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INTRODUCTION 



0.1 TOPIC EXPLANATION 

Cities and Towns are complex human settlements, in which the natural 

surroundings are dominated by man made features. Since the evolution of earliest 

urban civilisation, cities have undergone drastic changes resulting in present urban 

forms. 

As the most developed animal on earth, the man needs to organise his physical 

environment in a functional and meaningful way. Therefore city forms are of the 

utmost importance as the manifestation of human development. Town centres play a 

vital role in these human functions. They are special places of physical character, 

meaning and a unique form in the urban fabric. 

Cities and towns are created by people and changed by people. Although built 

forms and open spaces are important constituents in a city form its inhabitants are the 

most important when considering the vitality of a city. In other words, people bring 

life to a city and one without human habitation is a dead city. 

"Man's personal worlds has its centre within these entrances of world 
and home, centre is a continuum of hierarchy of overlapping centres 
serving different communities of groups. It is the design, physical 
definition or reinforcement of these centres which at the core of the 
disciplines of architecture, urban design and planning.'''' 

(Cliff, 1992:19) 

City or town centres are the strategic points around which the human habitation 

revolves. They are activitywise, meaningwise and spatialwise special from other parts 

in the structure of a city or town. These qualities further differ from centre to centre 

resulting in the existence of different types of centres in the urban context. 

These differences in character, function, meaning and hierarchy can be spatially 

expressed in two interrelated ways. 
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(i) Through the overall spatial organisation of the centre, including the geometrical 

composition of converging paths and other constituents of the centre. 

(ii) Through the buildings around it, including how they have responded to the centre 

for its function, meaning and hierarchy and how the buildings contribute to create the 

desired character. 

The shaping of town centres and moreover the creation of habitable urban spaces 

would be facilitated by the knowledge of these two interrelated aspects of an urban 

context. 

In any composition, there is a need to emphasise some parts and subordinate 

others the best way to achieve this in designing towns is by having definite centres. It 

is only in this way, that a relationship and proportion can be established between the 

different parts of the town design. 

"The centre dominates the town in size and grandeur, it gives meaning 
to its existence as a place distinctive from other places " 

(Cliff, 1992:90) 

0.2 ARCHITECTURAL PROBLEM AND JUSTIFICATION OF THE STUDY 

City and Town forms are in a continuous growth and change to meet increasing 

needs of human beings. While the changes in the physical environment are required 

and acceptable, incompatibilities of such changes have produced mixed results from 

haphazardness to total abundance. 

On the other hand, centre being one of the important constituents of a townscape, 

perhaps the most important one, must be thoughtfully designed in order to create 

habitable environments in newly planned towns and cities. 

It is understood that the life of the city/town mostly depends on its centre. All the 

activities, which are happening around it, are closely connected to it. The image of the 

city/town always reflects by its centre. 
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But the lack of integration of activities in and around the town centre and the 

lack of knowledge and understanding the importance of a centre to the people of the 

town have resulted in haphazard developments on the one hand and have paved way 

to the existence of "ghost towns" and lifeless urban environments on the other. 

It is therefore the responsibility of the architects, to understand this problem of 

absence of social acceptability and the lack of order and integration in social and 

physical aspects as well as the spatial attributes, characteristics, meanings and 

differences of centres, relationship between the centre and periphery and its role as a 

part of the city/town form. 

A good and meaningful habitable urban environment can thus be created. The 

importance of this study lies in this connection. 

0.3 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

The main aim of this dissertation is to examine design strategies, which may help 

to design habitable town centres, and its applicability towards the creation of a 

habitable urban environment. 

Within this broader perspective, this study focuses its attention on how activity 

nodes are organised around different types of town centres and how the physical 

elements of it should be designed in order to give the inhabitants a potential of getting 

themselves attached with the space. 

Further the study intends to broader the knowledge of architects and planners on 

the principles of town centre design and encourages them to apply these principles to 

create habitable urban environments. 
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0.4 METHODOLOGY 

(i) First, the study will theoretically establish what is meant by a habitable space 

using the concepts of "place", described by various scholars and identify what are the 

qualitative attributes of a habitable space. 

(ii) Secondly, it will discuss what a town centre is, and the importance of the town 

centre to its periphery to create a habitable town. Further it will describe different 

types of town centres based on activity pattern, and their hierarchy in order to 

understand their distinctive qualities which should be considered when designing a 

centre. 

(iii) Thirdly it will discuss the qualitative attributes of a town centre which was 

identified in the first chapter, and how they should be designed and composed 

physically, in order to become a habitable place. 

Sri Lankan and foreign examples will be used to illustrate different situations of 

town centres and cited to discuss design strategies and their applicability towards 

understanding the problems and causes for their habitable or inhabitable situations. 

Different architectural aspects of a particular example could be used to discuss 

different situations of habitability in a town centre. 

0.5 SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS 

This study as mentioned earlier, is an attempt to identify fundamental principles 

and strategies for designing habitable town centres. 

Attention is focussed on to the centre, since it acts as the main space or the heart 

of the town and it is the place where all the important public activities of the town is 

carried out. Centre affects the habitability of the town to a greater extent. 

When habitability of an environment is concerned, it depends on its qualitative 

attributes (inherent ability of the environment to evoke the feeling of connectedness 

with it in the peoples mind who interacts with it) and quantitative attributes, (quality 
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of an environment to provide necessary facilities to make the inhabitants physically 

comfortable) 

But its fair to say habitability mainly depends on its psychological component. It 

is a quality, which emerges in the mind through the relationship between the man and 

the physical environment. Many town centres have failed due to lack of concentration 

paid to this aspect. Hence, this study focuses its attention on qualitative attributes of 

habitability. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Habitability And Space 



1.0 PREFACE 

The physical environment is in a continuous growth and change due to the 

complex and ever increasing human needs. While the changes are required and 

acceptable, incompatibilities of such changes have produced undesirable, inhabitable 

environment to live in. 

Habitability of an environment is a complex phenomenon with many varied 

facets, has many related that are interesting to analyse. 

In the first chapter, there is an attempt to analyse the determinants of a habitable 

space and many other issues related to its habitability. 



1.0 HABITABILITY: AN INTRODUCTION. 

Man being a living organism, requires certain needs to be satisfied in order to 

survive in the environment in which he lives. These needs can be analyzed as physical 

and psychological needs. 

Since man is a living organism, which has a size, density and shape, he 

necessarily occupies a space in his environment. In this respect he acts as an another 

component of the physical environment. He acts upon his physical environment and 

the environment acts upon him. By this, he experiences this physical environment and 

gets influenced by it. Thus habitability can be expressed as a result of this interaction 

between man and the environment. 

When a physical environment is conducive or habitable for a living organism, it 

can be identified as a habitable environment. 

In other words, it should be an environment, suitable for human habitation. It must 

be an environment, which provides all the facilities for living a wholesome life, which 

is convenient, functional, imageable and pleasurable. 

By considering all these factors, habitability can be defined as a quality of a 

specific environment, which gives the person who experience it, the physical and 

psychological comfort. 

1.1 MAN AND THE ENVIRONMENT: THE INTERACTION 

Man as a living organism, develop interrelationships with the environment he 

lives to fulfill various needs for his existence. These needs can be analyzed as 

physical and psychological needs and they vary from person to person, depending on 

the relationship he has with the environment. 

"People make rational choices about the opportunities available them 
within particular physical settings. These choices are made with 
respect to personal normative criteria such as individual social values 
and goals, which are not static, but are related to lifestyle and its 
anticipated development." 

(Stokolos, 1982:191) 



Living in the environment as a human being is basically regulated by these 

physical and psychological needs of an individual. 

These needs and demands may vary again according to his individual and 

social functions. Man as an individual has to satisfy his basic needs for his survival. 

At the same time being a social animal he has to fulfill his social functions. Therefore 

in the process of living both these needs have to be satisfied which are again govern 

by the physical environment. 

"There is a necessary, but often unstated idealism which suggests that 
a better physical environment will improve peoples social behavior" 

(Farmer,1993:44) 

Despite the individualistic and complex nature of human values, goals and 

aspirations, many authors have proposed a hierarchy of these human needs that are 

considered to be innate or omnipresent. 

The following hierarchy of needs is derived from Moslow's original work on 

human motivations. 

NEED PSYCHO-PHYSICAL MECHANISM FOR 

SATISFYING NEEDS 

Survival shelter 

Safety privacy, territorial control, orientation in place 

and time 

Belonging communal settings, symbolic aesthetics of the 

group 

Esteem control, personalization, symbolic aesthetics 

of the self 

Self actualization choice, control, symbolic aesthetics of the 

considerations of others 

Cognitive/aesthetics formal aesthetics , art for arts' sake 
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These needs can be divided into primary and secondary needs. Primary needs 

are the ones for the survival of the organism. Secondary needs are social motives such 

as the need for the sense of security belongingness or self esteem and they may just 

influence or act upon the well being of a person. 

All the other complex needs would be rooted in these basic needs including 

spatial needs. Thus it becomes clear that an environment become habitable only if the 

needs and demands of its inhabitants are fulfilled and catered, and that the habitability 

of an environment will depends on its capacity to cater for these physical and 

psychological needs of its occupants. 

1.2.1 ENVIRONMENT AND EXPERIENCE 

All human needs, both primary and secondary, pave the way for individual 

and group experiences of the physical environment. These experiences are bound with 

social cultural and economic norms. 

"Between the physical environment and empirically observable human 
behavior, there exists a social system and a set of cultural norms which 
define and evaluate portions of the physical environment relevant to 
the lives of the people involved and structures the way people will use 
(and react to) this environment in their daily lives " 

(Gans, 1968:5) 

Moreover, man considering his behavioral pattern is a readily mobile goal 

directed animal. By doing various activities he experiences the physical environment 

and is capable of handling their physical environment or changing their position in it 

These characteristics can also be seen in other animal forms. But what makes 

man distinctive from them are that he not only 'sees' but also applies meanings to 

what he sees. On this basis, he can link the present with the past and extend both into 

the future. These abilities permit him to control his environment according to his 

needs beyond the immediate situation. 
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"People make choices and decisions based upon past experiences of 
environments, motivated by shifting criteria in terms of goals and 
values, relative to both temporal aspirations and available resources. 
These various motivational factors, collectively establish a particular 
lifestyle which assesses satisfaction with physical settings " 

(Farmer, 1993:47) 

1.2 PARAMETERS OF HABITABILITY 

Human needs are extremely complex and they are influenced by many factors. 

Therefore the parameters which govern these, have to be analyzed in order to 

understand the relationship between man and his physical environment. In this study, 

three basic parameters have been identified. 

(i) Locational factor 

(ii) Socio-cultural factor 

(iii) Time factor 

1.2.1 LOCATIONAL FACTOR 

Each and every individual experiences the environment as spaces. Man 

interacts with the space and perceives and experiences many things and reacts 

accordingly. These interactions and experiences may differ from place to place due to 

its location. 

"An environment occupies a specific part of space and therefore is 
situated within a large space (spatial context). An environment is not 
identified in isolation but in relation to its setting" 

(Shulz, 1971:16) 
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Further, the physical components of a space such as location, topography and 

environmental conditions affect the needs and demands of the occupants. In the same 

way, built structures and microenvironments moderate the space and its living 

conditions for people. For example, living conditions in a space in the Northern 

Hemisphere differ from that of one in the tropics. The two situations, which have 

different environmental conditions lead to different livable conditions. 

Fig. 1 The Eskimos have 
managed to survive in this 
desolate place, where most 
severe environmental 
conditions prevail. 

Fig. 2 Needs and demands of 

the people are entirely different 

in the tropics from that of 

Northern Hemisphere. 

1.3.2. SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTOR 

One of the most important aspects, which influence human behaviour, is culture. 

