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Fitler Square is a small public park in the southwest 

corner of Philadelphia's Center City area. What follows is a 

comprehensive design analysis of Fitler Square -- a n analysi s of 

how well the design of the square meets the needs of its users. 

By "comprehensive analysis", I mean a description and a ppraisal 

of -: -'f'-." design componen~ which together form the whole th a t is 

Fitler Square, as well as a description and, appraisal of ~~( 

componen~which together form Fitler Square in the context of its 

surrounding neighborhood. Also included is a description and 

appraisal of e~ery component which together formed the ba s is of 

this analysis. I have chosen to name these three constituent parts 

of the analysis "micro-analysis", "macro-analysis", and "meta-analysis" 

respectively. 

It is hoped that the provision of such a breakdown of components, 

which in turn are broken down further according to human needs, 

will aid the reader in forming an organized and coherent picture 

of both Fitler Square itself, and of the particular system of 

processes by which this study is organized. 

With an organized and coherent picture of both the com ponents 

and the process system of this study, the reader will be better 

equipped to form an informed and insightful critical anal ysis, 

which in turn, may provide for all concerned a better understanding 

of the processes and components of designing successfully for people. 

META-ANALYSIS 

The process by which this study has been organized is bas ed 

on Jon Lang's designing process model (Lang, 1974) (Figure#1). 

While Lang's model is intended for designing, and in particular, 
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designing specifically when it is perceived that hUJ"lan needs a re 

not being met by an existing design, the model also lend s itself 

to the largely evaluative function of analyzing existing designs, 

regardless of their present success or failure at meeting human needs. 

The first phase of Lang's process model is called the Intelligence 

Phase. It is here where the existence (or non-existence) of a 

problem in a design is established. One of the most efficient and 

widely accepted methods of determining the existence of a problem 

is to obtain relevant, telling data on the design's use. 

There are, very loosely, two approaches one can use to collect 

data about the users of a space: obtrusive methods, and unobtru s ive 

methods. Obtrusive methods are those which make the presence of the 

data collector known to the user. Examples of obtrusive methods are 

questionnaires, interviews, and surveys. The only obtrusive method 

I used in my data collection in Fitler Square was an extremely 

informal interview technique. Often in fact, this interview was so 

informal that it was initiated by a user, and not by me . Several 

times people asked why I was taking so many pictures, why I was 

"hanging out" at the square. I explained what my purpose was , 

and proceeded to ask innocuous questions about the user and his/her 

uses and evaluation of the park. But basically, I avoided obtrusive 

methods, predominantly because such a technique too often yields 

unreliable data. The shortcomings of obtrusive methods have been 

discussed in depth elsewhere (e.g. Patterson, 1974), so a detailed 

discussion of the associated problems will be skipped. 
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Unobtrusive methods are those procedures of data collecti on 

which do not interfere with the u s er, and the data colle c to r 's 

presence is unknown to the user. An example of an unobtrusive 

method is the physical trace study, in which the observer records 

the selective wear on some material which indicates use (e. g . worn 

grass), or conversely, in which use is evidenced by the se~c tive 

deposit of materials (e. g . litter). 

Another unobtrusive method is studying archival records, which 

aid the researcher with an indirect source of user trends. The 

nearest approximation to an archival records study in this study 

is my discussing the history and current use of Fitler Square with 

its desi g ner. 

The most important unobtrusive method for this study's purpo s es 

are observational methods, in which the researcher directly y et 

unobtrusively observes the user in action. It is this method 

which I employed most during the Intelligence Phase of the study .. 

However, I should add that due to the intimacy of the setting , 

it was virtually impossible to remain unnoticed by users, and a s 

already mentioned, I recieved several inquiries concerning wh a t 

I was dOing. 

I observed the activity in Fitler Square roug hly every third 

day for a three week period in November, 198 4. I s taggered my 

visits so that sometimes I was observing in the early morning, 

sometimes in mid-afternoon, and sometimes in the late afternoon. 

I did not observe the square after dark. My visits were usually 

between one and two hours, during which time I had my lunch, took 

pictures, and basically took careful notice of all human activity 
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around me. 

My obtained data is enhanced via two modes through my observations: 

through inductive reasonirtg and deductive reasoninG. For example, 

if I observe a woman walk into Fitler Square, sit down for twenty 

minutes, then walk out in the same direction from which she came 

(which I have in fact observed), I can deduce that she entered the 

square specifically to use the facility in ~uch a manner, as opposed 

to my recording that a woman simply sat for twenty minutes, then left. 

