHY STUDY OUTDOOR PUBLIC SPACES? | Though there are many reasons that I chose to study
outdoor public spaces, three personal beliefs stand out:
1) SPACE, NOT JUST BUILDINGS | Some of the greatest architecture is that which is “un-built”—that
w h i c h h a s n o r o o f b u t t h e s k y , n o w a l l s b u t t h e b ui l d i n g s s u r r o u n d i n g i t , a n d n o p u r p o s e b u t p e o p l e .
2) PEOPLE | Outdoor space is the peoples’ space, defined by not by walls but by people. What better
way to understand the people we build for than to watch them in their element?
3) SUSTAINABILITY | An often overlooked key to designing sustainably is learning to appreciate nonbuilding. The more dense our cities become, the more we will need and cherish good outdoor spaces.
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THE ROMAN FORUM (AS SEEN FROM THE PATH)
What citizen or enemy would not be impressed with Rome’s
wealth and power as displayed in the Roman Forum, the
civic center of the great city? Bounded on one end by the
Coliseum and on the other by the Campidoglio, and
surrounded by Trajen’s Market and Palatine Hill, the Roman
Forum is certainly a powerful public space. As one walks
along the path, one feels very small, immersed and totally
surrounded by grandiose buildings and monuments. The
section
is
particularly
successful
in
reinforcing
the
grandness and monumentality of the space. The path along
which the people walk is at the lowest point, and almost
every building is raised significantly and must be stepped
up to. Thus the buildings appear larger than they really are.
In addition, the Forum lies in the shadow of Palatine Hill,
which at one time boasted the palaces of the emperors.
Thus as far as the eye could see, there was layer after
layer of grand structures, and even walking along the path
today one feels totally immersed and powerless.

ROMAN FORUM, AS SEEN FROM PATH

MICHELANGELO’S CAMPIDOGLIO

THE SPANISH STEPS (IN CONTEXT)
How often the Spanish Steps are referenced in
architectural designs and debates, and how
often “steps” appear in architectural drawings
as outdoor seating or something greater than
vertical
circulation.
Every
architect
and
architecture student knows of the Spanish
Steps, yet few seem to really understand the
context in which they function so successfully.
As I sat there sketching on the steps, I heard
several visitors utter in disgust “Why did we
come here? Is this all it is—just a lot of steps?”
I understood where they were coming from.
After
all,
however
well
designed
and
articulated, the steps themselves are not lifechanging. But the space itself—of which the
steps are the major focal point and facilitator
of people—is amazing. The piazza into which
the steps cascade is a beautifully designed and
oriented
space.
There
are
cool
prevailing
breezes, spectacular views, great topography, a
fountain,
shops,
etc.,
and
the
piazza
is
elongated along the N-S axis so as to receive
optimum sunlight. Not only this, but it is fed by
at least half a dozen streets, which are now
major shopping venues. Directly to the North is
the Villa Medici and the popular Piazza del
Popolo; to the South is the Galleria; and to the
West is Via Dei Condotti, a high end shopping
street equivalent perhaps to Rodeo Drive.
(Granted, these modern attractions were not
there when the steps were designed, but the
point is that the Spanish Steps do not function
alone.) In this context, steps make sense,
whereas in a different location, they might not.
People have something to watch as they sit on
the steps, and with so much thoroughfare
there’s always something or someone to see.
The steps are more than just “stairs.” They are
a focal point, a place to meet, a place to rest
after a day of shopping, and ultimately, a place
to see and be seen.

THE SPANISH STEPS

PIAZZA NAVONA
A popular gathering space for Italians (and considered
by some to be one of the ten greatest public spaces in
the world), Piazza Navona is indeed a very pleasant
public space with a surprisingly personal scale. The
main vein of traffic is to/from the nearby Pantheon.
Immediately upon entering one is met by a cool
prevailing breeze, even on a hot summer day. There
are places to sit both in the sun or in the shade. The
majority of cafes with semi-covered outdoor dining lie
along the eastern perimeter so as to receive optimum
sunlight. On the west side, the buildings are typically
taller than on the east, so that there is more sun in
the morning and less in the hot afternoon. It is
amazing that such a space can feel so intimate and
personable in scale to the individual, and yet be able
to comfortably hold tens of thousands of people as it
does during certain celebrations.

