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Bicycles form a large share of the traffic
in Copenhagen and now there is an
attempt to encourage longer commutes
to the city.
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What makes a great public space?
Many cities have lost these spaces, but cities such as Copenhagen, Barcelona, and
Portland have shown how to revive them, thus reviving downtown life.

By Jay Walljasper

It’s a dark and wintry Thursday night in
Copenhagen, and the streets are bustling. The
temperature stands above freezing, but winds blow
hard enough to knock down a good share of the
bicycles parked all around. Scandinavians are
known for stolid reserve, but it’s all smiles and
animated conversation here as people of many
ages and affiliations stroll through the city.

A knot of teenage boys swagger down the main
pedestrian street. Older women inspect shop
windows. An accomplished balalaika player draws a
small crowd in a square as he jams with a very
amateur guitarist. Earnest young people collect
money for UNICEF. Two men pass, pushing a piano.
Candlelit restaurants and cafes beckon everyone
inside.

“Cultures and climates differ all over the world,”
notes architect Jan Gehl, “but people are the same.
They will gather in public if you give them a good
place to do it.”

Cut, now, to scenes from the Republican National
Convention in Tampa the past week, and the
Democrats’ upcoming convention in Charlotte next
week. Love them or hate them, those people
packing the convention halls – convening from
different places and backgrounds – have come
together to take part in rituals that, for better or
worse, help perpetuate our democracy. What does
that have to do with a cold Copenhagen street?
Only this: Democracy requires public places where
people can congregate. Further, people are drawn
to public places where they find other people. We
all need those public places – good public places.

Architect Gehl, an urban design professor
emeritus at the Danish Royal Academy of Fine Arts
and international consultant, describes how
Copenhagen’s central pedestrian district opened in
1962. Back then, cars were overrunning the city,
and the pedestrian zone was a way to bring vitality
to a declining urban center. “Shopkeepers protested
vehemently that it would kill their businesses,” he
recalls, “but everyone was happy with it once it
started. Some now even claim it was their idea.”

The pedestrian district is now the thriving heart of a
reinvigorated city.

Copenhagen’s comeback gives hope to people
around the world who want to make sure lively
public places don’t disappear, even in this era of
rampant traffic, proliferating privatization, and
commercialization.

Architecture »

 Print  Email Like 11

Related Stories

READ MORE »

Three legislators
give the arena a
cautious green light
Seattle dog days:
loving our pets to
death
Rail transit: the slow
lane to urban
density
A new world brand:
the Seattle diet
The simplistic flaw
in Ayn Rand's
philosophy
Competing with the
state: A fool's game
for foot-ferries?
Doc Hastings
launches a new
effort to save dams
from salmon
Why do voters fall
for Romney's
snake-oil
economics?
Sarah Palin and
other tarnished
Alaska icons
What makes a great
public space?

Many thanks to

Peggy & Melvin
Kanaga
and

Marty Taucher
some of our many
supporters.
ALL MEMBERS »

Rail transit: the slow
lane to urban
density (51)
Three legislators
give the arena a
cautious green light
(16)
Seattle dog days:
loving our pets to
death (18)
Why do voters fall
for Romney's
snake-oil
economics? (10)
Doc Hastings
launches a new
effort to save dams
from salmon (13)

Our Sponsors:

Trending Stories

Our Members

Most Commented

MEMBER PAGE

2012.9.5
Home Arts Politics Diversions Business Letters More

Topics SEARCH  

What makes a great public space? | Crosscut.com http://crosscut.com/2012/09/02/architecture/110342/what-makes-gr...

1 of 5 9/7/12 9:44 AM



Crosscut.com is a production of
Crosscut Public Media

105 S Main St.
Suite 330
Seattle, WA 98104

(206) 382-6137

About Us

Contact Staff

Advertise

Jobs

Privacy

User Agreement

 RSS Feeds

Daily Email Newsletter

Mobile Version

Donate

Membership Benefits

Our Members

Send a Letter to the Editor

Login / Register

 

© 2012 Crosscut Public Media

Amsterdam neighborhood.A century ago streets almost everywhere were
crowded. Now many are nearly empty. Walking
through the center of certain North American
communities can be a profoundly alienating
experience, as if the whole place had been
evacuated for an emergency no one told you about.

The decline of public places represents a loss far
deeper than simple nostalgia. “The street, the
square, the park, the market, the playground are the
river of life,” explains Kathleen Madden of the New
York-based Project for Public Spaces, which works
with people around the world to improve
communities.
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