Once sufficient data is gathered about the users of a facility, 

one moves from the Intelligence Phase to the Design Phase (Figure# ~ ), 

which for our purposes consists of an analysis of all the components 

which are combined to create the existing setting. These components 

have been called Utilitas, Veustas, and Firmitas by Vitruvius, 

Commodite, Delight, and Firmness by Wotton, Task, Form, and Technics 

by Norberg-Schulz. I prefer the more contemporary and alliterative 

words Function, Form, and Fabric. 

A design's Functions are its expected affordances; what uses 

do its users expect from it? Form then, is the actual physical 

design, which either does or does not afford Function. Fabric is 

the material (or materials) used in the Form. It is Function and 

Form which most concerned me in my study of Fitler Square, yet as 

will be seen, Fabric inevitably plays an important role in the 

success or failure of a design as well. 

Function and Form then, are the components, together with actual 

users, of what Roger Barker and Herbert '~ight call behavior settings 

(Barker and Wright in Le Compte, 1974) . Behavior settings consist 

of a standing pattern of behavior, a milieu, or phys ic al setting, 

and a time period. ~h 
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It is the ability of the Form of a setting to dccomodate 

~ 

specific Functions which determines a behavior setting's perceived 

success in meetinB users' needs. The success or failure of a 

behavior setting can be more clearly perceived if both the needs 

of users are more closely analyzed, and if these needs' associated 

Form/Function components are more closely analyzed. 

By using Abraham ~laslow' s hierarchy of' human ne eds as a Euide 

(Maslow, \,~! ), this components approach will clearly determine 

exactly which aspects of the behavior setting either succeed or 

fail. 

The most basic human needs, according to Maslow, a re physioloEical 

needs (food, shelter, etc.). For our purposes, physioloeical needs 

include the ambient factors of appropriate light, tem perature, 

noise, and odor, which facilitate the use of a space. For example, 

as already mentioned, I did not observe Fitler Square after dark. 

This is both because too little liBht is present in the park at 

night, which infringes on a basic physioloBical need, and because 

potential users may not feel the park is safe enouBh fr om potentially 
r 

danBerous elements of the po~lace. This second reason is less a 

physiological need, and more a safety need. 

The function of safety needs, next in Masl ow' s hierarchy, 

refers to the need of humans to feel safe in their environment. 

For design purposes, this implies a Form which successfully accomo

dates human physical norms, so that human-environment interaction 

will not pose a safety threat to the user. Thus an analysis of 

th~ , ergonomtc'success of Fitler ' Square 's elements (in relation to 

anthropometric norms) is in order. How well, for example, do 

Fitler Square 's sitting spaces accomodate the human form 0 This and 
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many other questions will be addressed in the micro-ana lysis. 

Belonging, 'steem, and actualization needs, which can be loosel y 

lum ped under the heading of social needs, are next in the Maslow 

hierarchy. How well does the Form of a s pace afford it s potential 

social functions 9 Robe~t Sammer has found that s e ating a r r a nge ments 

can greatly influence the extent to which indiv.iduals socialize 

tog ether ( Sammer, 1974). He has coined the ' term "sociopetal" to 

refer to design settings in which s ocial interaction is e nh a nced. 

"Sociofugal" settings, conversely, are s ettings which tend to restrict 

social interaction. A public setting should thus affor~ a variety 

of alternatives for users -- both sociopetal and 8~c i ofu~al s ettings. 

Variety of seating in Fitler Square will be discussed in de p th. 

Also worth considering are the conce pts of territori a lity and 

proxemics (Hall, 1972). How much space do pe ople e xpect to have 

control over while engag1ng in a specific activity? How much space 

do people desire between one another while conversing? Again, 

since people's activities and relationships vary, a sp ac es Form 

should be varied and flexible enoug h so that a variety of territory

required activities and proxemic relationships can tak e place 

successfully. 

Next are co g nitive needs. Cognitive needs, for our purposes, 

are related to "imat;eability": "That qualit y in a physical object 

which gives it a high prob a bility of evoking a strong im age in 

any given observer'i" and "legibility": "The ease with which parts 

can be recognized and can be organized in a coherent pattern." 

These terms and definitions are taken from Kevin Lynch's book 

"The Image of the City" ( Lynch, 1960, p.3). Lynch says these 
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qualities are important when one attempts to orient oneself to an 

area, and when one attempts to create a reliable mental picture, 

or "cognitive map" of an area. Lynch says there are five elements 

which enhance imageability and legibility: 

Paths: "The channels along which the observer 

customarily, occasionally, or potentially moves" (p.47) . 

Edges: "The linear elements not used or considered 

paths by the observer" (p.47) . 

Districts: "The medium to large sections •.• 

conceived of as having two-dimensional extant, 

which the observer mentally enters 'inside of' 

and which are recognizable as having some common, 

identifiable character" (p.47). 

Nodes: "Points, the stratee;ic spots ... into which 

an observer can enter, and which are the intensive 

foci to and from which he is travelline;" (p.47). 