TREVI FOUNTAIN
One enters along a narrow street shaded by buildings on either side, and suddenly finds him/herself
bathed in warm light, immersed in the sounds and sights of rushing water and bustling human
activity. Aside from the obvious niceties, from the sculptural, historical, and mythical value of the
fountain, the space around the fountain is exceptionally well conceived. Carved six to eight feet
below street level, the fountain area feels safe and set apart from the street, but at the same time
benefits from the visual connection to the streets and shops beyond. Circulation works very well,
and though there may be hoards of people, there are places for everyone to sit, stand, or lean.
There are at least four distinct zones in which one may sit, and whether one wants to sit in the
shade, or in the sun, or with his/her feet in the water, everyone’s needs are accommodated. Trevi
Fountain is truly an exceptional public space.

THE PANTHEON

PLEASANT RIVER CONDITIONS: MORE THAN JUST SIDEWALKS
Whether or not the river (due to pollution, etc.) will always be beautiful, these
river walkways are inspiring. The tree trunks form an organic colonnade, creating
in experience a visual and psychological barrier between the rushing automobile
traffic to the left and the tranquil river to the right. The natural light filtered
through the lush canopy of leaves, and the stolen views between breaks in the
braches make the walking experience an extremely pleasant one. Along the way
there are small sidewalk convenient stands with seats for dining along the river.

VERONA, ITALY

PIAZZA DELLE ERBE, VERONA
Small but powerful, the Piazza delle Erbe
in Verona is an unforgettable public space.
It is located less than one block away
from the famed “Juliet’s House,” and is
fed by a major vein of shopping which
connects the piazza to downtown Verona.
Unlike many other piazzas, Piazza delle
Erbe incorporates automobile traffic, and
is even intersected by a still-active street.

DOWNTOWN GARDENS, VERONA
The garden serves to break up the large downtown square visually and physically, and soften
the otherwise rigid stone environment. Whereas in many piazzas there is no designated
seating except in the cafés, the garden provides many shaded places to sit for free, and is
thus very popular. The garden layout works very well, and allows for privacy, intimacy, and
rest within a busting downtown center. What is most pleasant about the space is that even
while one is enjoying a break from the hustle and bustle, one can still keep an eye on the
goings on in the square. This is a great place to see and be seen unsuspectingly.

DOWNTOWN VERONA, WITH COLISEUM AND GARDENS

PIAZZA DEL CAMPO, SIENA

PIAZZA DEL CAMPO, SIENA
Words and photographs can never do justice to Siena’s renowned
Piazza del Campo. This is truly a space worth studying, and is one
which is hard to leave. The unique fan-like shape yields several
interesting benefits over common semi-orthogonal piazza layouts. It
accommodates horse races in which a sea of people gather in the
center and the horses race around the perimeter. But even more, it
provides a space that people can occupy and enjoy on a daily basis.
People can shop, dine, gather, sit, rest, and just enjoy being around
and watching other people. Like an amphitheater, the Campo has a
definite focal point and an inherent sense of direction. The significant
slope of the ground plane helps to reinforce this sense of direction,
and also encourages people to sit on the ground. Based on
observations in a variety of outdoor spaces throughout several
countries, I noticed that people are generally reluctant to sit on large,
flat surfaces, except for grass. This is especially true in hot climates.
However, as in this case and with the Centre Pompidou, people will sit
on a hard surface provided it is sloped, especially if there is a focal
point or something to watch. The space is perfect for performances,
and can imaginably accommodate tens of thousands of people
comfortably. Even without designated seating, or benches, the space
provides many places to sit or lie down and rest. Whether or not there
is a special event, the Piazza del Campo is an unforgettable space.
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