Culture clearly distinguishes human from animals. Animal behaviour is based strictly 

on instincts. 
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But humans, in their trial by error efforts to satisfy their urges have created 

culture, with its tremendous variations from society to society culture is a type of 

substitute for instincts. Taylor.E (as stated in Sociology, 1980:61) has tried to define 

culture; 

". Culture is that complex whole which includes knowledge, 
belief, art, morals, law, custom and any other capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member of society " 

The habitable condition of a specific environment also differs according to the 

specific society or a certain cultural framework. The same physical environment 

creates different liveable conditions to different cultural groups. 

The meanings associated with the environment in a specific group of people is the 

differential factor of its liveability. The differences in the structuring of ideas are 

essentially what makes a particular culture different from another. 

Therefor meanings and value systems within a culture differ from the other and 

make a specific environment habitable for specific group of people. 

Fig. 3 & 4 Aborigines society in an under developed area wi l l never be satisfied by the conditions in a 
habitable place of a developed city. 
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Though all the physical parameters of an environment are satisfied, it will still not 

be liveable for a society, if it is not organised according to their cultural values. For 

example Aborigines society in an underdeveloped area will never be satisfied by the 

conditions in a 'Habitable Place' of a developed city, whatever the state of liveability 

it provides. 

In the same way, the liveability of an individual will be satisfied only according 

to his cultural values, norms and meanings. Therefore, the meanings and cultural 

values, which associate people, with the environment, are parameter of liveability. 

1 .3.3. TIME FACTOR 

Habitability of an environment evolves and changes with time, within the same 

cultural group and within the same physical parameters. Moreover, it contains 

different liveable conditions at different times. The events that take place within an 

environment have a significant relationship with its changing socio-cultural and 

economic contents. 

Changing needs and demands of people from time to time, affect the living 

conditions of a particular environment. On the other hand in this evolving process of a 

society and space regulate the value system and this influences the living conditions 

of that society. 

Fig. 5 & 6 Changing needs and demands of the people from time to time affect the living conditions of 
a society. 
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For example cities of ancient times then had a liveable condition which is totally 

different to what they have today. They would have been liveable conditions 

according to the context at that time. In the present context, liveability may be totally 

different with different sets of values even in the same space. Evolution of culture, 

society and physical conditions in such cities change their habitability from time to 

time. 

1.4 DETERMINANTS OF HABITABILITY 

The feeling of habitability emerges in a person's mind due to satisfactory living 

conditions. Therefor to identify the determinant factors, which are responsible for this 

quality, have to be analysed. 

The principal determinant factors of habitability of the environment can be 

divided into two groups. 

(i) Quantitative attributes 

(ii) Qualitative attributes 

These are related to the physical and psychological comfort of the human beings, 

respectively. 

1.4.1. QUANTITATIVE ATTRIBUTES 

This can be explained as the capacity of an environment to provide necessary 

facilities to make the inhabitants physically comfortable. 

The quantitative attributes of the living environment depict the dimensions of the 

physical environment. Moreover, the sensible organisation of the physical 

environment includes both static elements such as natural landscape, man made 

structures and dynamic elements such as movement of people and vehicles. It also 

includes the provision of infrastructure facilities. 
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Natural environmental conditions, such as temperature, rain, smells, sand etc. also 

affect the habitability of an environment. But this depends on the sensibility of a 

person and it may vary from person to person. 

1.4.2. QUALITATIVE ATTRIBUTES 

This can be explained as the potential of an environment to evoke a connectedness 

between itself and its inhabitants. 

It mainly depends on the ability of a person to sense and perceive the 

environment. This is a personal factor which varies from person to person and the 

other changing parameters which was discussed earlier may responsible for that. 

The perception of the environment is directly a consequent of its physical 

organisation. It is the psychological interpretation of the experienced built 

environment by the users. Therefor the qualitative attributes gained from this 

composition of physical organisation can influence the psychological comfort through 

the sensible imagination. 

For the purpose of this study, the habitability of an environment will be discussed 

in relation to its qualitative attributes from now on. 

1.5 HABITABILITY AND SPACE 

" Man is always somewhere, some place near or underneath, 
alongside, between inside, outside etc, he lives on earth also means to 
be under the sky" 

(Hedegger, 1971) 

If man is to obtain a sense of place, sense of being in the world, he need to anchor 

or concentrate his being with an identifiable entity. Therefor, mans being in the world 

is identified with the relationship between man and his environment. 
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Therefore we could arrive at a conclusion that one cannot divorce man and space, 

space is neither an external object nor an internal experience. We do not have man 

and space beside. Therefor as Shulz (1971:9) explains; 

"Mans interest in space has existential roots. It stems from a need to 
grasp vital relations in his environment to bring meaning and order 
into a world of events and actions" 

The environment is experienced by individuals as spaces. It is not perceived as a 

whole at a time but as a combination of parts of spaces. 

The legibility of the environment is limited only for the immediate surrounding 

captured by the human mind or his field of vision. In this process, the perception of 

different spaces and its connectedness bringforth the total experience of the 

environment. 

Perception of space in quantitative and qualitative differentiation is essential in 

understanding an environment for it is space we directly reflect ourselves to. No 

matter how different they are perceived and experienced individually, physically. 

Physical elements are the source of generating qualitative aspects of space. 

For a space to be habitable for a human being, it should have meaningful 

qualitative attributes. The organisation of physical objects, which form the space have 

to be in a proper manner to communicate a meaning. These meanings or abstract 

experiences generally provided through the sensible organisation of objects and their 

elements. 

The qualitative attributes or connectedness are resulted from the followings: 

(i) Imageability : Image evoking ability of the space, which gives the 

locational idea. 

(ii) Meanings: Ability or the potential of the space to connect emotions 

of the people with it, which gives the symbolic idea. 



1.5.1 IMAGEABILITY OF SPACE 

The capacity of a space to facilitate the image making is a dependent on a certain 

quality, prevailing within the environment itself, which is known as the imageability. 

lynch (1960) explains; 

" the imageability as the quality in a physical object which gives it a 
high probability of evoking a strong image in any given observer." 

In the case of a space this is the quality of physical dimensions of objects that 

enables the space to be thoroughly captured or connected by the users with his five 

senses and probability to transform it into a clear mental picture. It can be said that the 

convenience and vividness of the physical elements and their organisation, increases 

the degree of imageability of a particular space. 

But this quality again depends on the ability of a person to sense and perceive the 

environment. When a space is sensed, firstly certain images begin to get established in 

ones mind. These images are related either to past experience or to universally 

common reactions of human beings. When these images are related to the past 

experiences the imaginations are activated and certain emotions follow. It is the 

formation of these images that make an inhabitant connected with his environment. 

As John Berger (1972) says; 

" Seeing comes before words. It is seeing which establishes our place 
in the surrounding world; we explain the world with words but words 
can never undo the fact that we are surrounded by it. The relation 
between what we see and what we know are never settled. Each 
evening we see the sun set. We know that the earth is turning away 
from it. Yet the knowledge or the explanation never quite fits the sight." 

Imageability is directly determined by feeling or experiencing permeability, 

variety, legibility, robustness, richness and visual appropriateness. These aspects 

however do not act independently as components of imageability, but acts as a whole 

and interdependent to give a locational idea of the space. 
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1.5.2 MEANINGS OF SPACE 

The space should have the ability or the potential to connect emotions of the 

peoples with it (meanings). This refers to a deeper associational connections with the 

space. 

The term connectedness implies a strong emotional bond between man and his 

physical environment. It reflects the fact that the physical space is often with symbolic 

qualities, which go beyond the physical attributes. These symbolic qualities do 

develop an interest in the mind of the people and they get attached/connected to them 

emotionally. 

Meanings associated with a space are of two kinds: 

(i) assigned meanings 

(ii) personal meanings 

1.5.2.1 ASSIGNED MEANINGS 

Some places in the environment have assigned meanings. The history of a local 

and a myriad of past physically situated life events its local inhabitants have 

experienced of, brings about an emotional and experiential value to the place. 

Granham (1985,pl) explains; 

"some places will contain locally or nationally specific 
attributes. The ingredients which these attributes are based upon: 

(1) Aspects of existing natural environment such as land forms 
and topography, vegetation, climate and the presence of water. 

(2) Cultural expressions such as bridges, forts and buildings which 
are action to landscape, social history, physical location, human 
activities and places as cultural artefacts. " 

When physical objects which have symbolic assigned values and culturally or 

symbolically important places present in an environment, the inhabitants get 

connected to that environment through an emotional relationship that is borne of their 

motivations, beliefs and past experiences. 
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They tend to adjust their life styles/ behaviour patterns according to this 

phenomenon. Hence assigned meanings affects the habitability of an environment to a 

greater extent. 

1.5.2.2. P E R S O N A L M E A N I N G S 
Personal meanings of an environment develop in an inhabitant's mind due to his 

experience of that particular environment mainly through activities. 

When man chooses a place in his environment to settle and live, it becomes the 

centre of his space. He makes his environment meaningful by assimilating it to his 

purpose. At the same time he accommodates to the conditions it offer. 

Thus, man orients to objects, that is, he adapts psychologically and 

technologically to physical things, he interacts with other people, and he grasp 

abstract realities or meanings which are transmitted through various languages created 

for the purpose of communication which aims at a dynamic equilibrium between him 

and his environment. 

Since the quality of space varies within a wide range of different context, the 

experience becomes rather complex. Each of these experiences is relative to the 

individual and to his experiences. In this process of perception, spaces possess a 

specific meaning, which is captured differently by each individual. As a result of this 

each one possesses his own picture and connectedness to a space. 

" Man perceives objects in space. Thus man's perception in space is 
often physical and quantitative. But the experience of space goes 
beyond this quantitative dimension. When these physical elements 
establish certain feelings feeling is without doubt intentional " 

(Racoe, 1967: 127) 

When a physical organisation of a space evokes personal meanings to its 

occupants as discussed earlier, it provides physical and psychological comfort to 

them. Hence that space become habitable. 

People gain these personal meanings mainly by personalisation of that space. 
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1.5.2.2 (a) PERSANALIZATION 

" The individual or ego- identity relates to a need for "personalization: 
the ability to create for one self or to put a distinctive stamp on ones 
personal environment" 

The ability of a space to cater for different psychological interpretation and 

reactions of the people, which pave way for habitability. People may use the same 

space for different activities. As a result of this each one possesses his own picture of 

a space which is different from person to person. 

When this psychological bond with the physical environment becomes stronger it 

becomes his personal world hence get connected to that space. This is backed up by 

subjective variables such as personal memories, individual development, traditions, 

culture, nationality, regional background etc. 

The physical environment should provide opportunities for the maximum number 

of people to make themselves comfortable by providing spaces, which have a 

potential to become personalised spaces. It could be either physical or psychological. 

This could be a major fact in the creation of habitable environment. 

Such spaces have two main qualities. That is territoriality and variety. They will 

be discussed in detail in later chapters. 

(Farmer, 1993: 47) 

Fig. 7 Personalization to 
the maximum level. Small 
enclaves of living and 
working places of a 
knitwear and needle work 
designer. 
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1.6 HABITABLE SPACE : A DEFINITION 

The above discussion finally leads us to define a habitability of a space as 

follows; 

"A space which has an ability to create a connectedness between itself and its 

inhabitants by evoking meaningful images and by giving a potential for 

personalization." 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Town Centre and its General Characteristics 



2.0 PREFACE 

In the first chapter it was identified that habitability of a space depends on its 

potential of evoking a connectedness between itself and its inhabitants. Cities and 

town are collections of spaces and centres act as main spaces of that collection. 

"The city is a collection of spaces, centres of meaning, par excellence" 

(Tuan, 1977:173) 

The urban environment is experienced by individual as spaces. It is not perceived 

as a whole at a time, but as a combination of parts of spaces. 

Centre as a space in the urban environment, has its own character, which 

influences man his way of behaviour and his lifestyle, his conscious and unconscious 

motivations. Determinants of these spaces (contents, meanings) changes from location 

to location, city to city and region to region and the character of these spaces also 

varies accordingly. 

