The Public’s Place

inston Chorchill once said, “We shape our bulldings,
and afterward they shape ui,” astutely recognizing

F M the Impact that the architecture of a civilization has upon the cultuee that
By Michael Benanov | dsvelaps within It
I first came to appeeciate the profound elfect that wrban design has
upon people while in Fez, Morocco. After a few days of roaming it car-less,
labyrinthine streets and narrow, twisting passageways, | found myself
ihinking and behaving differently than [ do in American cities, with their
Cﬂn th'e ﬂrt wide, straight avenues and measured blocks. 1t felt as if my mind were
mcdded by the maze like layout of the town—my thoughts becamae as non-
linear as the space around me. 1 was in no huarey 1o reach a destination, oon-
Gf Ei E:V-?TI I:I.k fﬂg tent o roam aimlessly, stop for conversatlon, and eventually arriee where [
wanted, Time itself seermed o be affecied by the loem ol it containe:. The
plivsical layout of the old meding (the old section of an Arab city) shapes the
b I‘ d? character of Fez by engendering street life that exudes a palpable intensity.
E Eﬂ me . The spirit of a city |5 closely linked to the effect of its spaces upon Its
residents. If American cities are to be vibrant and alive, according to
: . = Chuechill's equation, they must be built from that intention, employing
Prﬂjﬁ'ﬂf 11 Pubflf designs that encourage vibrancy and life. A this time when many ol our
citied are at a crossroads, tectering between rebirth and abandomment to the
¥ suburhs, It seems that if they are o thrive, then we mus? pay Sttention 1o
SP{I i:ES IS thee spaces we ceeate within them.
What is it that draws people to some places and cepels them from oth-
w5 . ers? Why do we choose to eat lunch, gather together, or just people-watch
gl 'l,f"I ﬂg Ii [I [Ty. in certain spots? Why do we pass others by without pause? What's the dif-
ference between & vital place, such as Mew York's Washington Square Park
or Bockefeller Cented, and a dead place, such ai Washington, S
Freedory Maza of Boston's Clty Hall Plaza? What makes an urban public
space great, imbuing & city with life?

Fof many of us, the answer may be as simple as the working definition
aof pomography=—we know i1 when we fee it There's just something that
attracts. Some places have it, others don't,

This answee isn’t sulfickent for Fred Kent, ditector of the Project for
Public Spaces (PF5) a Mew York-bated nonprofit organization whaose mis-
sion s te create spaces that enliven a neighbosood of a city. They believe
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kent wnses that the soul of a city
is ineatricably imtertwined with this
understanding of place. The way that
butkdings, strocts, parks, shops, and
resfauranty are designed alfecty how
|"="'|"'|||".' relate to cach odher. Thils, mome
than anyvihing, determines the charac-
ter of 4 metropolls. “The sl of place

[ laughed, but I was shocked by the natural
impulse to create spaces that exclude, rather
than invite, people to an area.
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M e dtreet Mbik Belng redetigred with hefp from Project for Public Spaces.

Hidden lrom the strect by a long wall,
peope rarely ventuged Inslde and drug
dealers ook over.

Eent and Madden assessed the
park, which Included Intervicwing
drug dealers who leequented the arca
Then they got to wark, [ty entrance.
ways were greatly enlanged to allow
for wvisual acoews, walkways were
recheipned, and MNew Yookers came in
Foped S1aMdi wiere put in the ipoti
where drugs were sold, forcing the
dealers out. Movable chalez were
brought in 3o people could it where
they pleased. And, despite a few stalen
seats, Bryant Pask now floarkshes with
life, providing a reason for locals o
COnEregt,

I met Kent in Phoenix, Arlzona,
in March, &t a conference of the LS
General Services Administration (G3A),
to whon the Project lor Pablic ._‘:.|'|a|:|::.
serves &5 a consultant. He B an engag-
ing, easily lkkabbe charscter in his mid-
fifties, with sightly mussed sandy haii
artd & Casubl manner. Kent \rlt'.:k\
bluntly about his work and the work of
others. He hides nothing about what bhe
Biloes and loathey about the way pulbslic
plaoes ane designad and managed

The GAA s the Country™s largest
utban real-seate ofganization, rapon
sible for overseelng all federal bulld-

ings and attached lands. [t owns of
leases more than 300 milllen square
feet of property in sixteen hundred
citkes amd 1owmns.

