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with more plants and trees, as a priority Fig 37. Protecting the
environment means more

than saving rainforests

towards a more sustainable urban living: and coral reefs. This girl
is doing her part working

, in a community garden
Though London does have green lungs and (Walljasper, 2015)

parks, squares, and treelined streets, Mayor
Boris Johnson believes that London does
not have enough trees and has set a target
to increase tree cover from the current 20%
to 25% by 2025, which equates to about
two million more trees. He has also pledged
to fund ten thousand new street trees by
2012 in residential neighborhoods where
few trees currently exist. He aims to deliver
this with the help of his RE:LEAF London
campaign, aimed at encouraging individuals,
schoolchildren, businesses, and organizations
to plant more trees’ (Beatley, 2012: 212).

not only to greenify city centres, but to go

It is fair to assume then, that the role of

the plaza or square of the future will be
increasingly concerned with matters regarding
sustainability and green ‘local’ living. Perhaps
larger and more densely planted spaces.

4.2. TECHNOLOGY

Technology has, and will continue to, shape
the cities in which we live. With the advent
of the car, the infrastructure and general
layout of the city has already been adapted,
although sometimes to its detriment:

"The results of the extreme dependence on
the automobile that characterises many
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US cities are stark and clear: ‘'Vast parking
lots, continuous or sporadic zones of urban
decay, undeveloped or razed parcels, huge
public parks, corporate plazas, high speed
roads and urban expressways, the now
requisite cordon sanitaire surrounding
office parks, industrial parks, theme parks,
malls and subdivisions’ (Pope, 1996).

Given the overwhelming popularity of the
motorised vehicle in the past century, there
has been an exponential amount of space
being required for parked cars in the city,

as well as larger, faster roads, which require

a greater segmentation from the general
pedestrian realm. This, in some cases,
precludes the ideology of the ‘street’ as an
urban tool for designer and instead encourages
this landscape of multi-storey car park/mall
typology — providing a way for visitors to a city
to shop, eat and meet without ever needing

to set foot outside of the building itself.

In many cities however, especially in
European locations such as Copenhagen,
the act of pedestrianising segments of the
cities has proven successful to the urban
environment, allowing for a greater number
of squares and public spaces. Although this
practice would, undoubtably, not suit every
city — it is interesting to observe how this
recent trend has been successful in forming
a healthier, more culturally enriched and
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Fig 38. Multi-storey car
parking close to the Civic
Centre
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densified city. With the increased usage of
bicycles and cycle-friendly route in the city,
bicycling as a mode of transport to and from
the city centre has increased by some 65%
since 1970 (Gehl and Gemzge, 1996:42).

One extremely interesting change to the role
of the plaza may be influenced through the
appearance of self-driven cars — automated
transportation which is already on the horizon
for many companies like Google (Google
Self-Driving Car Project, 2015). With these
changes, it could be a very real possibility
that the need for long-term parking and
vehicle ownership may rapidly fall. This
creates a huge amount of free space in non-
pedestrianised cities in the future, spaces
which could possibly be used for more plazas
and community shared spaces worldwide.

As the information age progresses, the role

of technology in all aspects of urban living
must be acknowledged. In Graham’s work

on Splintering Urbanism, he talks about the
network comparisons to cities; areas being
displaced and splintered from the traditional
urban centres; reliant upon an increasingly
technical, energy, services and transport-based
infrastructure. With the ability to communicate
and deliver utilities more rapidly than ever
before, and the increased reliance on regular

84 | 85

Fig 39. The Bicycle Snake
in Copenhagen - designed
by Dissing + Weitling
architecture firm (Danish
Architecture Centre, n.d.)
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network maintenance, there is a huge rise in
what he calls the fragmented, or splintering city.

Broadly similar processes of infrastructural
splintering are now apparent in the
streetscapes of many metropolitan areas.
Paralleling the emergence of specialised,
premium freeways and bypass Internet
systems, we are seeing the development
of premium, privately managed street
spaces that are increasingly secured off
from the wider metropolitan fabric

(Graham and Marvin, 2001)

In this regard, the role of the plaza may
take on a more privatised or services-based
zone; one perhaps where wifi signals or
energy could be transmitted, in order to
create worth within what could become the
splintered, analogous city (Sorkin, 1992).
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Fig 40. A skybridge
walkway linking elements
of the Prudential and
Copley Square ‘bundled
city’ complexes in central
Boston, Massachusetts:
a private, premium
pedestrian network which
bypasses the traditional
street system.

From Splintering
Urbanism - Networked
Infrastructures,
Technological Mobilities
and the Urban Condition
(Graham, 2001)
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4.3. GUERRILLA URBANISM Fig 41. From infrastructure

to stage: Beijing's
residents claim their right

As well as the more pre-planned city spaces _ e
to the city by appropriating

which forming the present-day plazas — there residual urban space for
are a great many spaces being created by what their own uses. From
. . , . ) , Jeffrey Hou: Insurgent
is being termed as ‘Guerrilla Urbanism, where public space - guerrilla
the public take placemaking and usage into urbanism and the

remaking of contemporary

their own hands to ‘find’ or liberate spaces. cities (Chen, 2010)

‘Found spaces offer alternative places for
public life since their uses spring from a
complex matrix of needs brought to them
by users. These activities do not differ
dramatically from those occurring in spaces
designed for leisure activities, but they

do differ in their origins, their diversity

and often in the physical qualities of their
sites’ (Frank and Stevens, 2006: 39).