Second chapter deals with the identification of these complexities of town centres 

and their relationships with other spaces in the town. Therefore it will give an 

understanding of creation of a meaningful and liveable urban environment. 
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2.1 TOWN CENTRE - AN INTRODUCTION 

The centre of the city is a significant focal attraction of the entire city. Cities were 

developed and organised around a centre from ancient times. 

The town centre is the chief administrative, business, entertainment and cultural 

centre of the town as a whole. 

It is obviously the place that should give the greatest feeling of urbanity, and 

generally those which give the greatest impression of a town environment. As the 

meeting place for all sections of the community, it should be the busiest and most 

lively area in the town. 

Since it performs so many different functions, and since the building requirements 

to fulfil these functions are so diverse, it should provide the most picturesque and 

varied environment in the town. 

Since it is the focus of the town's life and is the place to which the visitor is first 

drawn (his judgement of the town will largely rest on the impressions he obtains 

there), it should be the place where the most care will be lavished on civic spaces, 

buildings and urban establishments. 

2.2 TOWN CENTRE: DEFINITION 

"Town Centre" is the hub of social life of the town and it acts as the climax node of 

the town experience, from where the observer sense the heightened meaning of the 

town." 

2.3 TOWN CENTRE : ITS IMPORTANCE 

For the purpose of this study it is worthwhile discussing the importance of the 

town centre for the existence of the town as a whole, and its contribution towards the 

making of a habitable urban environment. 
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2.3.1 Centre as a Place of Generating Life 

Town centres have a potential to generate and sustain life. This has happened 

mainly due to the integration of various activities in the central area. Town centre is 

the heart of the town structure. 

It is the chief administrative, business, entertainment and cultural centre of the 

town as a whole. Hence the most important public activities are carried out there. 

" The town centre is the meeting place for the population as a whole, 
for such activities as the announcement of election results. The 
celebration of important anniversaries and the worship and the thanks 
giving to god " 

(Gibberd, 1959:67) 

The mixed uses of activities would ensure a twenty four-hour presence of people 

for different purposes with in more or less the same place. 

The town centre, by its distinctive setting in the town structure has an ability to 

cater for these mixed activities in a same place. 

But a great deal of design prescription would be needed because greater the 

proximity of variety of uses, the more difficult the compatibility can be. These design 

methods will be discussed in the third chapter. 

David Engwicht (1992:17) reminds us city centres were invented to facilitate 

exchange of information, friendship, material goods, culture, knowledge insight, skills 

and also exchange of emotional, psychological and spiritual support. 

Jane Jacobs (1961) expresses the same idea. Her approach to urban design is 

based on the conviction that it is possible and desirable to have a mixture of land uses-

residential, commercial, cultural and perhaps some light industry so as to provide 

neighbourhood diversity, colour and life in urban centres. 
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If we look at some Sri Lankan examples; 

Nugegoda town centre is a lively place in today's urban context. The key to its 

success is its organisation of various activities around its central area, within a 

walkable distance. 

Nugegoda is a commercially oriented town. Its commercial activities range from 

small boutiques to supermarkets. Other important public buildings such as the post 

office, police station, religious buildings, restaurants and schools are also connected to 

the main public space. The centre is active till late night because of these varieties of 

activities in it. 

When there are variety of activities present in the centre, people have a greater 

choice to personalise that space. The centre as a place of mixed activities, generates 

life in the town. 

On the other hand, Chatham Street area, which acts as the centre of the C.B.D. of 

Colombo, becomes a deserted place when its main activities, administrative and 

commercial, are over. The absence of recreational activities make the environment 

lifeless after the working hours. 

Fig. 8 Nugegoda- Path 
The important activities of the Town are 
connected to the Path. 
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The closest recreational node-GalleFace Green is not within a walkable distance 

to this place. So it is desirable to have some overlapping of functions, if the centre is 

to be really attractive, an interest and liveliness must be sustained in all its parts. 

The diffusion of activity and investment pattern has led to an increasing desertion 

of traditional town and city centres. The mixture of activities which generated twenty 

four-hour life has gone, and buildings and spaces regarded as significant and worthy 

of conservation are isolated in space and time. This process is likely to continue 

unless the proper attention is paid to the town centre in its design and use. 

What is important here is to organise these activities in such a way that it would 

not become a haphazard place, where the meaning and the imageability of it is not 

destroyed. 

On the other hand when there are variety of activities present, people would have 

better chances for personalization of the space. 

2.3.2 Centre as a Place of High Imageability 

As it was mentioned in the first chapter, imageability is the image evoking 

capacity of an environment. Imageability is rather spontaneous and very subjective, 

yet an image once established ultimately stays with the people. This helps people to 

experience a place. 

Fig. 9 Central business district 
becomes a desserted place after 
its main activities are over. 
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Towns and cities evoke different images when they are experienced by people. 

Town centre, due to its distinctive spatial arrangement and architecture heighten the 

image evoking ability of the town. 

Kevin Lynch, in his study of the perception of urban structure, the image of one 

city, found the node to be one of the elements by which a city is recognised and 

understood. In short, the node is an important element, which gives the city 

'Imageability', or a strong image. As he says; 

"nodes are points, the strategic spots in a city into which an observer 
can enter, and which are the intensive foci to and from which he is 
travelling or in other words the nodes are the conceptual anchor 
points in our cities. " 

Man's understanding of the world is based on how he identifies his lived in world. 

He identifies his world in the form of images, which in tern build up his world, which 

is true to him. 

He uses these images as references to understand and respond to events, persons, 

characters and objects that exist in the town he lived in. These images guide a person 

within his own world and there by determines his belongingness/connectedness with 

the environment he lives. 

Centre being a distinctive spatial entity in the town structure, helps to build up 

these meaningful images, which will give a comprehensive idea about the town. 

For example consider the Matara town. Essentially the image of Matara is 

structured as two sets of parallel paths and edges on either sides of the river leading to 

goals or places on each bank; with these banks being unified by the bridge. These 

goals or the places are the two centres of the Matara town; 'Bodhiya' and the Bus 

depot area adjoining the ramparts. 

In Bodhiya area the open plane of the esplanade heighten the enclosure provided 

by the proximity of several large trees mainly by the 'Bodhiya' itself and the well-

known but not very visible star fort. 
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Across the bridge, the spatial release of the bus depot, grounds and the sea beyond 

provide a setting for the solid grey ramparts of the fort punctuated by the strong 

verticality of the clock tower. The fort from without, as it is from within is a very 

definite imageable place. Hence these two centres and their elements structures the 

image of the Matara town. 

Fig. 12 The Bridge playing a cohesive role. Fig. 13 Bodhiya Area. 

This high image evoking ability of the town centre helps the man to orientate 

himself in the town structure. He has to know where he is with reference to unknown 

surrounding. The town centre functions as this reference point in his experience of the 

town structure. When this ability of the centre is weak, man feels lost and evokes the 

feeling of terror. 



2.3.3 Centre sis a Place That Binds the Other Parts 

In any composition, there is a need to emphasise some parts and subordinates 

others. As Unwin (1958) says; 

"The best way to achieve this in town planning is to have definite centres. " 

It is only in this way, that a relationship and proportion can be established 

between the different parts of the town. 

The dramatic effect of the main buildings of the town is lost, if they are 

haphazardly scattered throughout the town. By grouping them around a central place 

as a dominant element in the urban scene, the town takes a unified form. 

These strong morphological elements in the centre have the ability to bind the 

other parts of the town visually and physically, Which will ultimately help to 

construct a meaningful image of the town as a whole. 

2.4 CONSTITUENTS OF THE TOWN CENTRE 

Centre is the main space of the town structure. To make this space functional, 

lively and imageable place for its inhabitants, a proper attention should be paid to its 

constituents in their layouts and details. The following are the basic constituents of a 

town centre. 

the temple of the tooth, 

Walakulubamma and kandy lake 

with their spatial qualities and the 

strong meanings behind them, bind 

all the other parts of the town, 

perceptually visually and physically. 

distinctive architectural features of 

Fig. 14 In the Kandy town centre 
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2.4.1 CENTRAL SPACE 

Generally, the constituents of the centre are organised around a central space. This 

space could be either an unbuilt space or a built space, depending on the function of 

the town centre. 

2.4.1.1 Unbuilt Central Space 

Generally a town centre is composed around an open space. This is the dominant 

space of the whole structure, and a place to be in rather than an object to look at. 

Thus, principal open space in the town will form the chief meeting place for the 

inhabitants, the place towards which they will naturally gravitate. 

This central open space acts as a "pause" in the town experience, hence heighten 

the imageability. 

It gives more opportunities to organise variety of activities in one place. When 

something is going on; it will be the place in which they take most pride and will be 

the place on which they expand most money, thought and care. Thus give the 

inhabitants a greater choice of personalization. 

In medieval towns like Venice, Florence etc., Town Square was the centre of the 

town. It was an open space with definite boundaries and variety of activities specially 

civic activities. Rest of the town was organised around it. 

Fig. 15 City centre of Amstradam 
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In linear town development, the road becomes the ellongated central open space 

of the town. For example, consider the towns of Nugegoda and Deniyaya. Here one 

could say that the establishment of the path/road as a point of reference from which 

the rest of the setting can be observed is an important criterion for an imageable 

structure. 

2.4.1.2 Built Central Space 

Sometimes, a building or a building complex could act as the centre of the town. 

All the important functions of the town are connected to these buildings. Atriums of 

these building complexes act as the chief meeting spaces of the people of the town. 

These kinds of buildings are situated mainly in commercially oriented towns. 

For example, Bambalapitiya is a commercially oriented town in Colombo district, 

which does not have an open space acting as its centre. 

Majestic City building with its strong built form and variety of activities acts as 

the main space of the town. It is the chief meeting place and the place that binds the 

other parts of the town physically and perceptually. Railway station and the Bus 

station at Bambalapitiya junction and the Gall road, supports to carry out its activities. 

Majestic City building is the centre of the Bambalapitiya town physically and 

perceptually. 

Fig. 16 Strong built mass of the Majestic 
City 
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2.4.2 ELEMENTS OF CONTRAST 

In any spatial composition, there is a need to emphasise some parts in order to 

create a relationship and proportion between different parts, contrasting elements in 

the centre, makes the town centre a unified form. 

This is an important aspect to be considered, when designing a town. When there 

is no unified form the town becomes haphazard and difficult to grasp. Hence it does 

not become a good place to live in. 

These elements can be further divided into natural elements and built elements. 

2.4.2.1 Built Elements 

The town centre is a composition in its own right, and for that composition to have 

unity, it will require a dominant element. Shulz (1971:15) calls it the "AXIAL 

This dominant element may be a single building which by its size towers over all 

other buildings, like the Basilica of Pizzella San Marco of Venice, it may be a group 

of tall buildings like the towers of San Ginignano; it may be a group of quite small 

buildings which being on an elevated position over shadow the rest of the town; it 

may dominate through its setting. It may be a piece of sculpture in the open space or it 

may be some combination of these types. 

MUNDI". 

Fig. 17 The Clock tower of the 
Matara Fort acts as an "axial 
munch' in the town center. 
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Fig. 18 Towers of 
San Gimignano 

But a dominant clement there must be, as a first principal it may be said that the 

major buildings must be in themselves the most impressive in scale and architectural 

character, and must occupy the most impressive site The dominant building may be 

placed on the dominant space as one grand climax to the centre, but it does not follow 

that they should always coincide. 

2.4.2.2 Natural Elements 

As buildings and sculptures, natural elements could also act as focal points in the 

town centre. 

For example, in most of the old towns in Sri Lanka, a "Bo" tree was located in the 

centre of the town. Sri Lankan culture was developed under Buddhist influences. 

Hence Bo trees were considered as sacred symbols. In every settlement Bo trees were 

planted in the main space or at the main junction, and the rest of the town developed 

around it. On the other hand it provided shelter and acted as a focal point to carry out 

social functions. It was the informal meeting place for the inhabitants. But now, Bo 

trees are replaced by clock towers and still they act as focal points in towns. 