Landmarks: "A type of point reference, but •.. 

the observer does not enter within them, (as) 

they are external" (p.48). 


Although Lynch intends these elements to be used in the context 

of the entire city, in the micro-analysis, I have applied Lynch's 

concepts to Fitler Square itself, as well. 

Maslow's last and "highest" need is the aesthetic need -- the 

need for beauty. We can distinguish between three types of aesthetics: 

sensory, formal, and symbolic. 

Sensory aesthetics is the study of those Forms and Fabrics 

from which we e;ain direct sensory pleasure , due to their intrinsic 

qualities. 

A pattern pleas ing on a formal aesthetic level appeals to 

direct sensory processes, and also to certain higher intellectual 

processes. For example, one can appreciate the "interestinGness" 

or "complexity" of certain patterns. Whether there is a bioloe;iaal 

predisposition toward appreciatine; certain forms is unclear, and is 

under intense debate. 

Finally, something which is appealine; on a symbolic aesthetic 
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level is appreciated due to the associations one makes with the 

Form/Fabric. For example, an appreciator of Old ~Iorld cities l'1ay 

prefer the narrow tWisty-turny streets of Greenwich Village over 

the grid-iron pattern of Midtown Manhattun because of the European 

quality of the former 

Once the analysis of the Function, Form, and Fabric of a space 

is complete, Lang's design model moves into ' areas which are not 

appropriate for this study. Lane's Choice Phase involved "the 

evaluation of possible (usually partial~solutions and the decision 

either that one of them best meets the program requirements or, 

perhaps, that none is appropriate" (Lane;, 1974, p.49). Both the 

Choice Phase and the Implementation Phase, in which a desiGn is 

actually physically altered, are clearly beyond the scope of this 

study. 

The final Evaluation Phase, however, is critically important 

for providing the feedback required to check one's pro[ress in any 

study. For our ptirposes, each component of both the Desifn Frocess 

and of the Design Phase itself will be evaluated. Thus this 

evaluation includes constantly checking to make sure the conclusions 

I draw from my data are valid, through still more observation. 

And it includes an evaluation of my analyses of the Forms and 

Functions of Fitler Square. In particular, I evaluate my suegestions 

for alterations in the sQuare's design, when my data indicate that 

user needs are not being met. This, of course, is a subjective 

evaluation based on objective cri teria fF;~\J.e.#-SJ. 

As a final point, I add that no attempt has been made to firmly 

root my suegestions for alterations in reality: while most often, 

the alterations I suggest are indeed realizable, there are sOl'1e 
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ed improvements (such as altering the grid-iron pattern of 

the surrounding blocks) which are suggested solely due to my 

belief that such an alteration would indeed enhance usability, 

regardless of the impracticality of implementation. 

MICRO-ANALYSIS 

Since Fitler Square is a public space, intended for public 

use, its Form should be able to ate a vari ty 

Funct ons, as its users are certainly varied in their use preferences. 

And within thi variety of Function, each specific affordance 

should be varied and ible enough to please ifferent tastes 

and preferences. Seating, for example, is one of the affordances 

that any public space should possess. Fitler Square's form affords 

seating, as t should, and provides a modicum of variety and 

: , 

flexibility within this specific affordance Willi 

H. Whyte, in his book of ~==, which 

reported on 's ten-year study of urban spaces, reports that 

successful urban spaces tend to have large amounts of itting 

space with a great capacity for variety. This variety take 

several forms. Variety in the amount of sunl is one consi eration. 

Fitler Square's seating which consists entlrely of benches 

possesses such a variety, as at any given time durine sunny day 

certain will be in the sun, while others will be n the shade. 

Another ambient consideration is odor. The benches of Fitler 

are in direct ty of open trash cans, which creates 

the potential for unpleasant odors violating users senses 1). 

These cans should either be removed from direct proximity to the 

benches, or should be replaced by enclosed cans, with flaps concealing 
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PHOTO # 1 

Trash can in proximity 
of bench 

F'HOTO#2 

A well de si gned Fitler 
Square bench 

PHOTO #3 

Sociopetal bench grouping 

PHOTO #4 

sociofugal bench setting 
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both unpleasant sights and unpleasant odors . 

Ergonomically, says Whyte , a well designed sittinR space will 

have a~ple room for the buttocks, and if it is a bench, will have 

3. comfortable bac:': wi th armrests (Whyte, 19 80 , p. 27). Fi tler 

Square's benches are indeed successful in meeting Whyte's criteria, 

as they possess well-angled backs, and armrests at appropriate 

heights above the actual sittin8 platform (photok2). 