Within the GS5A, the Center [of
Ueban Development and Lbvabiliy
(CUDLY was created in May 1999, 2
part of the Clinton Adminfuration's
Livability Initiatives, The ¢enter sorved
as a respurce 1o the G3A, helping it pas.
ticipate in wrban revitaliestlon by
encouraging management that make
cities more appealing. including whete
and how to bulld and renovate, Kent i3
a mentor of sortd o 18 energetic,
enthusiastic director, Hillary LevieR
Altrman.

Altman came to the conference
from Washington w reach oul o othes
GhA offices and expand her center's
invalvement in thelr projects. I we
CAM USE OuUr pesowrces 1o make |r|.11.'l."|.
inslead of just building bulldings,
shouldn't we?” she asked,

Much ol the drive behind
Altrman™ stance 15 an idealistic ane, “L
the government Can impave & COfmi-
munity, nﬁg.hl'mrhml!_ ar city. it has &
tesponsibility 1o Go 00" she says. But
she s not blind to the other benefits of
CiCAling amractive spaces. “Fodedal
emplonees will be h:lpp:rr if they work
im a more people-driendly setting. The
image of government itiel]d will be
improved. The economic boftom line

will be Increased by raising property
walues and keeping buildings (illed
with clients. Additionally, where there
ks Lfle, there is money being spent,
fromm which the government and Iocal
businesses benefit,” Altman remarked

AL the conference, Eent gave a
slide preseniation showing the differ-
envce befwern pl.al_'m. and nonplaces o
a hall full of GSA project managers.
This s the way he begins mos! consul-
tations, for before a group can design a
pace, they need o notl only umder-
stared bt be abdle 1o visualize what a
place i1, and what it is not.

“Hlides can speak words, sen-
temiced, Of ]}I:I'.IEI:H.P!I.'I-.- Eent says,
“imparing a sense of place in a way
that COMLCEPES cannot, Immages take peo-
ple away (rom abstractlens and into
reeli, ]_:ur'l-:a.. and 'pl.:r.a.'.. They help
peeple immediately recognize what
wiorks In a certain witing and what
doesn't. In a sense, the slide show 15
like a ruailconder catalogue of interma-
thonal urban design; viewers instantly
o what they like and don't like, nods
ing Innovatlons and absurdities In
already existing spaces.”

The presentation demonsirated
the importance of centain elements of
place, such as shade, water, activiiies,
and seating. One image shoveed 3 wall
o high for maost women to (el com-
fortable clambering atop, creating &
conventent gallery where men con-
wened o gawk at the fairer sex.
Ancther picture showed a3 man
perchied on top of a fire hydrant,
becawse there was nowhere else to sit,
Baston's City Hall Plaza, a place Eent
calls *an wrban wasteland,” was con-
trastied with the teeming [talian plazes
it was modeled wpon. The ltallan ver-
slody was a huly of activity, with cafis, a
markel atmosphese, and lots of scat-
ing=—all 'I.1-:_'k|n5 in Bostan,

e of the slides spoke 1o the
ciiential need for an organization like
the Project for Public Spaces. I shiowed
a imall pedestrian way in Manhaitan
with an island of bushes running
dow i1t oonter. The planners, wosrried
that paxsers-by would siv on the
buihies, atked KEent if it would be &
good idea to place metal spikes among
the plants. Eent rﬂ'pﬂnl!:'-:l. “¥ou
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_____ Perhaps planners and architects

should see themselves as servants

rather than experts.

could iy putting benches mext 1o the
bushes Instead.”

I laughed, but 1 was shocked by
thi natural Impulse to create spaces
that exclwde, rather than invite, peo-
plé to an arca. Why Is the option to
invite such a radical alternative, and
what does this say about the culture
from which our public spaces emerge?