In many rapidly expanding Eastern societies
and urbanising countries such as China, this
liberation and dissection of unused public
space is being carried out as a necessity:

‘On the eastern Chinese seaboard,
arguably the most awesome process of
urbanisation ever seen on the planet is
taking place. The Pearl River Delta, for
example - the most spectacular example
of all China’s rapidly urbanising areas -
will eventually reach a population of 34
million and is growing at a rate of 500
km?2 per year - the equivalent of Paris,
doubled’ (Graham and Marvin, 2001:348).
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Much of this activity imbues new given
purposes to the square, based on radical
urbanist outlooks in some of the world’s
densest cities. As mega-cities become
more prevalent in modern urban design,
this self-actualisation of community spaces
may become more common. Perhaps as

a reaction to the increased privatisation

of urban space and the analogous city.

'self-made urban spaces, reclaimed and
appropriated sites, temporary events, and
flash mobs, as well as informal gathering
places created by predominantly marginalized
communities, have provided new expressions
of the collective realms in the contemporary
city. No longer confined to the archetypal
categories of neighborhood parks, public
plaza, and civic architecture, these insurgent
public spaces challenge the conventional,
codified notion of public and the making

of space. [...] Public spaces are imbued

with important, collective meanings - both
official and unofficial’ (Hou, 2010:15).

As a conclusion to this, the role of the plaza

in these locations may take on a very different
role; one of a more radical community

space, with unseen and unexpected

function, such as dancing and art. Spaces
such as these also have a much more
transient and temporary nature, creating a
much more dynamic centre to the city.
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Fig 42. Guerrilla Benching -
the Space Hijackers group
in London protest in their
urban spaces by adding
benches around the city
(Space Hijackers, n.d.)
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5. CONCLUSIONS

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF THE PLAZA
IN CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY?

5.1. REMAINING PRINCIPLES
WITHIN ARCHITECTURAL
PLAZA DESIGN

In many ways, the key, underlying principles of
the plaza remain today as they did thousands
of years ago. It is a human condition that

we require a connection on a meaningful
level to others in our city society, and require
a place in which to do so. We call this:
community now, but it goes back all the

way to our tribal, instinctual nature. We feel
protected with others, and it only makes
sense that we should crave a space to simply
‘be’ with others in the urban environment.

Functions such as the commercial aspect
of the plaza remains the same in the many
contemporary cities, and the importance of
the integration of key buildings in the city
remains the same for the majority of today's
urban design. In many circumstances, it is
possible to see the government/civic pride
importance of squares globally. Just as in
ancient civilisations, the square is often

a projection of the ideals of a nation.
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Fig 43. (map of the Agora
of Athens in Socrates and
Plato's time, n.d.)
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From more recent research, it is clear to see
that there are a great number of remaining
factors to consider when creating a successful
place for meeting others, and it is important
observe from the ground, so to speak, rather
than anticipating from plans, how people will
react to spaces. Placemaking is an extremely
phenomenological science and the grounds
for creating a great space often comes from
within the community, rather than from above.

The complex nature of the plaza remains

the same also, throughout history there have
been spaces that may or may not have been
referred to consciously as ‘the city square’
but came to fulfil that role through a variety
of uses, such as markets, religious gatherings
or the civic/military mustering of people.

5.2. KEY CONTRADICTIONS
WITHIN ARCHITECTURAL
PLAZA DESIGN

It appears that plaza design and usage today
is also inherently different in some respects,
to some of the more historic examples
covered in this paper. With key advances in
social awareness and technology, temporary
squares are being created daily by people who
want them, and the placement of squares is
becoming heavily influenced by technological
infrastructure, and perhaps less upon
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Fig 44. Image showing the
filming equipment used
by William H Whyte, in his
observation of New York's
public spaces (Meladem,
nd.)
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geological status. In many rapidly urbanising
countries, an urbanist mindset is evolving
that highlights the fact that communities are
creating, and liberating spaces to form their
own shared public spaces, rather than relying
on the more traditional, planned square.

Recently, it also seems that the role of the plaza
is diversifying, in creating more flexible spaces
— able to provide more cultural, artistic and
sporting events than ever, as well as embodying
more symbolic purposes and sustainability,

in the form of green, educational spaces.

5.3. PLAZA DESIGN IN THE
FUTURE?

The research contained here would suggest
that plaza design and usage has never been
stationary; it is a constantly evolving typology
which will continue to change with the rapid
change of city usage and occupation.
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Fig 45. Hummer promotion
on the plaza outside
Vancouver's central

library with a poster
voicing concern about

the privatisation of public
spaces. From: Jeffrey Hou:
Insurgent public space -
guerrilla urbanism and the
remaking of contemporary
cities (Vancouver Public
Space Network., 2010)
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6. SUMMARY

CLOSING THOUGHTS

In conclusion to this research, the answer to
the question: ‘what is the role of the plaza in
contemporary urban design?’ Is an incredibly
complex matter, with many facets, dependant
on the city, and country observed. The research
contained within this paper highlights many
changes, as well as consistencies within

the typology as compared with the role of

the plaza outlined by historical precedent.
Some changes which have been experienced
first hand and documented through the
Hegelian framework utilised in this work.

It would seem that the plaza, or square typology
has been a ubiquitous feature within the city for
as long as collective society has prevailed. It is
proven to remain an incredibly important aspect
of the city; a meeting place and area for both
respite and entertainment, that has a great deal
of potential in the future. It is also proven to be
a node for the community, as well as a future
tool for some of humanity’s most pressing
issues. Hopefully the importance of the plaza,
and the roles that it fulfils will not become
diluted in the privatisation and splintering of
some aspects of our cities, and that it remains

a vital form within the urban environment,
regardless of the method of conception.
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Fig 46. Plymouth's newest
piazza
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