The armrests serve an added function of par titioninf each 

bench into two distinct sections, thus creating a territory for 

users which will not necessa ily feel encroached upon if a strnnr,er 

sits on the o ther half of the bench. The benches are fixed both 

in groups and singularly, providing the potential for both sociopatal 

and sociofugal functions (photos#3,4). 

One drawback of Fitler Square's seating is that it is all 

fixed in space, reducing to a certain degree the amount of flex

ibility users have as to exactly where they wish to sit. Of course 

users may certainly use the ground for sitting, which reduces the 

infringement on autonomy drastically, but which also results in 

a reduction in comfort. 

Another drawback is the lack of variety in !~ of seatine . 

Sorely lacking in Fitler Square are sittable ledges, which can 

add variety to pub lic spaces on many levels (more on this t op ic 

later). 

Why tee the presence of water as another component of 

a su ccessful urban space, however, "It's not right to put wa ter 

before people and then keep them away from it" (p.~8). Fit ler 

Square possesses a pleasant fountain, which, for the majority of 

the year (when it is on ) , creates a visuall y and sonically RPlealinR 
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PHOTO #5 

The fountain 

PHOTO #6 

The curb 

-I-P HOTO #7 

I No se a ting around 
the fountaln 

PHOTO #8 

I Climbing on the statue 
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showcase in the center of the square. Unfortunately, the fountain 

is surrounded by an iron fence, and no provisions have been made 

to comfortably remain in the fountain's direct proximity . There 

exists no ledge around the fountain's base for sitting . Instead, 

shrubs erowing on the inside of the fence spill out over the edge 

of the base, thwarting anyone's atteMpt to make use of tne feeble 

amount of concrete available for sitting (Photo#5). Small children, 

always enticed by water, feel far removed from the fou ntain unless 

an adult picks them up to see the forbidden water -- I witnessed 

just such a sequence of events several times in the cour s e of my 

observation. 

Whyte reports that it is a common phenomenon for people to 

convene near a large object in public spaces , perhaps for privacy 

resons (creating a "wall" on one side), or for safety reasons 

(preventing an "attack" from behind) (pp.21-22); Whatever t he reason.,
Fitler Square does not afford a comfortable way of accomodating 

this tendency. Around the fountain is a footpath, and then a 

small curb which borders on the grass . I have witnessed cou ples 

attempting to use this curb for sitting purposes, so as to be in 

the fountain's proximity. Needless to say, the curb does not lend 
... 

itelf to accor.lodating the human form (Photo/.i6). Surely, the 

provision of a sitting ledge, both around the base of the fountain 

itself and around the footpath-grass border would enhance th e 

usability of this most desirable section of Fitler Square ( ? hoto#7). 

As one walks into Fitler Square from anyone of its four 

entrances, in his/her direct sightline will be a small s tatue on 

a large, rectangular, polished stone base. rhese statues (on the 

eClst end is a ram, on the west is a grizzly bear) seem inte nde d 

http:Photo/.i6
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for a purely aesthetic function. It is my opinion th a t these 

statues fail, not only according to aesthetic criteria, but 

according to safety and cognitive criteria as well. 

A Btat~e in a park , if it i ~ccessible to pe o ple , often 

serves as a structure on which children enjoy cli~bin c (the lions 

in front of the New York PubliC Library, for example). ','ihile 

children are sometimes seen climbing on the statues in Fitler Square, 

this only occurs when an adult is in direct proximity ( Fhoto { H) . 

The reasons for this are as follows: 1) The pedestal i s hi ~h, flush, 

and s~ooth, making it nearly impossible for children to climb on 

their own 2) the statue is small and rather delicate a p0earinF, 

seem ing ly not providing large enough surface to accorr:'odate 

children safely 3) surrounding the pedestal is not rrass , but the 

brick path , which will increase the likelihood of injury, should 

a child fall from the statue. Whether the park deSigners intended 

these statues to be played on or not, the fact is that peofle wish 

to play on them, and oftentimes do . Thus prOVisions should be 

made to accomodate this behavior. 

Cognitively , the statues act as undistinguished landm~rks 
.~ . 

in the park. They are easily for gotten and~little to the imaf- eability 

of the s quare due to their diminutive size in relation to the 

large brick expanse around them. 

Aesthetically, the statues are texturally, materially, a nd 

visually undistinguished. The s~ooth texture and mater i als of the 
A 

pedestal co~rast insufficently with the expanse of brick around 

them. The color too contrasts insufficiently with the brick. This 

results in a poor break-up of space -- a poor formal ae s thetic. 

(Photo#9). 
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These statues would be enhanced in virtually every way if they 

were surrounded by an area of grass. This would, as already 

mentioned, improve the safety of the statues. Cognitively, it 

would enhance imageability and orientation ability by creatine a 

better defined landmark as one enters the park, and would p rovide 

better defined paths around the statues, enhancing lef,ibility. 