Fig. 19 An old Bo- tree at Walasgala 
Town center 

Fig. 20 In new towns such as 
Dehiattakandiya, clock towers plays the 
role of a focal point. 
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These elements in the centre, instantly recalled allusions to proximity, enclosure 

and continuity, thus create imageable places. 

2.4.3 EDGE OF THE SPACE 

Generally, the edge of the space is marked by buildings or natural phenomenon. 

They strengthen the sense of enclosure of the space and the continuity. 

The enclosure determines a space, which is separated from its surroundings. Thus 

it is a necessary constituent of a place, which distinguishes the inside and outside of it. 

The enclosure brings in and enhances the desired spatial meaning of a place. 

Continuity bounds or links spaces as to give a sense of direction or a sense of 

cohesion. Continuity establishes the relationship between the town centre and its 

enclosure by placing the other elements in between them, in an orderly manner. There 

by continuity fills the gap between centre and enclosure by articulating and 

composing of the elements. 

Thoughtfully created enclosure and continuity, make the central space distinctive 

spatial entity. Hence it becomes a highly imageable place in the town structure. 

2.4.3.1 Buildings 

Placement of the buildings in the central area affects the degree of enclosure. The 

nature of the enclosing buildings, roof line, the height of the enclosing buildings in 

relation to the size of the space, the degree of their three dimensional modelling, the 

presence or absence of unifying architectural theme and the overall shape of the space 

itself affect the degree of enclosure. 

Town centre should have cohesion. That is grouping the visual elements together 

in order to identify as a single entity. Repetition, similarity, proximity, common 

enclosure, symmetry and orientation reinforce the principal of grouping. All these 

principles carry the notion of continuity. This can be achieved by using proper scale 

and proportion, solids and raids, colours and textures of the surrounding buildings. 
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Good detailing of the surrounding buildings of the central space pave way for a 

robust, rich environment which gives the potential of developing a connectedness 

with it. through the personalization. 

The world's most successful urban centres Piazza San Marco Venice, Campo in 

Siena, Plaza Mayor in Salamanca, Vigevano's piazza Ducale or Piazza Delia Signoria, 

Florance, foster a sense of belongingness by the design of the threshold experience 

and by a sense of visual enclosure and continuity. 

2.4.3.2 Natural Phenomenon 
Natural elements like tree lines, mountain ranges, water bodies etc, heighten the 

sense of enclosure and continuity. Perhaps it could be the most effective way of 

stimulating the imageability of a place/centre. The following are some examples. 
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Fig. 23 At Galle Face Green, the 
massive water body (sea), i ts 
rhythmic patterns of breaking 
waves and the horizon, mark the 
enclosure and the continuity of 
this vast area. 

Fig. 24 Mountain ranges, which 

act as a backdrop to the Kandy 

town centre (Mahamaluwa), 

evokes the sense of enclosure of 

the place. 

2.4.4 E N T R A N C E S 
Entrances are the first elements of a town centre. Perceived by man, before 

entering it. In historic times, the entrance to the town centre was marked by an arch or 

Fig. 25 The entrance to the Strada De 
Corso, Piazza Del Popolo, Rome 
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But today, it is achieved by the placement of buildings. The function of the town 

centre may now indeed be quite different from the ancient gateway, the prime purpose 

of which was an exclusion. 

Alexander, in his search for design patterns, also found the entrance to be of great 

importance, making it one of his design principles; 

" Mark every boundary in the city by gate ways, where the major 
entrance paths cross the boundary" 

His prescription includes the need to mark the transition along all paths, which 

penetrate the boundary of any distinctive place or quarter. 

2.5 TOWN CENTRE - TYPES 

Towns and cities in the world have been developed through a long time to serve 

increasing needs of human beings. To fulfil these needs, they have to perform 

different functions. Centre being the main public space in the town, is the place where 

these functions/activities are concentrated. 

Generally small towns consisted with one centre, while larger ones have more 

than one. These centres are assigned with different functions, which reflect the 

meaning or the image of the town. Hence they posses different characteristics. 

To design a meaningful urban environment, these characteristics have to be 

identified and should be paid the due attention. 

Considering the present urban context of Sri Lanka, we can identify three main 

types of centres depending on the main function they perform. 

(i) Commercial Centre 

(ii) Cultural Centre 

(iii) Administrative Centre 
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When one activity centre becomes the main centre, that reflects the meaning of the 

town, other activity centres become supportive nodes and they help to carryout the 

main function of the town. 

Pictorially just as much as socially, it is desirable to have some overlapping of 

functions, in order the centre to be really attractive, an interest and liveliness must be 

sustained in all its parts. This only happens when there is some mixing of building 

uses, resulting in contrast in architectural character and in the drawing together of 

people using the centre for different purposes. A rigorous zoning plan in which 

conflicting building uses are ruthlessly excluded is almost certain to create dead and 

lifeless areas. 

This is not to propose the meaningless jumble, that take place today, when there is 

no plan but there is every thing to be gained by mixed building uses, provided there is 

proper centre, and that the primary character of each centre is not destroyed. 

2.5.1 ADMINISTRATIVE CENTRE 

As an administrative centre, it is the meeting place of the city fathers and the work 

place of local government and others officials. These purposes require buildings like 

the municipal offices, offices for government departments, police stations etc. 

For this composition of buildings to have unity, it will require a dominant 

element. Most of the times, chief administrative building acts as this major building. 

As it was explained earlier there are numerous ways of design and placement of this 

building to achieve the desired quality. 

The dominant building or group of buildings appears as a plastic body in space, 

with the characteristics of mass and silhouette. There is also a need for a dominant 

space. The dominant building may be placed on the dominant space as one grand 

climax to the centre. 

It is always important to connect this major space with the major building as a 

forecourt unlike in the other types of centres as they demand for majestic or dominant 

quality in appearance. 
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Other supportive activity nodes like entertainment and transport should be 

connected to the main centre in a proper way to make it a more live place. Because 

civil buildings are not used throughout the day. So these spaces could become dead 

unless the supportive activity nodes like entertainment are not connected. But one 

should always remember that the character of the main centre is administrative. Other 

activities should not disturb this main character of the main centre. 

For example consider the Town Hall area. It is one of the most significant places 

in the Colombo City. It is the administrative centre of the city, which has a very 

important associational significance. 

Fig. 27 The grate built mass of the Town Hall 
building and its forecourt 

Fig. 26 Map of the Town hall area 

The great built mass and the illustrious architectural details of the town hall 

building make the place imageable to its users. The openness of the town hall's 

forecourt and the greenery of the Viharamahadevi park provides just the correct 

degree of pause for some one who comes from a congested and compact streets of the 

city, by its restful and calm character. 

Apart from Town Hall building, other administrative buildings like the Post office 

Hospitals, Schools and several office buildings are located around the main building. 

Other supportive activities such as commercial, cultural and entertainment are also 

connected to the main space within a walkable distance. 
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A ring of cultural activities and buildings like Museums, Art Galleries, Theatres, 

The war museum and the Public Library are organised around the main space. 

Religious buildings like Dawatagaha Mosque and the Catholic Church are also in the 

vicinity without destroying the main character of the place. 

Viharamahadevi Park has a dual function. It heightens the dominant character of 
the Town Hall building by acting as a forecourt and it is also the entertainment node 

of the centre. 

The commercial activities are concentrated in Dharmapala Mawatha within a 

walkable distance from the main space. 

Fig. 28 Catholic church and the 
dawatagaha mosque 

Fig. 29 Viharamahadevi park. 
The entertainment node 
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This centre has become an important connector point of the city. Most of the 

roads, which connect the other parts of the city, join the centre in a radial manner. 

Hence it has become a traffic terminal. 

The life of this administrative centre greatly depends on its mixture of activities 

but what is important here is the prominence given to its administrative node, by the 

placement, scale and the details of the massive Town hall building. It binds all other 

spaces and activities into a cohesive spatial entity, which make the place more 

imageable and graspable. 

Fig.30 Dharmapala mawatha 
The main commercial node 

2.5.2 COMMERCIAL CENTRE 

As a business centre it is a place where the city dweller goes to when he wants to 

buy luxury or high cost goods, to search for a bargain or to obtain a wider choice than 

what he finds in his own neighbourhood; and as a business centre it is also the home 

of commercial and professional firms, and for the wholesalers supplying goods for the 

shops. It consists of every kind of shop buildings from the large departmental to the 

small intimate shops; and all kinds of office and warehouse buildings ranging from 

multistoried blocks to small coffee shops. 
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Unlike in the other centres, for the composition and function of this type the 

dominant building does not act a major role. So as the main open space. These two 

elements are not a must in this composition. Sometimes the road can act as the open 

space where all the other activities are connected. 

Two supportive activity nodes- entertainment and transport must be connected 

with the commercial centre, for its better function and liveliness. 

Details and proportions of the buildings should provide a friendly and carnival 

atmosphere from where the people could feel the belongingness with the space. 

Nugegoda town which is at the edge of the Colombo City is one of the best 

examples that can be used to illustrate this type. It is a concentration centre for 

commercial activities and it has been strengthen by social activities and traffic 

movement. 

This consists with three overlapping segments. They are; 

(1) Bo tree intersection - on high level road 

(2) The path (that leads to the Super market from the Bo-tree intersection) 

(3) Super Market intersection. 

Fig. 32 Bo- tree intersection 



Bo tree intersection and super market intersection act as entrance to the main 

central space - the path. Bo tree and the Bank of Ceylon building, which can be seen 

from a long distance, are the focal points in the Bo tree intersection. They mark the 

entrance to the main space. When reaching the centre from Kohuwala side the road 

rises up. This slight difference in the topography. Bo tree and Bank of Ceylon 

building make the entrance an imageable place. 

The path is a concentration of commercial activities. They vary from super 

markets to small boutiques. There is no major open space. The road/path is the open 

space, where all the other activities such as restaurants, police station, post office, 

schools and religious buildings are connected. The railway station is also connected to 

this space. But there is no major building present in the space. 
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Super market intersection act as a traffic terminal. Although there is no 

memorable morphological elements present in the space, this mixture of activities in 

the centre gives the user a greater choice of personalization. 

2.5.3 CULTURAL CENTRE 

As a cultural centre, it is the place where a person goes to watch a drama; where 

he will be able to listen to serious music, to visit exhibitions of sculpture and pictures, 

to read or borrow books. 

It is the place where different groups with particular interests, get together to 

persue them. It is the place where most of the buildings with cultural and religious 

importance are located and also where culturally important activities take place. 

As in the administrative centre, cultural centre is also flanked by a main building. 

Town centre is organised around this main building. This climax building may be 

placed on the dominant space. But it does not follow that they should always coincide 

as in the administrative centre. 

It is important that the chief open space should be in constant use to keep it alive, 

and if the climax building is one that is only used periodically it is better to site other 

activities like commercial and entertainment connected to the main space. 

The following example illustrates some of the above-explained distinctive 

qualities of the culture. 

Kandy is a culturally oriented town, with an associational significance. Centre of 

the city has three main segments or nodes; 

(1) Mahamaluwa segment 

(2) Dalada weediya 

(3) Goodshed segment 

Other sections of the city is connected to this central spine using a grid iron 

system. Kandy City has an assigned meaning behind it, this meaning is represented 

mainly by the Temple of the Tooth and the Lake, which are in the main centre of the 

city. 
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Mahamaluwa act as a forecourt and the mountain range acts as a back drop to 

heighten the majestic character of the Temple of the Tooth. 

Temple of the Tooth with its illustrious architectural details, Kandy Lake and its 

Walakulubamma make the place more memorable/imageable for the users. Connected 

with the cultural segment is the commercial and entertainment node- Daladaweediya. 

It acts as the entrance passage to the Mahamaluwa. Restaurants, hotels and some 

exclusive commercial activities are located here. 

Fig. 36 Temple of the Tooth 
In the Mahamaluwa segment 
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Fig. 37 Dalada Veediya 

Goodshed area in the transport node of the centre, Railway station and the main 

bus depots are located in this segment, with some commercial activities. 