Onr factor invalved i3 the ever-
Increasing speclalization of roles in our
wtlety, Kent sces a splitting taking
ptace. “Members of a community give
uge thelr own crentivity fo those who
have been specially trained to embody
thls quality—namely architects, plan-
ners, and deslgners. 1t is as 1f the com-
munal piyche has invested its creative
function in these professionals slone,
bettlng It atrophy clsewhere,® he says,

"The specialists who weai the
robsd of creativity are themselves split
off feom other functions of humanity,”
Kent #ays. “Creative abstractions
become mote important than people.
The pueity of deslgns are emds in them-
selves, rather than means o nurture
wetan life,”

“Dieslgmers are more concerned
with how a project looks than how i
works,” Kenl malntains. “They are less
about fltting spaces to people than
they are about [lttng spaces to acs-
tlsethe ideals, But youw can have a beaw.
tiful spece and 1 might not be alise”

Moreover, thils oversdevelopsd,
over-apecielized creative funclion “sces
insell as exper? rather than servant,
which has significant conscquences,”
Eenit says. An cxport comes with a cer
tain suthdrity, & cortain prestige. Wisa
form of nobility in today’s wodld. And,
Eeni Believes, the prioriles of these
experty are often different Miom thowe
ol the u}r'riniunll;?'. *The community,
however, having deposited its collec-
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tive crestivity into the hands of a few,
is unpracticed st determining fos iteelf
what & space should be,® ways Kent.
“Toxy often the reins are handed over
W expeis who serve something
besides the people, who fecl intimi-
dated amd impotent In the face of
nobility”

He believes that if planners and
architects could see themselves as ser-
vantd rather than experis, designs
would change, moving away from a
reverence for textbook ldeals and
toward an appesciation (o humanity.

I tending 1o the soul of a city,
reintegration of & cammunlty's split-
off aspects is critbcal. Kent facilitates
this through helping community
members reclalm thelr creativity and
by bringing the entitics that compose
neighborhoods into conversalion and
waorking  partnéechips  with  one
andihier.

He gathers disparate, sometimes
estranged, groups together 1o discuss
how 2 place can bedt erve cveryone,
For one lederal project In Fort Woeth,
Texas, Kent browght together the GSA,
local government, the transin depart-
ment, @ neaghy church, small busl-
nesses, and the cliy's  residents,
Dresigners weee Lelt out during the pro-
ject's carly stages.

Eent EFR that an atthtudde of
humility i of utmost bmporance in
wuch an vundertaking. “"You have o
admit thiat you know very lEle, that
the i._'mﬂmunll::r' knows mich mare. Tt
is critlcal fog conmsltanis o plansees to
drop their assumptions about what
they think a space needs and lel the
community determine that for itwelh
Imevitably the rewalin will be betier,
and people will be mode excited about
participating as a wense of profpect-owm-
eriliip emerges.”

“They surpeive themelves with
their own visien and become excited

at the ;ﬂd.!hhllltlr.'i ey see,” Kent Y,
"and they are surprised further by the
willingress of various groups 1o come
together  to bulld  toward  thele
clreams.”

Omnly after the community hai an
idea of what it wanis, designers are
called in. And they are invited only ai
servafits of the collective vision,

0[ courte wlen sephrite (nters
esis try to make a decision wegether
about anything, there ane conflicts, 5o
what happens when people asscss a
space and have different viskons (os its
use? Kent thinks that's great. "Part of
plm:l:lng is inm:pnﬂ!hng u'lutl'lph
functions into one integrated design. A
place with many wies had moee Lite and
attraction than a monodimensional
space. Most ditagresments resolve
themselves as participants see that
thn].r are all 5!r.i\."|:r|g for the same goal,
and that wses need not be exclusive of
one another.”

The Fort Worth plan includes a
ru':[fl:lrmam:l: stape, fTountaing, rees,
benches, food vendogs, coffes shops,
public art, chess wables. All of these
combined clements produce 2 Far miose
interesting place than one feserved
only for performances or chews games,
The p;rl: will alin haost a trolley S0,
creating a new downtowmn transit hab,

Kcnt believes that incorporating
public transportation  into  wrban
spaces has multiple benelits, Transit
stops are 3 natural funmned for human
traffic, offering a reason and & meand
for people to congregate. Moreaver,
public transpoctation serves the geeatee
purpose of place becawse cars are
unmnecessary. “Automobile-ariented
crivitonments  are  rarely  people
friendly,” Kent sy,

Aslde from the physical unpleas-
antries of cary in human Areis-—
cxhaust fumes, loud motors, harms,
the dead zones of concnéle plrhln:
lots, and the dangers of getting fun
over—lhe  sutaemobile, Kemt o ey,
“losters isolavion from otherd, People
move  anound plﬂli‘:{lrd by mietal
shells, having no cause 10 inleract
except maybe to vell at one another
for blocking the way. The Car b every.
where and there is o place.”