The formal aesthetics of the area would be ~nha~ced if g rass were 

added around the statue by creating a greater sense of textural, 

material, and color contrast. 

The trees of Fitler Square afford climbing better than the 

statues, and serve many other functions as well. ~lany of the trees 

in Fitler Square are small enough so that children can safely and 

easily climb them, without the de g ree of adult supervision which 

climbing on the statues necessitates. This is due both to the 

shapes of the trees, and the fact that soft grass surrounds them, 

as opposed to hard brick (Photo#10). 

Whyte reports that people like to have acc e ss to the ba se of 

trees for sitting purposes. "This provides a satisfying enclo s ure; 

people feel cuddled, protected" (p.46). t:lost of Fitler S'lll arC's 

trees are totally accessible to users, and prov i ' e the only reason a ble 

alternative to bench seating. Two of the square's tree s a re 

enclosed by fence, but this is due to the fact that they are on 

the walking path: the desi gners left open ground around the tree s 

to allow for growth, and built the walkinf, path around a protected 

fenced area. One of these trees has benches surroundin G it on 

three of its sides. Besides offerin~ a comfortable setti ng , 

the tree also serves to enhance the privacy of those sitting on 

the bench behind it (Photo#11). 
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Trees also provide shade, which, depending on the tine of year 

is either more desirable or less desirable than sun l ight. Fit ler 

Square's trees are big enough, small enough, placed close enoufh 

together, placed far enough apart, to accomodate many desires for 

sun and shade. 
! 

Ther e is one more climbable strucure in Fitler SGu~re, and that 

i s a small collection of implanted boulders in the southeast corner 

(Fho to#12 ) . These boulders afford play for children better th a n the 

stat ues due to their size and accessibility . However, bRsed on 

my observation it seems they are less desirable than the statues 

for a variety of reasons: 1) they are not centrally located, which 

reduces both their noticeability as structures to play on, and, 

if discovered, reduces the visibility of the user: k i ds lik e to 

be seen as they conquer a structu re, and adults li ke t o see then 

do it! 2) the boulders are too accessible to kids -- the statues 

are desirable to play on because it is difficult for kids to ee t 

up on them. 3) the statues facilitate kids' imagination: they can 

pretend to be riding a wild bear, or tackling a ~am. A r nr k j3 

a lways a rock. 

The buildings surroundinG Fitler Square are the la s t Po r ms 

which have a direct impact on Function. On three of Fitler Squa r e' s 

four sides are blocks of three to five story residences (lhoto # 1 3) . 

On the fourth (eastern ) side i s a sing le story bar/ restaurant. 

These structures have a direct im pact physiologically, cognitively, 

and aesthetically on the users of Fitler Square. 

Physiologic a lly, the buildings provide warmth due to the f a ct 

that they greatly reduce the windiness of the area. Thpre were 

days when I went to Fitler Square that the wind was quite s tron~ 
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especially while crossing the Schuylkill River, while in Fitler 

Square, only a r.entle breeze was felt. Reduced wind certainly 

enhances the square's usability. AlSO, the buildinEs, as the tre es , 

provide shade in certain areas. These areas are larc est in the early 

mornine and late afternoon when the eun is lowest in the s ky. 

Co gn itively, the buildings enhance the sense of e nc losure of 

the space, increasing the sense of intimacy and security. The 

buildings also better define the edges of the square. The eastern 

edf,e, with its single story structure, detracts from the sense 

of enclosure and pronouncedness of the edges (enclosure will be 

discussed in greater depth below) (Fhoto#14). 

Aesthetically, ~he bUildings provide a symbolic aesthet ic of 

"old world charm", a.s well as providing a rather succ,=ssful 

formal aesthetic. 

MACRO-ANALYSIS 

Now that have analyzed the component Forms and associated 

Functions of Fitler Square, we can begi n ~acro-analysi s . 

This macro-analysis consists of two parts. First will be a 

discuss ion of the park as a whole: how does Fitler Square as ~ whole 

meet the nee ds of its users. After this will be a di s cu ss io n of 

the park in its relationship to the surrounding urb a n en vi ro nment. 

Jane Jacobs, in her book The Death and Life of Gred t Ame ri. can 

Cities, devotes a chapter to the use of nei e hborhood parks. 

Jacobs stresses that a successful neiGhborhood park will be de si gned 

to provide for a wide variety of uses. She states that th e re a re 

four elements of design which successful parks seem to pos sess. 