Fig. 38 Good Shed segment 

2.5.4 SUPPORTIVE N O D E S 

Supportive activity nodes such as transport, entertainment, etc. always help to 

make the main centre habitable for the inhabitants. Except the commercial centre, 

other two main centres function periodically. Hence these spaces can become dead or 

lifeless if these supportive activity nodes are not connected with it. 
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Organisation of these activity nodes in relation to the main centre depends on the 

type of main centre, the density of population, size of the town etc. 

2.6 HIERARCHY OF TOWN CENTRES 

Sometimes, a town may have more than one centre in its structure. Number of 

centres may depend on the function, size and the growth pattern of the town. When 

there are more than one centre in the urban setting, there should be a relationship 

between them in order to create a meaningful, functional urban environment. 

Each and every town has a particular main function to perform. That function may 

depend on historical reasons or sometimes new towns are designed to perform a 

particular activity. 

The centre, which performs this assigned function of the town, should be placed 

on the top of the hierarchical order. Hence it can be called the climax centre. Other 

centres are organised and connected with each other as supportive centres to help the 

climax node to perform its duty. 

Main centres are connected with sub centres or nodes (activity nodes) e.g.; transport 

node, entertainment node etc. As it was explained earlier, these activity nodes help to 

carry out the main function successfully in the centre. 

2.6.1 CLIMAX CENTRE 

Climax centre is placed on the top of the hierarchical order of the town centres. It 

performs the assigned function of a particular town. Hence it acts as the main space of 

the town structure. 

Climax centre is considered as the goal or foci in town experience. It gives 

different inside and outside experience to the observer, which enable him to identify 

and orientates himself with the surrounding environment. Hence the climax centre 

reflects the image of the town. 
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Town centres is a special place in the urban structure, due to its distinctive 

spatial qualities, architecture and heighten meanings. It gives greater opportunities 

for social interactions. It is the place, which has an ability to generate and sustain 

life of the town. 

To create such town centres with full of life, most care should be lavished on 

their constituents, distinctive features of different types and hierarchical order of 

the different centres. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Habitable Town Centres; Identification of Design Principles 



3.0 PREFACE 

In the first chapter it was discussed that the habitability of an environment 

depends on connectedness. That is the ability of the environment to connect the 

people with it, by means of providing opportunities for the observer to grasp the space 

by his five senses and to transform into a clear mental picture, and by providing 

opportunities to personalise the spaces he is experiencing. 

In the second chapter it was discussed the importance of the town centre to the 

town structure in the making of a habitable urban environment. 

The aim of this chapter is to examine how this can be achieved physically. 
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3.1 IMAGEABILITY OF A TOWN STRUCTURE 

All cultures have developed systems of orientation specific to each of them. That 

is a special structure, which facilitates a good environmental image. 

" The world may be organised around a set of focal points or be 
broken into named regions, or be linked by remembered roots" 

(Lynch, 1960 : 7) 

This system of orientation enabled man to identify his environment to know he is 

in a certain place. Where the system is weak, the imageability becomes difficult and 

man feels lost. To be lost is evidently the opposite of feeling habitable. 

The imageability of a town helps man to gain emotional attachment to it and that 

will contribute to a strong sense of belongingness with place, which ultimately leads 

to a habitable environment. 

For this kind of imageability, organisation of centres and their connection with 

each other and with other parts of the town is vary important. 

3.1.1 ORGANIZATION OF CENTERS 

People who live in towns have different needs and demands. These needs and 

demands have to be fulfilled in order to create a habitable urban environment. Thus a 

town should have different activities to cater for these demands and wants. Town 

centre is a place where these activities are concentrated. Urban spaces conducive to 

public life are never a single function space, which are multifunctional, 

accommodating as many users and activities to serve the community's social 

integration and generate life. 

Towns are of different forms and sizes due to various reasons such as Geography, 

History, Population etc. and number of centres in a town also differs from town to 

town. Small towns may have only one or two centres to perform these activities. 

While, larger ones may have several of them. Refer the examples of Kandy and 

Nugegoda, which was described in chapter two. 
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To heighten the imageability of a town in relation to its centres, there are two 

fundamental qualities to be considered. That is permeability and legibility. 

3.1.1.1 PERMEABILITY OF A TOWN 

Permeability is the extent to which an environment allows people a choice of 

access through it, from place to place and it is one of the main qualities, which makes 

a town habitable. 

To have a good permeability in a town or a city, organisation of centres plays a 

vital role. Centres are the key places of the urban structure, where all the important 

activities are connected. When these key places are connected "properly" the 

inhabitants may have a greater choice of accessibility through the town. It rather 

depends on the extent to which the street system is connected, integrated and 

intelligible. These connections (paths/streets) between the centres are also very 

important for the design of a habitable town. In successful towns these paths acts as 

promenade where people walk up and down to meet their friends, to stare at strangers 

and let strangers stare at them. 

For example, Dalada Veediya in Kandy acts as a promenade, connecting the 

mahamaluwa and the Goodshed area. It also acts as the entertainment node of the 

town. Clock tower in front of the bus station gives the correct punctuation for the start 

of this segment, and the gradual rise towards mahamaluwa gives the sense of 

direction. 

Fig. 39 Dalada veediya acts as a 
promenade. 



The enclosed path continues towards the climax. The festive character of the 

entity has been maintained continuously by its architectural manifestations and 

activities. Such as arcades, overlooking balconies, rich details of the facades etc. This 

kind of atmosphere, encourage people to move from one centre to the other and make 

the whole system permeable. 

Similar kind of physical setting has turned in to a lifeless situation in Ratnapura. 

The path that links the new administrative centre and the old commercial centre 

functions only as a road. 

There are no activities provided only a paddy field by the side. Hence the new 

administrative centre has become a lifeless place due to its weaker connection to the 

old commercial centre, and the two centres are not within a walkable distance. 

Some scholars argue that the best permeable condition can be achieved by a grid 

system, which connects centres. 

As Hillier, (1992:110) reminds us; 

" In a grid, people start and finish every where, with different 
levels of intensity. This by-product of movement is to generate as many 
happenings and interactions as possible. They are discontinuities in 
the urban grid and disruptive of the movement economy. " 

Fig. 40 Map of Ratnapura town 

52 



But the permeability of any system of public space depends on the number of 

alternative roots from one point to another. But these alternatives must be visible. 

Otherwise only people who already know the area can take advantage of them. So 

visual permeability is also important. 

Both physical and visual permeability depends on how the network of centres 

divides the environment into blocks. These can vary radically in size and shape. 

Smaller the size of the block more the feeling of permeability. 

City of Derham depicts this pattern very clearly. The city is comprised with 

several centres and they are connected with routes to form the city structure. The main 

centre of the city is the space associated with the cathedral. There are four alternative 

routes to reach the destination. These four main routes interconnect other sub centres 

like the palace green, market place, bus station etc and they devide the city into small 

plots to make it more permeable. 

The cathedral, which loom over the other buildings in the city, as a focal point, 

which can be seen from a distance, binds all the centres together visually and 

strengthen the visual permeability. 

7 Bus station 2-1 Students' Union 
K Framwelgate Bridge (Dunelm House) 
V Stiver Street 25 Kingsgale Bridge 

10 Fleshergate 26 Old Fulling Mill 
11 Moatside Lane 27 Weir 
12 Elvet Bridge 28 Cathedral Close 
13 Saddler Street 2" St Marv-the-Less 
n Castle 30 South Bailev 

-1 Covered market 21 St Man- Le Bow 
5 Market-place 22 Cathedral 
t> Milbumgate Shopping Centre 23 Bow Lane 

1 Railway Station 18 Palace Green 
2 Claypath 19 Windy Cap 
7 St Nicholas 20 Duncow Lane 

Fig. 41 Map of the city of Derham 
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The following maps, shows the interconnections between the centres. 

Fig. 42 The first route: Elvet bridge to 
Framwelgate bridge 

Fig. 44 The third route: University campus 
to the penisula via Kingsgate bridge 

Fig. 43 The second route: University campus to 
Cathedral close via Prebends bridge 

/ \ 

Fig.45 The fourth route: Railway station to 
cathedral via framwelgate bridge, 
Market place, Owen gate, Palace green 
and the Sanctuary Knocker. 

3.1.1.2 LEGIBILITY OF A TOWN 

Legibility is the quality, which makes a place grspable. In other words to know 

where we are within the town, therefore we have to build up a workable image of 

each part and each of these images will comprise first of all identity -our recognition 

of its individuality or oneness within the city/town as a whole. Secondly our 

recognition of its spatial or pattern relationship to other parts of the town, also to 

ourselves and thirdly its particular meaning for each of us whether practical or 

emotional. 
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Arrangements of centres in relation to the other elements of the town, as focal 

points help the observer to grasp the environment, which is a main requirement of a 

habitable town. 

Town centre helps the legibility of a town mainly in two ways. 

(a) As a Place of Orientation 

All cities/towns should have a system of orientation in order to get about their day 

today life. Usually man's orientation is established with reference to a particular 

object or location, in this case, the town centre. When the system is weak he feels lost 

and evokes the feeling of terror. 

When there are more than one centre in a town, their hierarchy should be 

considered for the development of the town. Climax centre which reflects the image 

of the town or which gives a heightened meaning to the town should be treated as the 

main town centre and as the main space of the town. Other centres should be 

connected to it accordingly. 

For example in a cultural town, suppose it has two centres, cultural and 

commercial and emphasise should be given to the cultural centre, rather than to the 

commercial centre. Otherwise it may become a haphazard, ungraspable town, where 

theatneaning of the town is destroyed. 

The ordering of centres help man to orientates himself with reference to its 

hierarchy, thus the environment he lives become more legible. 

Consider Kandy town and its main centre. It is the perceptual and the physical 

centre of the town. Hence possesses a high imageability. People orientate themselves 

in the city in relation to this main space -Mahamaluwa. 

Fig. 46 Mahamaluwa is the 
perceptual and physical 
centre of the kandy town. 
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This is also true in the case of Derham, where the main space is the space 

associated with the cathedral and the other centres and spaces are organised in relation 

to the main centre, which make the city easily graspable 

Fig. 47 The Cathedral Close, 
one of Derham's majore public 
squares. 

(b) As a Pause in Experience 

"When space feels thoroughly familiar to us, it has become a place" 
(Tuan, 1977:73) 

The space becomes familiar through time. Larger one, stay in one space more he 

become familiar with it. As we look at a panoramic scene our eyes pause at point of 

interest. Each pause is long enough to create an image of place that looms large 

momentarily in a view which ultimately help in grasping that environment. 

Town centre, by its placement and architecture acts as a "pause" in experience of 

the town. For this purpose, the following aspects have to be considered. 

(i) Enclosure 

Enclosure provides the feeling of containment. It is affected by symmetry 

regularity of layout where the ultimate goal is revealed to the observer. Arrival at the 

enclosure signifies a break in the sequence, which can be characterised by the climax 

or finish of the sequence. It provides the territorial demarcation, within which man 

form attachment. 
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Enclosure literally means a break in a gap, which contain or rest the eye within it. 

"Thus the arrival is characterised by an enclosure where the eye 
reacts to the fact of being completely surrounded. The reaction is 
static; once the enclosure is entered, the sense remains the same as 
you walk across it and out of it." 

Ways of achieving enclosure will be discussed later in this chapter. 

In the business centre of Colombo (C.B.D) the third segment of the York Street 

that is from Sir Baron Jayathilake Mawatha and York Street intersection to the York 

Street and Chatham Street intersection, provides this kind of "pause" when 

experiencing it, due to its spatial enclosure. 

This segment possesses a high degree of enclosure since four storied buildings, 

forming sharp boundaries flank both sides. Proportion between the height of these 

buildings and the width of the road, has created a cross section which provides a high 

degree of enclosure. It is increased as the road narrows down and reaches the end. 

(Cullen, 1961:17) 

Fig.48 Map of the central 
business district of 
Colombo. 
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Continuous level of the skyline and the straight building line heighten the sense of 

enclosure. Ports Authority building stands, closing the view beyond the space, hence 

visual enclosure is retained. 