Eent views the Car a3 “a way to travel
thiraugh life and not get involved in t.°
Paleed with the television, e s&d many
caught in a culiure of Bolation, a step o0
mote removed from others. Kent believes
many of society™s illi are rooted in this
detachment. *Flace, on the other hand,
e Ereater expodurs 1o Ehve peal and the
human, inviting people to leave thei
ekl o eleCironic Codddans, " e sy,

Willc Eent's goal is fo create great
pubilie spaces in the pliysical sense, part of
s success bs that his intent i3 inherent In
Bals penfvods. He creates great public spaces
ipaugh the conversations he facilitates by
encouraging roodm for discusslon, creative
head space, “thinking outside the box.®
and e [afwmi: the creation of intec.
and intea-perional space In which a proj-
eCt can germinate and goow, and relation.
shilps betwoen community members can
b Wl S

e e around which there was
masch talk st e Phoenix oonference wal
design and security, After the bombing of
the Federal Bullding in Oklahoma City, 1%
cazy 1o see why. Planners now brainstorm
atwouit the best ways to keep a building and
ity fenants sale, Doed this mean Fort
Apachies style archiwcture? Can an area be
invitlong and alive and remain secure? Can
the presence of people and activity actu-
ally make a plate moze safe? The question
uwltbmately becomes: “How much human-
ity are we willing to sacrifice for security?”
It has been asked, “Do we want Timothy
MicVeigh to be this countey™s modt influen.
tial deslgres ™

Grovernment Ageéncies are thln]-:ing
about wecurity and design In new ways.
They are also confronting the deeper
fses of cultural fears and media fear-
mongering, sceplande of risk a1 3 part of
life, and the proclivity of our soclety to
phu;ur blame whendver someone pety .

In many ways, thiz conversational
anid :|:-|.:.-|.I1|:|-I|:'|g,.i|:a! ipace is &5 imponani to
Kent as physical space, In my two days
with llm, hardly would & few hors pass
without his menfioning "getting out of
Jabl® In soame context of ancther. He geonil
al the valuntary confines that peaple and
cammunlties choose 1o live within. " Flace
draws wy Trom the [lri.-.l:u:l. af isolation.
Conversation does, too, and helps our
iEnaglations move to new, uncharted ter-

ritory,” Kent says. Working with Altman,
Kent helps the federal government break
out of i3 rraditional, often unconsidered,
way of interacting with communities.

The resulis of this partnership are
phenomenal. The Font Worth project has
peceivied wideipresd support, and varied
community Interests have joined together
fo rnake thedr city a better place.

Another GSA project, involving buaild-
ing and renovation sround the Byron
Rogers Courthouse in Denver, Coloradao,
(where the Timothy McVeigh wrial was
held) has recelved an equally enthusiastic
response, Project managers have recelved
calls from numerous organizations that
want to contribute to making this dead
public space into an inviting place. Even
the lecal phone company, which owns a
basilding with huge, ugly. bare wally is get.
ting involved. They'se agreed to have thelr
wall painted with a coloeful mueal, saying
It's only right that they participate in the
clfort. One group that hopes 1o uie the
space for performances sald, “We never
thought the foderal government wai
approachable before.”

Inn Helena, Montand, where Beént
recently consulted on another courthouss,
comminnity groups dedided 1o expand the
placemaking project beyvend the federal
propeny and Inte a pood portion of the
adjacent nelghborhood  because  they
became w0 exclted about the possibxlities
for developing life and character in the
hieart of thelr cliy.

O e lase day of the Phoenix confer-
ence, Altman and her colleagues spoke
about thelr projects, using Kent's language
and ideas about placemaking with dexees-
1. Kent wt quietly to the side, listening.
Like any good teacher, he wants those
urider his tutelage fo reach 3 point where
they don't need him any moge. [t weems
that his greateit hope s that one day an
organieation Bike the Project for Public
Spaces won'l be necessary at all, He'd
rather our cultuee become place-orented,
where Bbenches, not spikes, are the first
solution to come 1o mind, and where
experi-icrvants dexlgn spaces that invite
andd foster connectedness between people,
simply ecause W seems natural, &
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