These are intricacy , centering, sun, and enclosure (Jacobs , 196 1) . 
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l'HOTO #15 

Nearby r e c re a tion 
facill ty 

l'HOTO 1i 16 

"I COrne and sit here 
every day" _ 
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The notion of intricacy centers on a park's ability to 

acc o~date a variety of users at all times. "Even th e sa.me 

person comes for different reasons at lifferent time s ; sometimes 

to sit tiredly, sometimes to play or to watc h a game, s ometimes 

to read or work, sometimes to show off," etc. (p.103 ) . This 

intricacy of uses implies an intricacy of design. While Fitler 

Square does offer a variety of uses to certain ser,ments of the 

population, it lacks provisions for other segments. Specificall y , 

due to its abundance of sitting space and dearth of recreationa l 

facilities, which attract loud yo unGster s , the s qua re i s a plea sant 

place for the elderly to convene (there is a re c reation facility 

just two blocks west of Fitler Square, with a variety of provisions 

for teenagers -- Photo#15). Oftentimes I witnessed elderly women 

coming into Fitler Square to sit down for a spell, and then leave 

by the same route they entered the square. One ;Ioman in 

fact told me, "It's a lovely park. I come and sit here every day" 

(Photo#16). 

The square also lends itself well to young families. YounG 

mothers often bring their toddlers or infants into t he park . 

Sometimes to play, sometimes to picnic, and sometimes j us t to sit 

(Photoil17) . 

From an economic viewpoint, the square seems more geared toward 

the wealthy, largely thro uG h a process of eliminati on . Poor people's 

use of public space is usually much more oriented to the street 

and closer to commercial areas where the city provi des a greater 

amount of sensory input. Some studies (e.g. Ladd, 1 9( tJ) indicate 

that the inner City poor tend to fear the solitude of quiet areas 

in the city, feeling that their safety might be threatened by 



» 
'"0

 
'"0

 
'"0

 
>-

' -
:r

::1
 

::c
 

0 
(
)
 

0
<+

 
>-

'-
>-

3 
::1

 
8 

I 
0 

>-
' -

0 
(
)
 

(
)
 

~
~
 
~

,
f-

-' 
"',

>-
' -

>-
'

8 
0

: 
::1

 
--

J 
III

 
at

, 

0 



0 



>-

' -
::1



<+

 
(
)
 

<+
 

U
l 

:::r
 

(1
)

>-
' 

()
Q

 
Q1

;
:::r

 
t-

, 



f-
-' 

II'
 


<+
 

(j
)

>-
' 

(j
)

::1
 

(1
) 



t ~ ? 

potential criminals who thrive in q~iet areas. 

Jaco bs defines centering as "a place ..• comm only u nd erstood 

to be the center at the very least a main crossroads a nd 

paus ing point, a climax" (p.104). As already disc u ssed, th e fountain 

in Fitler Square provides an obvious, though largely inaccessib le 

center of activity. This inaccessibility is particularly unfortun a te, 

for as Jacobs writes, "the finest centers are stage settings for 

people" (p.105). 

The succe~ of Fitler Square in providing variety in the amount 

of sunli ght , Jacobs' third element, has already been discussed. 

Jacobs' fourth element, enclosure, requires a bit more exrounding 

than her other three elements. Enclosure, normally provi d ed by 

buildings, should be as complete as possible in a neighborhood 

park, in order to bette r define the park's shape a nd its "thereness, " 

Parks without a good sense of enclosure promote a sen se of incident

a lness and vagueness in their functi on. Encl osed park s Rre more 

fully integrated with the su rrounding urban environm ent . Camjllo 

Sitt e , in his analysis of successful old Europea~ t o wns and Cities, 

City Planning According to Artistic Princi ples, discu ss es at 

leng th the subject of enclosed public squares. Sitte ~r ites that 

amon~ other evils, the gr id-iron street pattern of recently bui lt 

cities has detracted from the sense of enclosure in put 2 i c squares. 

The breaks in encl osure at each corner of modern day squ a res 

"make(s ) each block of buildings stand out as isolated as possible, 

thus preventine; any coherent total effect" (Sitte, 1965 reprint, p. 33) . 

This is exactly what occurs in Fitler Square. While buildinGS on 

three of its sides enclose the square effectively and , as stated 

earlier, charmingly, the corners of the square, where the streets 
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intersect at right angles, create a break in the cohesion of 

enclosure. Fitler Square's eastern edg e is an even more serious 

breach of enclosure, which sorely detracts from cohesion. 

Sitte greatly prefers the characteristics of old town squa res 

where narrow streets meet the square at odd angles. This enhances 

the sense of enclosure, for from any single view within the square, 

rarely more than one break of enclosure is perceived (Fifure~5) . 

Yet to be discussed are Kevin Lynch's cognitive criteria of 

legibility and imageability. The paths , edges, nodes, and l andmarks 

within Fitler Square are pronounced enough to be successfully 

legible and imageable, with certain reservations (Fieure#6). 