All these aspects make this place one spatial entity, which is distinguishable from 

the other spaces of the C.B.D., due to the cause created by its architectural 

manifestations. 

Fig. 49 Ports authority building stands Fig. 50 Continuous level of the sky line 
closing the view beyond the space. and the straight building line heighten 

the sense of enclosure. 

(ii) Focal Point 

Coupled with enclosure, as an artefact of possession is the focal point, the vertical 

symbol or a building of congregation. 

In town centres, it is the focal point, which crystallises the situation, which 

confirms 'this is the spot'. Town centres provide the physical settings for such 

occasions. 

Fig. 51 Bo-trees, played the role of the focal 

point in most of the old town centres in S r i 

Lanka. (Thihagoda) 
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Fig. 52 The great built mass of 

the Temple of the Tooth in 

Kandy and it's rich details, 

especially by the "pattirippuwa", 

draws the attention of the 

observer, once he enters the 

"mahamaluwa". It symbolises the 

climax of the spatial experience. 

(iii) Incident 

The skilful disposition of incident gives point to the basic shapes of the centre. It 

is a nudge. It means to entrap an eye, so that it does not slide out into the beyond. The 

value of incident in a centre tower, belfry, silhouette features, vivid colour and details 

so on draws an attention to it. 

Fig. 53 In the third segment of 

the York street (C.B.D), the 

beautifully composed facades of 

Cargil ls-Mil lers and Seylan Bank 

buildings and also the bright red 

detailing of the Mi l lers, attracts 

attention and adds visual interest 

to the centre. Hence the place 

becomes more memorable. 

It is through the lack of incident that so many meticulously thought-out centres 

fail to come to life in three dimensions. 
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3.2 IMAGEABILITY OF THE TOWN CENTRE. 

Man's interest in space has existential roots. It stems from a need to grasp vital 

relations in his environment, to bring meaning and order into a world of events and 

actions. By means of spatial attributes, man perceive the space and grasp relationships 

with the existential space. As he weaves relationships with space, he orientates 

himself with the environment. In any space there are some fundamental attributes 

associated with it. These attributes are the principles of the inherent spatial meaning 

and together they form the very existence of any space. 

The elementary organisation of space consists of the centre, the enclosure and the 

continuity. These physical attributes reinforce the perception or the sensation of the 

special experience by assigning the space with some form of quality, meaning and 

expression that creates a certain frame of mind within oneself. This enables to create a 

common image of the space among its beholders. 

In order to interpret perception of the spatial image an interrelationship between 

centre, enclosure and continuity should be established. Centre and enclosure work 

together to form a place and places are the basic elements of existential space. 

Continuity binds all these physical elements together to form a one large entity of 

space with a certain spatial image. 

Town centres are the "places" of goal or foci in our experience of the town 

structure. So it is important to discuss how these three attributes are organised in a 

town centre to increase its image evoking capacity, which greatly affect the 

habitability of the town. 

3.2.1 CENTRE 

Centre of a town is normally comprised with an open space surrounded by 

buildings. To be imageable these spaces have to fulfil certain requirements. It has to 

be appropriately dimensioned to social needs, a setting that 

" Breathes and pulsates with a very human feeling and a very human scale " 

(Kiddersmith, 1985:15) 
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3.2.1.1 Central Space 

The optimal size of the open space is related to the social life that takes place 

there. The space should barely accommodate the busiest regular daily or weekly 

events. It should not be too large for its success depends on its feeling of cheerful 

bustles and busy concentrated activities. 

The architectural scale and proportion of the facade designs of the surrounding 

buildings their overall height, vertical and horizontal dimensions which affect the 

central area must be scaled to human proportions and human use. 

The human scale of the central space is proportionate to the number of people who 

occupy it. For example the human scale of mahamaluwa is the one that is suitable for 

thousand odd people, not for a few. 

" The vertical emphasis of narrow facades or a facade designs that 
emphasis the vertical, retains the focus of attention on the foreground 
and draws the eye to the ground level. By comparison horizontal strip 
windows draw the eye into the distance and the image evoking ability 
is destroyed " 

(Curren, 1983:82) 

No space body can be formed when the floor area is so great that the walls of the 

surrounding buildings bare no relationship to it, countless central spaces are failed 

because they are so large that the buildings appear to stand on the edge of the space. 

The walls and the floor of the space become disassociated and there is no sense of 

spatial enclosure. 

Davidson (1993) in his analytical study of Derham, explains 

"The palace green is part of a tradition of space making around 
English Cathedrals not found in most European counterparts. 
However unlike more successful precincts, this place is bare and 
lifeless. This is due to a number of causes. Because of the low 
elevations of the surrounding buildings and their inconsistent nature, 
the space has little feeling of enclosure and intimacy and there are no 
routs through it, which makes it impossible to utilise. The individual 
physical and psychological separation from this green spaceandindeed 
the cathedral is emphasised by the sea of cars which surrounds the 
square and prevent it from being read as a whole." 
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Fig. 54 Palace Green 

Judging by the size of many central spaces designed today, it is obvious that there 

is still confusion between the relative importance of floor area and spatial volume. A 

large space can be less impressive than a small one, infact beyond a certain point, the 

larger the space the less impressive it is. In actuality we look across the space at 

buildings and by doing so the greater the space between us and their facades, the less 

impressive they look. Furthermore the greater the void around us, the less we feel the 

sense of enclosure. Hence the image evoking ability is lessen. 

Fig. 55 Map of Dehiattakandiya. 
(The main space with the clock tower i s 
marked in yellow.) 

Fig. 56 In Dehiattakandiya (Mahaweli 

town), the central open space is so large 

that it could never be more than vast 

draughty space with buildings on its fringe 
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To understand this principle clearly, it has to be discussed with the " sense of 

enclosure " of the space. 

3.2.1.2 Elements in the Space 

Sometimes central spaces are decorated with sculptors and elements. These also 

contribute to the spatial image acting as focal points and punctuations. 

Their designs and arrangements have to be done according to the situation. 

Elements in the centre mainly do two things. They bring about a stimulating effect of 

sudden pause in the observer's mind and they tie the other elements of the space to 

make it a unified whole. 

3.2.2 ENCLOSURE 

A space should have its demarcations or limits or boundaries for man to 

perceive and comprehend. The centre of a space carries the notion of enclosure with 

it. The distinctive quality of any manmade space is enclosure. Its character and spatial 

properties are determined by how it is enclosed. Hence imageability of a space is 

greatly affected by its enclosure. 

As Camilo Sitte( 1979:20) emphasised ; 

" The essential thing in both room and square is the quality of enclosed 

Fig.57 Cleopatra's needle at the Piazza del 
Popolo, Rome. 

space 
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This is ideally done by the surrounding buildings or other barriers forming the 

walls, which seems to support the sky. This quality of visual enclosure focuses 

attention on the people and events within the space. 

3.2.2.1 HightAVidth Ratio 

Imageability of the central space is affected by its enclosure in plan and 

section. To have a good sense of enclosure, height/width ratio of the section has to be 

levelled. (1:1) 

When the width portion is more than the height, the sense of enclosure 

reduces. But when the height is more than the width, the space become too tight to 

live in. 

Sometimes it is difficult to enclose the central space in section due to various 

reasons. But if there is a greater plan enclosure, height/width ratio can be opened up 

to about 1:4. 
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Deniyaya is a fine example to illustrate this fact. It is a linear town form in further 

regions of Matara district. In most of the linear town forms of this kinds, the centre 

itself stretches from one end to the other end of the town. 

What is remarkable in Deniyaya is that the curving road and its nature of climbing 

up and down sideways have divided the linear form into several small segments. The 

view of each segment is terminated with a building, where the enclosed space 

assumes a complete sense of enclosure. 

This is one reason why Deniyaya has become a highly imageable town in Matara 

district. 

Fig. 58 Map of Deniyaya 

Effective width can be reduced by planting trees or by walls. Otherwise roof 

pitches balustrades or changes in ground level can increase the height. 

Fig. 59 The view of each segment is 
terminated by a building. 
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Fig. 60 The main centre of Kandy 

is a vast area including 

mahamaluwa and the lake round. 

Although the mountain range 

encloses this large space, people 

may not be able to grasp it 

effectively due to its vastness. But 

the "Walakulu bamma" and the 

row of trees planted along it, have 

visually broken down the space 

into several segments where people 

can easily relate themselves. 

Number of gaps in between buildings has to be reduced or plantations can be used 

to fill them. But these contribute no activity to the centre which becomes 

correspondingly less memorable. The following is a good example of that nature. 

Fig. 61 In the Bo-tree segment of the Matara town 

centre, the enclosure i s given by its dense and 

continuous vegetation. It provides a continuous 

perceptual ceiling connecting the temple, starfort 

and esplanade. 

3.2.2.2 Road Net Work 

When a town centre is connected with a road network, details of the corner 

buildings affect the enclosure. Splayed corners of the corner buildings focussed them 

on to the centre of the space. They give a greater sense of enclosure because they start 

to form a concave shape. The forming of a concave central space is one of the most 

emphatic ways of increasing the legibility. The urban square or circus is one of the 

strongest examples of this. It can be used at a variety of scales. 
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Fig.62 concave towns center at 
Luca in Tuscany. 

Different organisations of entrance paths, with a central space give different levels 

of sense of enclosure. 

If the wall defining the entrance path continues uninterrupted to form the wall of 

the entrance, then the centre itself may read as a mere widening of the path. The 

following is a good example of that nature; 

Transport centre of Colombo City, composed of two segments. That is the central 

bus station area and the Fort Railway Station area. Olcott Mawatha with its 

continuous level of skyline formed by the single storied shops which are on the right 

hand side of the street from the railway station area, link the two spaces strongly. 

In the Fort Station area the continuous uninterrupted wall of the entrance path 

gives the enclosure of its forecourt. 
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With entrances located away from its corners, the space seems more distinct from 

the path leading into it. 

This effect is strengthened, if it is impossible to see straight through from entrance 

to exit. 

Piazza Annunziata of Florence is a good example to illustrate this system. The 

square closes a long straight road leading from the cathedral, which has made the 

chief axis of the composition. In one direction the vista closes on the cathedral dome; 

in the other, on the Equestrian statue and loggia of the church in the square. 

Although three comers of the square are opened, the roads are so narrow and the 

buildings so visually interlocked that the eye does not wander out beyond the 

surrounding walls. 

Fig. 65 Piazza Annunziata of 
Florence. 
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The ancient and medieval cities evolved many satisfactory solutions-concealing 

entrances beneath arcades, curving or angling the access street, closing a vista with an 

important building, or using a dramatic natural phenomena to emphasise a visual 

enclosure. 

Piazza del campo at Siena has its comers strengthen by the apertures being kept 

away from them. It also makes use of another device for obtaining spatial enclosure 

namely the arch or bridge. There are no less than eleven entrances to the space, but as 

the majority of them are arched over in a similar way to the general ground floor 

treatment of the piazza, the surrounding walls appear unbroken. 

* 7 * - s ^ ' ^ ^ x " - , r " i i * ' • • . » , 

. . . 

» 1 

Fig. 66 & 67 Piazza del Campo, 
Siena. The surrounding walls 
appear unbroken. 

If a wide exit is visible even before the central space has been entered, then the 

town centre itself seems to be merely a temporary resting place, an alcove off the 

major experience of progressing along the street. If on the other hand the entrance 

seems to lead into a totally enclosed area, with immediately visible exits, then one 

seems to have arrived at the end of one's journey. 

Sense of enclosure is a main requirement in the design of an imageable, 

meaningful and habitable town centre. 

69 



3.2.3 CONTINUITY 

Continuity is a repeated manifestation of some physical and non-physical 

phenomenon that being continued or spreader over the urban space. It facilitates to 

give an idea of similarity, homogeneity, harmony and an identity to the entire space to 

be perceived as a single entity irrespective of its complexity and variety. 

