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Supportiveness of the Building Edge of an Urban Public Space as a Step Towards Place 
Making 

Topic explanation 

Urban public spaces are places where people tend to gather, socialize, and sometimes relax. 
Thus, it is a place where a multitude of functions can take place simultaneously, live' urban 
spaces make cities more lively and habitable. 
A "Building Edge" is one of the most important elements of an urban structure demarcating, as 
it does, a strong physical, social, as well as psychological boundary of an urban space, it is 
therefore, essential that the building edge be a lively place with a variety of activities. In other 
words, public urban spaces should be surrounded by various activities that are interconnected 
with each other. This is an important issue that has a direct impact on Architecture. A deeper 
study of the issue is, therefore, necessary in order to understand it more clearly. 

v 
A 'place' is a creation of two predominant forces. They are, 

• The Physical component 
• The Social component 

The Physical components include form and shape, as well as Space; the ultimate result of 
combining form and shape. The Social component can be described as society and culture. By 
intertwining these two predominant forces, an idea of 'place' is created. Physical and Social 
components will become meaningful, only if man perceives and experiences it. The 
transformation of a 'space' (built fabric) in to a 'place' (man + built fabric) depends on man's 
response towards his built environment. Such response leads to 'place making' in a built 
environment. Hence, a basic framework was constructed, in order to study and understand 
man's response to a place. 

This research, under the topic, 'Supportiveness of the Building Edge of an Urban Public Space 
as a step towards place making', intends to study how the physical formation of a building edge 
in an open public space, leads to the creation of a socially and culturally vibrant place. 



Need for the study 

Public open spaces in an urban context play a vital role in the life of people. Every man has 
had some kind of experience in his life, related to a public space, in this context, the building 
edge is an important element in an urban public space;, it is a pan of human life because it is a 
socially and culturally vibrant place. 
The Building edge plays an important role as a transitional space - physically in the built 
environment and psychologically in the human mind. Consequently, it is important to have a 
transitional space between indoor spaces and outdoor spaces, because it is a place where 
most people can feel and sense a variety of experiences. This helps to create a more active 
and lively space in an urban structure. The building edge can be considered as an important 
element in an urban structure, and responsiveness as a quality that can be essentially 
associated with the building edge. Therefore, the development and design of the building edge 
has become an important area that needs to be carefully considered. It should be understood 
that the development of the building edge does not merely mean the development of its visual 
aspects. Man experiences the built environment and interprets it in many ways and these 
different responses and interpretations enhance the character of a place. Therefore, 
understanding man and his response to a place becomes vital. Despite this, most Architects.. 
Planners and Urban Designers today, fail to consider man and his response to a place when 
designing buildings or spaces. Consequently there is greater need for Architects to make a 
greater effort to understand the "urban space" and the role of the building edge in order to 
create a more responsive urban edge. 
Furthermore, Architects have an enormous responsibility in designing building facades which 
respond to their environment, especially when it comes to designing buildings in an urban 
public space. A building facade shouid express the supportiveness for all the functions and 
activities that take place there and in the lives of the people. It is thus important for architects to 
identify the issues concerning patterns of public activity, as well as the supportiveness of the 
building edge, in order to create a lively urban environment. 

11 



Aims and Objectives of the Study 

The aim of this study is to understand the relationships existing between man and his 
environment, with special reference to an open public space in an urban context. The idea of a 
responsive building edge needs to be drawn out from an existing real-life situation, where one 
could form an impression about how human beings react and respond to the building edge. 
Doing so will help to give a broader meaning to the building edge, not only as a visual form, 
but also as a place with a cultural and social meaning; a place where man communicates, 
interacts and experiences the built fabric. A clear link or relationship must be formed between 
space and place, thereby creating an understanding as to how man responds to 'space', to 
make 'place'. A clear understanding will pave way for Architects, Planners, and Urban 
designers to manipulate the building edge not only to create a good visual form, but also to 
promote a socially and culturally rich urban public space. 

The study will help to identify how place and placelessness is created along the building edge, 
and how places can be created and placelessness can be avoided. To do this, the objective 
would be to draw out concluding methods, by suggesting improvements, towards the creation 
of a responsive building edge that will be a further step towards place making. 

Intention of the study 

The study intends to identify the role of the building edge as an element of an urban structure in 
order to create a responsive urban public space. 
Therefore, it is essential to identify the importance of an open space in an urban environment 
and understand the complexity of issues related to building edge in relation to people's 
activities in an urban space 
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Methodology 

The urban public space and its building edge should be studied in order to identify certain 
spatial patterns within the urban environment. 

The first chapter will discuss and interpret the response of a building edge to an urban public 
space, and the man-environment relationship in an urban context. Various theories and 
principles regarding the above aspects will be discussed, and it will form the basis of the 
project; in reference to which the case studies will be discussed. 

The second chapter will discuss the principles of responsiveness. As a step towards place 
making, it is important to understand what 'place' means and how responsive the building edge 
is, as a step towards place making. In order to do so, the study will discuss the characteristics 
of a building edge and the activities of an urban building edge, as well as man's contribution, or 
the human responsiveness to an urban space, in order to make it lively and active place. 

The third chapter will take the form of a research study to explore the relationship between 
people, activities and behavior patterns in an urban space and the responsiveness of a building 
edge towards them. The study will be based on three public open spaces, selected because 
they have different potentials. E.g.: Economic activities; transitional activities. Theories of 
responsiveness will be applied to each public space in order to understand the human 
behavioral pattern and the response to that building edge. 
The case studies will be discussed mainly through observations, interviews and photographic 
documentation. 

Limitation of the study 

The study focuses mainly on the social and spatial aspects. As this is a vast area of study, it 
will concentrate more on getting an insight on the applicability of various theoretical studies in 
the realistic world in order to create positive urban responses. 
In order to identify how man responds tp places, a simple situation is taken and analyzed with 
reference to a specific group of principles. Responsiveness will be taken in to consideration 
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and analysis done to understand how the design, of "place" can affect people and their choices. 
St is the link between "place" and "man" that is analyzed primarily through this study. 
International examples will also be taken into consideration in order to understand and explain 
these princiDies and local examples will be selected fo establish these theories in the Sri 
Lankan context. In these case studies, the principles will be applied to the building edge of the 
selected spaces. 
The study will be limited to urban public open spaces. In each case, the open space and the 
building edge will have their own individual characteristics. Because the study has its 

• limitations, only the characteristics of selected case study will be discussed. The results of the 
^ study and the concluding recommendations will be based on the selected case studies. 

Therefore, they will be applicable only to similar situations. The Case studies have been 
selected for their capacity to cater, to give a broader picture of variety in open public spaces. 
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