The two statues in Fitler Square serve as poor landmarks. 

Their aesthetic dissappointment lead to a poor ability to evoke 

a powerful image. This is a particularly important shortcomin~, 

because the statues are the first structures potential users see 

as they approach the entrances to the park.(Photo#1 8 ). 

The paths are well pronounced, and possess the functional form 

of criss-crossing the park, which serves to encourage walking th~ough 

the park as opposed to around it. Virtually every person whom I 

observed using the park merely as part of their walking route 

did so by crossing the park diagonally. Only around the staues 

is path space too great, which reduces legibility by no t prOViding 

an obvious route of travel. 

Another landmark which in a certain s ense detracts from 

legibility is the fountain. Because the fountain is stationed in 

the dead center of the square, it obstructs the sightline fr om 

corner to corner -- the path, as just stated, most often traverse d 

by users (Figure#7). 
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Camillo Sitte discusses some of the reasons lanrlm~rk5 , such 

as statues, should be placed away from the center of sq u~r es, 

leaving them open for activity. In old town square s, thi s is what 

occurs. Sitte explains this occurence by likening the evolu tion 

of a town square to that of a field fresh after a snowfall. 

Lines of transportation and communication erode definite pa ths 

in the field, while in the as yet untouched snow of the intervening 

spaces, children erect snowmen. Hence "To the ancient rule of 

placing monuments around the edge of public squares is thus allied 

v another... to place monuments and es pe cially ma rket fountai ns 

at pOints in the square untouched by traffic" (p.24). 

Aesthetfcally too, the fountain might indeed be better away 

from the square center, specifically, at the location o f one of 

the statues. The fountain would provide a more successful formal 

aesthetic due to its prominently filling one section of t he square, 

as opposed to acting as the entire square showcase, which it does 

not quite succeed in doing: in its present location, it is simply 

not that impressive a structure. 

Movin g to the said location, the fountain (an intrinsically 

attractive form) Jwould also provide a much more attractive Greetin~ 
i 

to potential square users. As Whyt e says, water in a publi c space 

increases use. So it follows that the sooner water i s visi ble to 

potential users, the more likely they will actually enter, use, and 

enjoy the park. This is especially true at Fitler Square , since 

its nodes, or openings are s o lely in the corners -- near to where 

the statues now are, away from where the fountain is. Sitte: "It 

is precisely those ma rket fountains which seem to st and on the 

oldest foundations that are most often found to be unsym: ~ etric21Iy 
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situated •. , in the square -- and, as a matter of fact, usually 

next to the opening £i ~ ma,jor street at the most importani: corner 

of the square" (p.22). 

It should certainly be added that some neighborhood p3rks 

are successful simply at pleasing the eye. Jane Jacobs ites 

Gramercy Fark in Manhatt~n, a private facility not open to public 

use, as successful on this level. Fitler Square, given its aesthetic 

qualities already discussed, would seem successful, regardless of 

its Form's ability to accomodate Function. 

In relationship to the surrounding neighborhood, Fitler Square 

provides a sense of co~mmunity identity, and a sense of pride for 

local residents. Peter Von Chamier, the landscape architect who 

designed Fitler Squa~e for the Philadelphia Recreation ~~~~TM'~ ~ 

told me it was largely community donations which paid for the 

renovation of Fitler Square about four years ago. ~r. Von Chamier 

also said that the park is maintained by the community itself. 

Obviously, nearby residents indeed take great pride in Fitler 

Square, and surely it has served to promote a sense of community 

in the area. In a personal past experience dealine with an 

acquaintence from the Fitler Square area, I remarked what a nic e 

section of the city it is. The resident agreed, sayinc she reall y 

enjoyed living in the square's proximity. 

However, there are certain problems One may encounter when 

in the neighborhood. This I have noticed both in my own experiences 

with the square, and in friends experiences, whom I have question ed : 
k~v 

people often~the general area of Fitler Square, but cannot say 

exactly where it is. Due to the grid-iron pattern of Philadelphia, 

the exact location of the square (which fits squarely (' ) in to the 
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existing pattern) is easy to forget. Another way of sayjn~ this 

is that cOf,nitive mapping ability is hampered due to a too-reEular 

patterning, as opposed to the pronounced nodes, lanrimarks, and 

districts which typify a highly imaGeable city (FiEurew8). 

The 8rid-iron pattern creates another problel~: sic~tlines. 

From the surrounding area, Fitler Sq uare might just as well not 

exist, as it is virtually invisible from only half a block away 

(Photos#19,20). This violates ma ny principles of good f orm. 