In experiencing the continuity, the visual element emphasises an image while the 

spatial quality gives a sensation of the urban space. When the routes of these 

sensations are chaotic, the image will be incoherent, yet it carries the notion of 

continuity to a certain degree. When the routes are clear it will bind the spatial image 

into a coherent whole. 

The following are some of the design strategies that could be used to achieve the 

continuity in the town centre. 

3.2.3.1 Rhythems/Repititions 

Rhythm refers to the regular or harmonious repetition of lines, shapes, forms, 

views and colour. Frequency or repetition provides the harmonic system and it helps 

to build up a strong image in the observer's mind and ofcourse it ties up the whole 

system into a single entity. 

The rhythmic spatial experience always emphasis a certain activity or place of 

specific importance. Frequency pattern, which increases gradually, helps to punctuate 

a certain important space. Continuity emphasises a repetition of visual elements or 

spatial quality. This repetition gives an order and decipline to the spatial image. If this 

repetition continues regularly beyond a certain extreme would cause monotony, 

uniformity, rigidity and inhumanity. Therefore to a certain degree fragmentation is 

necessary to achieve visual appropriateness of the spatial image. 

But total fragmentation will split up the environment and the arrangement will 

look haphazard and chaotic. So in fragmentation also should have order, discipline or 

system. 

The following description of Dalada Veediya explains how the continuity has 

been achieved using rhythms and repititions. 

70 



Dalada veediya segment of the kandy town centre has a linear context. Axial 

location of the clock tower gives the correct punctuation for the start of this segment 

and the street rises up gradually towards the climax - Mahamaluwa. The dignifying 

character of the entity has been maintained continuously by its architectural 

manifestations. 

The skyline of the fabric is not constant but rhythmically variable. This variation 

and the level difference create a sense of movement and a dynamic character through 

out the context. Building line also has certain regularity. 

The facades of the buildings depict strong horizontal rhythms, and they are richly 

decorated using Sri Lankan and colonial details. 

Fig. 68 The facades of buildings depicts a Fig. 69 Arcades are repeated through out 
strong horizontal rhythm and are richly the same building 
decorated with S r i lankan and colonial 
details. 

Some window details and colonnades are repeated throughout the same building 

and the cues continue throughout the fabric. To break the monotony of repeating the 

same element, new details have been introduced in certain buildings. 

Even if the ground level arcades do not bind the buildings with each other, their 

repetitive nature binds the spatial entity to a coherent whole. All the buildings face the 

street leaning no space in between, thus creating a strong edge. Sometimes the 

continuous facades of buildings that form the enclosure is broken at certain intervals 

to provide a glimpse of the surroundings. (Connections of the sub roads) 

71 



A rhythmic pattern makes this place, the entertainment segment of the Kandy 

town centre, a highly imageable place. 

Fig. 70 Continuity of the facades 
are broken at certain intervals to 
provide a glimpse of the 
surrounding. 

3.2.3.2 Symmetry 

Symmetrical arrangement of buildings around the town centre gives a 

continuation of equivalent pattern of forms and space. 

St. Peters square in Rome, clearly depicts this arrangement. 

Fig. 71 St. Peters square in Rome 

72 



It comprises with three connected units. 

(i) The piazza retta in front of the church facade 

(ii) The piazza obliqua consisting of two half circles and a rectangle 

(iii) The piazza rusticucci 

In all these three units, buildings are composed in a symmetrical manner, to give 

an equivalent patterns of forms and shapes and it hightens the sense of continuity. 

3.2.3.3. Datum 

A line, plane or volume that by its continuity and regularity, serves to collect, 

gather and organise a pattern of forms and spaces in the town centre. Colour, texture 

and ground floor details are expressions on a line, plane or volume. Built form rich in 

texture and colour stands on the floor plain. Floor act as the main link between the 

forms and the space. By organising the forms and spaces in a regular pattern, can 

derive the continuity. 

3.2.3.4 Inflection 

This secures the subordination of the parts to the whole and also establishes the 

relation of the whole to what lies outside it. It could be achieved through, rhythmic 

flow of the skyline, building line, repetition of the facade element, colour and texture 

thus creating continuity throughout the whole built form (central space). 

Fig. 72 In Rajpath India, buildings 

are arranged in a regullar pattern to 

give the sense of continuity. 
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For example, consider how the continuity has been created in the C.B.D of 

Colombo: 

York street, Chatham Street and Janadhipathi Mawatha connects with each other 

to form the central business district of Colombo. They are interconnected with each 

other as a grid network. 

In all these segments the continuous built masses, straight building lines and the 

solidity of the buildings facing the streets, leaving no space in between, thus creating 

a strong urge. Location of the buildings are in a straight line continuing from one to 

the other, helping the edge to be continued in a straight line and maintaining a strong 

urban wall, punctuating the streets. The varying heights of the buildings give an 

undulating skyline. But width of the buildings continues at a same rate. 

The illustrious building facades, continuous built masses, solidity of buildings 

give aesthetic pleasure, breaking the monotony. 

Fig. 73 Common languages 
shared by the different 
segments of the C.B.D, binds 
them into a single spatial 
entity. 
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At the ground level, arcades bind the buildings with each other while 

acknowledging the functional similarity. Most of the buildings have a colonial British 

architecture, illustrious details, continuous built masses, solidity of buildings, ground 

arcades, have contributed to establish a common character. These common languages 

shared by the different segments of the C.B.D., binds them into a single spatial entity. 

Hence this gives a strong spatial image. 

3.2.3.5 Activities 

A town centre comprises many activities. They keep the centre alive and we 

perceive a town centre by the movement of people and their activities. If the activities 

are arranged in an orderly manner as a combination of changing experiences, we can 

perceive a town centre a coherent whole, thus identifying continuity through it. 

Consider how the activities are arranged in Nugegoda and Kandy town centres. 

When the commercial activities are stretched continuously, arcades can be 

introduced to acknowledge the functional similarities and to create a unified region, 

which will attract the pedestrian flow as a harmonious system. 

** Even if we discussed these three components of the town centre separately, they 

act together to create an imageable town centre. 

3.3. MEANINGS OF THE TOWN CENTRE 

Since the quality of space varies within a wide range of different contexts, the 

experience becomes rather complex. Different spaces possess different meanings and 

these are captured differently by each individual. As a result of this each one 

possesses his own picture of a space. People experience the different elements of the 

natural and built environment in the space and each of these contribute to posses 

different meanings or mental pictures in the observers' mind. 
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These meanings help the inhabitants to built up connections with the environment. 

Through these connections, the environment becomes habitable for them. Therefore it 

is of particular importance and interest to find out how a town centre can be designed 

to give this potential of connectedness. 

Meanings associated with a town centre are of two kinds 

(i) Assigned meanings 

(ii) Personnel meanings 

3.3.1 ASSIGNED MEANINGS 

In the second chapter it was discussed that different towns are assigned with 

different functions such as commercial, administrative and cultural. These functions 

bring meaning to the town and the inhabitants capture them. 

Town centre as the main space of the town is the place which reflects these 

meanings, through the organisation of architectural elements and spatial organisation. 

Hence it should be given the proper attention in designing the town. 

If there are more than one centre in the town, the main centre should be the one, 

which is associated with the assigned meaning. Other centres or supportive nodes 

should be connected to it without destroying its desired character. 

3.3.1.1 Meanings and Character 

In the design of the main town centre, the buildings and spaces should be 

designed and organised according to its existing character. 

" " Since remote time, man has recognised that different places have 
different characters. This character is often so strong that is, infact 
determines the basic properties of the environmental images or 
meanings of most people present, making them feel that they 
experience and belong to the same place, when these characters are 
created, destroyed or otherwise removed from people's daily lives, the 
essential bond between man and place can be broken; with a 
subsequent tangible loss in the basic quality of life" 

(Granham, 1985:7) 
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The character of a town centre, is a result of the built fabric. Usually character of a 

place depends on the way physical elements of a built fabric are articulated. This 

implies particular attention has to be given to its lateral boundaries, one must consider 

how the buildings rest on the ground, how it rises towards the sky, its form and 

expression. These expressions are a result of manifestation of various elements of a 

building such as windows, door, roof, materials, colour etc. 

-

Fig. 74 Olcott mawatha, Colombo 

Fort. 

Intensified rhythm, generating a 

"dynamic" character. 

Fig. 75 Chatham street 

Increased scale, generating a 

"Soaring" character 
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Fig. 76 Dalada Veediya, Kandy . 

Decorative wall planes generating 

a "Festive" character 

Fig. 77 Nugegoda - Path 

Various details and movement of 
people and vehicles generating a 
"Tense" character 
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One cannot suggest hard and fast rules to design town centres to reflect the 

specific meaning of it. But the desired character of the centre has to be considered in 

the design process. 

3.3.2. PERSONAL MEANINGS 

Perception of space is subjective and varies among individual societies and socio-

cultural value system. A space evolves within a certain group of people or society. 

Any society has always emotional relationships or connectedness with its physical 

organisation of its living environment and contains a meaning or mental picture which 

is, inherent to it. This will remain in the instincts of a person and would be used as a 

criterion to measure the belongingness of the space. 

The environment should have certain qualities or potential to build up a 

relationship or connectedness with its inhabitants. In the first chapter this quality was 

identified as personalisation. 

Ability of the town centre to provide spaces for personalisation depends on two 

inherent qualities of it. 

(a) Territoriality 

(b) variety 

3.3.2.1 TERRITORIALITY 

Territoriality can be explained as a need for a sense of identification with a 

specific territory or possibly a group of people often of a defensible nature. 

Essentially it relates to a need for the individual or a group to create and also express 

a sense of both belonging to some collective entity or place, and of personal and 

group identity. 

" Territory makes life easier and secure. This need for security may be 
one of the reasons why man had to demarcate place" 

(Rappoport, 1969:79) 
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Thus where man feel secure and comfortable he establishes his belongingness 

with the environment. The ability of the town centre to cater for these deeper needs of 

man, is an important factor to make it habitable. This can be achieved by fragmenting 

it physically or psychologically into small perceivable segments of human scale and 

proportion. 

This quality can be further discussed under the following conditions; 

(a). Static condition 

(b). Moving condition 

3.3.2.1. (a) Static Condition 

Emphasising of places by some permanent indications serves to create an image of 

the various kinds of occupations, in the town centre. So that instead of completely 

streamlined out of doors, a more static and occupied environment can be created. 

The following are some design strategies to achieve this. 

(i) Anchoring Places 

"People are naturally gregarious and like to gather where others are 
present, but they need anchors " 

(Cullen, 1961:104) 

or focal elements to provide memorable and 

distinct points around which they can meet and cluster. Focal points may be fountains, 

works of art or small free-standing structures such as a monument. Typically they 

provide places to sit, ledges to lean on, shelter from the sun and rain, and a topic of 

conversation so that even strangers pausing briefly have a legitimate reason to affirm 

each others presence by initiating informed conversation. 
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These anchoring places help to posses of a corner of it for a while. People take 

possession in different ways: children climb on to sculptures, young people lean on 

walls or lounge on steps etc. 

Fig. 78 Walakulubamma provides 

just the correct proportion and 

scale for the demarcation of the 

personal territory. 

Fig. 79 Piazza San Marco, Venice, 

Italy. 

For most people in most places the 

edge of the space i s the place. 

(ii) Seatings 

In the most successful public spaces, one finds that seating has been designed to 

create settings that enhance a variety of interactions. Individuals and groups can select 

from several possible choices the territory that will best accommodate their personal 

agenda, and one able to move through the space from one level of involvement in 

public life to another, as they desire. Seating offers people who are alone, the 

possibility of remaining in the public domain until they meet a friend. 
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Fig. 80 Kandy Lake round Fig. 81 St. James park London 

Although the amount of position may be small yet its perpetuation in the furniture gives the town 

centre humanity and intricacy. 

