what

makes

great

outdoor

public

spaces?

B E R L I N

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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METRO STATION, POTSDAMER PLATZ
Several unique moves make an ordinarily bleak
outdoor space into a visually exciting, peoplefriendly space. Advertisements placed throughout
the space provide pedestrians a shaded place to sit
and gather, and break up an otherwise vast empty
space. They encourage people to pause, to trickle
through the space, and greatly add to the life of
the space by making it a place to gather rather
than simply a space to traverse. The metallic light
wells placed randomly throughout the plaza also
take on a sculptural essence while transforming the
space underground in the metro station below.
Simple, cost-effective, smart.

SONY CENTER, POTSDAMER PLATZ
An impressive display of high-tech architecture at the heart of
Potsdamer Platz, the Sony Center creates exciting public space
both inside and on the streets surrounding it. Multiple entry
and
exit
points
between
buildings
allow
for
frequent,
noncommittal visits, and also provide great views in and out of
the central space without sacrificing the feeling of enclosure
and safe separation from the street. Though not overwhelming
in scale, the central space has many levels and layers of
people: on the ground, on terraces and balconies, and within
offices overlooking the space. Cantilevering elements of
buildings, and the impressive tensile glass and fabric roof
structure add to the complexity of the space, and make it an
exceptional (unique) multi-functional public space.

ASLA PAVILION ARKADEN, POTSDAMER PLATZ
Imagine a city street enclosed in a lightweight, operable glass ceiling and
fully open-able glass walls between the existing buildings on the street. This
is the essence of the Arkaden, an amazing indoor/outdoor shopping mall
located just blocks from the Sony Center. The space is bathed in natural light
and is cooled by cross breezes which cut perpendicularly through the space
at several instances. The layered views (inside and out) greatly enrich the
experience of the space, and one is able to see through the ceiling to the
sky, or through the walls to the streets and trees beyond as one is shopping
or dining. Due perhaps to the louvered walls/ceiling, and the many trees
within the space, the acoustics are surprisingly good. Despite being
somewhat narrow, the circulation within the space works very well. There are
trees, sales booths, couches, and entertainment centers placed throughout
the major veins of circulation, which encourage visitors to slow down and
“graze” through the space. One can imagine enjoying the essence of outdoor
shopping all year round, despite the weather.

BUNDESKANZLERANT (CONGRESS HALL)
At first glance, it’s a simple space, a combination (or controversy)
between concrete and grass. But in experience, this outdoor space
functions exceptionally. Without benches, steps, or other common
outdoor seating devices, the strips of grass (with shade, if desired,
from sparsely placed trees) provide a comfortable place for many people
to sit, without breaking up or fragmenting the space physically. From a
psychological standpoint, the space is much more personable and
intimate than a field of the same size, not to mention more visually
stimulating. In the heat of the summer, fountains which shoot up from
the concrete cool the visitors and draw passersby to enjoy the space.

BERLINER DOM (REAR) AND RIVERWALK

EXCEPTIONAL SIDEWALK ALONG THE RIVER

STAATSBIBLIOTHEK (NEAR HUMBOLDT UNIVERSITY)
The grandness of stone intertwined with the softness of a garden: an oasis with a “far-fromit -all” feeling, just one block away from the bustling Friedrichstrasse. The sound of water
muffles the traffic in the background; the ivy softens the hard stone walls and adds a
colorful, organic touch to orthogonal rigidity. But perhaps best of all is the perfect balance
of sun and shadow, light and dark, warmth and cooling. The perfect courtyard.

KURFURSTENDAMM
Considered by some to be Berlin’s most
famous street, Kurfurstendamm is certainly
the place “to see and be seen.” It attracts
not primarily tourists, but all kinds of
people, and is bustling both during the day
and late into the night. Though famous for
its unique fountain, it is more than a single
object that draws the crowds day after day.
After all, the streets are lined with shops
and commercial venues (including the famed
Europa Center), and the large plaza is filled
with scores of vendors selling food, crafts,
clothing, and souvenirs. There are plenty of
places to sit, people to see, and things to
do, and one can imagine spending frequent
afternoons and weekends here. It is not
historic monuments, or “great architecture”
(per se) that draws the people, but people
who draw other people. In a high-trafficked
area, the plaza gives pedestrians a place to
rest and play, to snack and shop, and most
importantly, to mingle.

ABENTEUERSPIELPLATZ “KOLLE 37” (ADVENTURE PLAYGROUND)
Unknown to many but nevertheless one of the greatest public spaces in Berlin, “Kolle 37” is a constructive adventure playground for children, providing a creative outlet and
“family” for young people in need. It has animals for the children to take care of, a sandbox (for tots), a campfire, a clubhouse-building area, a metal-working area, pottery and
painting, a stage for performances, a swimming pool, and many other features. The kids enjoy freedom, and at the same time learn responsibility and a variety of constructive
skills with the help of full-time mentors. Many kids (especially those from broken families) come every day on their own, but there is also a lot of family involvement, and many
moms and dads stay to watch their children. One of the neatest things is the clubhouses which the children build on their own from donated scrap lumber.
Note: Due to legal concerns, no children were allowed to be present in the photos.
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