First, it greatly inhibits legibility and imageab ilit y . Second, 

it violates Whyte's finding that parks are more li ke ly to be usod 

if they can be seen from a distance (Whyte , 1980, p.se). Th ird, 

it betrays the idea~ of Camillo Sitte by not providinc oddly anBled 

approaches to square~ (hence in addition to adding to a sense of 

enclosure, these oddly situated approache~enhance siEhtlines from 

afar, and increase the likelihood of use). 

Another problem in the imageab ility of Fitler Square lies not 

in the Form of the surrounding nei ghborhood , but in its Function. 

Fo r several blocks o n every side of the square there are fairly 

uniform appearing rowhouses. Wh ile the nei ghborhood itself is 

indeed ple<,.sant (Photos#21,?2,23), its Function does n~d\lce the 

uses of Fitler Square. 

This uniformity does not end at Function however. The 1980 

census of Fhiladelphia Tract #12 (the tract in which Fitler Sq uare 
, 3~(-t #-9 

lies) indicates that of the 8319 people reportedly livi ng in the 

tract, 7577 of these people are white (Tables#1 ,2 ) . Fer capita 

income in 1980 in tract #12 was !14,165 -- almost S10,OOO ~re ater 

than neighboring tracts 13 and 14, predominantly black areas 

(table#3). The ethnic demographic analysis shows that there is a 
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hiFh percentaFe of Russian immigrants (i.e. Jews), Enplish, German , 

and Irish (Table#4). The age breakdown of the populatIon shows 

a pronounced mode between the ages of nineteen and forty-four, 

as well as a s:lbstantial elderly population (Tabledl). Th\:s 

the Fitler Square area can be characterized as largely residential, 

with a predominently young, wealthy, white population. 

One of the main pOints of Jane Jacobs' chapter on neighborhood 

parks in The Death and Life of Great American Cities is that parks 

are not intrinsically successful due to their Form. Rather, they 

require a setting in which there are a variety of services available 

so that at any given time of the day, the park will be serving a 

particular component of the population of the surrounding area. 

"A generalized neighborhood park that is stuck with functional 

monotony of surroundings in any form is inexorably a vacuum for a 

significant part of the day" (p.99). 

We might thus be quick to conclude that Fitler Square is 

inevitably doomed to failure, regardless of its form, due to the 

functional monotony of its surrounding neighborhocid (i.e. residential). 

However, we should not be so quick to judge, for Jacobs herself 

writes four pages earlier, "Too much is expected of city parks. 

Far from transforming any essential quality in their surroundinf,s, 

far from automatically uplifting their neighborhoods, neighborhood 

parks themselves are directly and drastically affected by the 

way the neighborhood acts upon them" (p.95). 

And herein lies Fitler Square's ultimate success. Earlier 

stated that ultimately, the Form of Fitler Square affords use 

predominantly by the wealthy, the elderly, and by young married 

I 
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couples with their toddlers and infants. And as we hHve Geen in the 

macro-analys is (and as r have seen in my observation s) it is £!x :s. r:: t l v 

such a population which inhabits the surrounding nei [hbo "hood, 

and whIch uses the park. Thus it seems that Fitler Square has 

been designed, either by purpose or by chance, to acco~~date the 

preferences of the majority of people who are potenti a l users. 

The lesson learned by the case of Fitl~r Square is clear: 

when archi tects design for the potential user ~ation th ' !" r 

designs' probability of success will be hiRh. Too often architects 

design ina ppropriately given their user population. Either they 

design purely according to their own criteria, disreGarding the 

user completely, or conversely, they desi gn for the t o t al population, 

of which only particular segments will be users. Fitl~r Square 

succeeds because it has been designed realistically, not idealistically, 

with the needs of the actual pote~tial users in mind. 

There is another lesson to be learned. The cas e of Fitler 

Square argues against the case for environmental determini ~m. 

More specifically, it is a shining example of appio priate des i e n 

in that it is not attempting to implement an alteration of e x is t in~ 

unjust societal trends. Since Fitler Square was desi gne d w1 i h the 

surrounding (white, wealthy) population in mind, its desi gners ar e 

not attempting to force feed the surrounding community with 

innappropriate forms -- an alteration of uses, nor for the sa~e 

reason is it attempting an alteration of users. Fitler Square 

succeeds simply by "givin€'; the people what they want." 

It may be sobering for idealistic architects, urban desi gners, 

and environmental psycholog ists to realize that they cannot nlter 

the existing injustices in SOCiety merely by mani pul a tin~ our 
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desi gned environment"but it is an extremely important notion to 

keep in mind. When these professi onals realize that it i s only 

.p..2li ti"~"i~:l: acti vi sm which can have any real impact on altering 

soci etal structure -- an extremely important and laudable ende ;) \"o r 

then perhaps they will finally settle down, relax, and start 

desiening with people in mind. 
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