"Seating is too frequently ill conceived and not supportive of good 
social life. Insufficient seating reflects the donors' grudging tolerance 
of the non-productive activity of social life, benches set in a raw 
demonstrate a lack of understanding of the human need for 
conversation and sociability; artfully designed fixed seats betray a 
selfconcious desire to decorate the space rather than to provide 
hospitable seating. An absence of comfortable seats demonstrates lack 
of concern for the elderly, while the omission of sit- on- able steps and 
ledges exhibits intolerance towards the young" 

(Farmer, 1993:42) 

Steps offer opportunities for sitting or lounging and may be designed in 

combination with trees, planters or walls to create tables, back and armrests, alcoves 

for small groups or amphitheatres in which large crowds can watch entertainment. 

From an upper level it is often possible to look down on a crowd and to feel both 

separate from, yet part of the social scene. 
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For example consider the Spanish steps -Rome; 

Fig. 82 Spanish steps, Rome 

The popularity of the Spanish-steps in Rome is due in no small part to their 

theatricality, combining stage sets and balconies for watching and taking part in a 

variety of scenarios and social situations. The steps rise in four tiers, each platform a 

stage in itself, a place to rest, to perform or to lean on the balustrade to scan the crowd 

in the Piazza de Spagna below. 

(iii) Planters 

Planters can be arranged to divert pedestrian traffic and to create quiet enclaves, 

suitable for individuals and groups to sit in or children to play in away from the 

pedestrian flow. Planters are usually designed in connection with seating. 

But whether designed for the purpose or not, the edge of the planters themselves 

are invariably used as seats. 
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Following are some examples; 

Fig. 83 Akuressa town centre 

Bo tree provides the conceptual ceiling for the place and completes the enclosure for the territory. 

The Bo-tree demarcate the territory of the 

main meeting place of the town centre. 

(iv) Indented Building Lines 

This mostly happens at the edge of the space, which offers a sense of refuge as 

well as a prospect of what is going on. The greater the proportion of edge to the area 

of space, the greater the opportunities for personalization. 
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Fig. 86 The feeling of refuge 

An indented building line can increase the feeling of refuge. The usefulness of the 

edge as a support for people watching is greatly increased by the provision of places 

to sit. These need not always be single purpose seats, if properly dimensioned; niches 

string causes and column bases can work very well as seats. One should be careful not 

to reduce the prospect by making the nook too deep. 

Fig. 87 In Nugegoda, the main segment of 
the centre-the path, gives more opportunities 
for personalisation by its indented building 
line. Since the building line i s not straight it 
provides some small yet effective cosy 
places for anchoring. For example the space 
in front of the church, the supper market, the 
railway station and old bus station etc. but 
these spaces are mostly used by street 
vendors rather than the pedestrians. T h i s 
quality could be further improved i f some 
shady trees replace the hazards like fences 
and car parks 
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3.3.2.1 (b) Moving Condition 

Static possession is only one aspect of the human grip on the out of doors and the 

next stage is to consider possession in movement. It should have a well-defined 

beginning and end with a well-defined character, and the territoriality is sensed while 

moving through the space. 

The following design strategies could be used to create such situations. 

(i) Arcades 

Arcades make people feel both separate from, yet part of the social scene. The 

ultimate is the arcade rises above the level of the adjacent space to give a greater view 

of the public space while moving and increases the sense of territoriality within the 

space. 

Some activities within the building may benefit from being able to extend 

outwards into the central area. Arcades are ideal for this. 

What is important here is to design and detail them according to the human scale 

and proportion. 

Fig. 88 C.B.D. of Colombo/ arcade of the 

Cargills and Mi l lers building 

Heavy proportions of the columns enhance 

the feeling of territoriality while the richness 

and il lustrious details have made the space 

more humane. 
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Fig. 89 C.B.D. of Colombo/ arcade of the 

Grindlays Bank 

Th in columns and dull appearance of the 

arcade have neglected the human factor of 

the space. 

Fig. 90 Kandy town centre/Arcade of the 

Queens building 

Sense of territoriality i s heightened by the 

complete separation of the arcade from 

Dalada Veediya by using balustrades. The 

height of the arcade has been brought 

down to the human scale by using false 

ceilings. 

(ii) Floor Scapes 

To congregate, to be able to stop and chat, to feel free out of doors may not seem 

very important compared to the pressing needs of transportation in the town. But it is 

one of the reasons people live in towns and not by themselves to enjoy the pleasures 

of being sociable. 
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Floor could be a connecting surface between and around buildings. It must be 

considered as an equal partner with the buildings and by the nature of its levels, 

scales, texture and general propriety, produce the effect of territoriality and 

sociability. 

For the pedestrian, the floor of the city can convey subtle messages, offer varied 

sensual experiences and provide information about the history of the area, as well as 

articulate routes for walking fast or slow, hazards, and places for pausing. Through 

the unique patterning and texture of paving materials, flagstones, cobbles, sets, bricks, 

pebbles and mosaics the design of the city's floor can give each place a unique 

identity. 

Urban spaces need articulation, some expression in the floor surface designing 

variations of level, or in placement of objects and monuments, so that the different 

parts of the space have a clearly defined personality, clustering activity to one part, 

providing an audience at another, allowing free movement in still another section. 

A carefully detailed floor-scape, conveys specific information about a history of a 

location, but it also subtly demonstrates the community's sense of pride and 

investment in its environment. 

Fig. 91 Kandy Town Centre. 

The level difference demarcates 

the territories of the pedestrians 

and the vehicles. 
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Fig. 92 Piazza of San Marco, Venice. 

Carefully detailed floorscape divide 

the space into segments while adding 

visual interest. 

(iii) Trees 

Plant materials can be used as space defining elements to demarcate the territory 

of moving people. They accentuate the directional quality while providing the shade. 

In the following examples, even if the trees are not used as elements for sitting 

and anchoring, they give the sense of territory. 

Fig. 93 Kandy Lake round 
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3.3.2.2 VARIETY 

Variety refers to the vividness given by the number of textures and activities, 

present in the environment, which are composed together to increase the physical and 

psychological comfort of the people. 

Variety gives the people a greater choice to personalise different spaces of the 

town centre, either physically or psychologically. This quality can be further 

discussed under two sections. 

(a) Functional variety 

(b) Textural variety 

3.3.2.2 (a) FUNCTIONAL VARIETY 

Urban centres conducive to public life are never a single function space. They are 

multi-functional accommodating as many users and activities. Systems of organising 

these activities in and around the centre were discussed in the second chapter. 

When there are number of activities present in the public space, people have a 

greater choice of developing a connectedness with it by means of personalisation. 

To increase this quality, the edge between buildings and public space must be 

designed to enable a range of indoor activities to co-exist in close physical proximity 

with a range of out door public activities. This has a variety of design implications 

depending both on the building activities concern and on the nature of the activities in 

the public space. 

Fig. 94 Perugia's Corso Vannucci 
Visual contacts with the activities 
happening in the center, make the 
place more intensifying for 
spectators. 
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The public edge of the building should house activities, which benefit from 

interactions with the public realm, and can contribute to the life of the public space 

itself. 

Visual contact with the activities happening in the centre makes the place more 

interesting for spectators. These physical and visual activities help to build-up 

personal meanings and memories. 

In locations where public activity is sufficiently intense, watching other people 

becomes in one of the most common activities, and it helps to build up a 

connectedness with the environment. 

Functional Varity of the main and 

supportive centres and their organisation 

with each other brings life to the 

Nugegoda town. 

3.3.2.2. (b) TEXTURAL VARIETY 

Textural variety refers to the more visual and tangible aspects, given by the 

different layers, and arrangements of small constituents of the layers in the 

composition of the space. 

Texture of the space means the nature and arrangement of the smaller constituents 

of the enclosure planes and of the contained space. Scale, mass, rhythms, details, 
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architectural dressingsup, colours, light and shades of the enclosure planes, the 

volumes and the degree of enclosure of the contained space of a town centre render a 

distinctiveness to the spatial quality of it. Further the nature of the behaviour and 

motion of people and vehicles also texture the central space giving it a certain 

identity. 

Expressions given by varied textures of the space make it more humane as 

opposed to plane and dull spaces. 

Textural variety, bring down the scale of the space to a perceivable human scale, 

where personalisation becomes easy. 

Following are some elements in the central space that can be used to achieve the 

textural variety. 

Fig. 95 Cobusier's city of 

Chandigar 

Less variety, unperceivable scale 
and proportions make the place 
humanless. 

Fig. 96 Piazza and Piazzetta of 

San Marco. Venice 

Observe the textural variety given 

by the facades and water 
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(i) Facades 

An outstanding facade locates itself firmly in the mind, and one orients oneself in 

relation to that building. A particularly dramatic and beautiful facade acts as a 

"theatrical backdrop" intensifies the experience of being in the public arena, and 

emphasising those qualities expressed in the architecture. 

The building facade is the "face "of the building presented to the public. Like the 

face of a person, this facade can be friendly or hostile, open, expressive bland' or 

closed. It can facilitate an interchange between people inside the building through 

windows that open, sills that are at a comfortable height for leaning on, balconies, 

doors etc. The character of the facades surrounding the central space thus exerts a 

strong influence over the atmosphere in the public domain, making people feel either 

welcome or unwanted. 

Richness of the facade details and varied textures and colours of building 

materials provide sensual stimulation and draw the eye into the building surfaces. 

These vivid atmosphere tend to create a mental picture which is inherent to it. 

Hence people who experience this environment capture these images and develop 

a psychological bond or connectedness with it, which will ultimately pave the way for 

a habitable town centre. 

Fig. 97 Amstradam 

Il lustrious details of the buildings add 

visual interest and humane quality to 

the space. 
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Fig. 98 Colourful and varied facade details 
of the buildings, vibrant nature of the 
commercial advertisements and the 
movement of people and vehicles make 
Nugegoda town centre a place of full of 
life. 

(ii) Floor 

Floor of the town centre is a connecting surface between and around buildings. 

Carefully detailed floorscape draw attention to the dramatic scenery of it and reveals 

its independent private life. 

Fig. 99 The Campidoglio, Rome. 
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It is not just something that buildings stand on and cars travel across, it has a 

character and vitality peculiarly its own, long neglected. 

Varied textures of the floor produce the effect of sociability and homogeneity, and 

they produce a humane atmosphere in the town centre. But it cannot do this without 

having a textural variety. Otherwise the floor of the space remains a no man's land, a 

dull spot in a bright scene. The floor must contribute its own unique type of drama to 

make the space easy for personalisation. 

(iii) Natural elements 

Most effective textural variety is given by natural elements. Presence of natural 

elements like water, vegetation, mountains etc. in connection with the town centre 

break the monotony of the space by their inherent expressive qualities, which 

heightens the emotional sensation of the observer. 

When there are different layers or textures present in the town centre they can give 

rise to quite different reactions in different people, which ultimately gives them a 

wider choice to make the space personalised either physically or psychologically. 

Fig. 100 Consider the composition of the Kandy town centre. Mahamaluwa dominated by the il lustrious 

Temple of the Tooth, correctly proportionated Lake, the lush green around it and the Walakulubamma, 

the differentiated floorscape and the mountain ranges surrounding the space, they all contribute to the 

textural variety of the town centre. The humane atmosphere, which prevails in the town centre, i s 

mainly due to its textural variety. 
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Habitability of a town centre mainly depends on its ability to satisfy the 

deeper psychological needs of human beings. 

The perception of the environment is directly a consequence of its physical 

organisation. It is the psychological interpretation of the experienced built 

environment by the users. Hence most care should be taken when designing and 

organising of its physical constituents. 

Although the discussion was proceeded by fragmenting the determinants of 

habitability, into different sections such as imageability, meanings, 

personalisation, territoriality, variety etc. They are interrelated and the design 

applications should be done according to the architectural situation. 
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4 

CONCLUSION 



Human need is the cause for all buildings from single cells to entire cities. We are 

social animals and our nature and our psyche are as important as our physical 

needs when it comes to requirements for built provisions. Man as a living being , 

requires certain needs to be satisfied in order to survive in the environment. They 

can be analysed as physical and psychologycal needs. Habitability of such 

environments depends on its capacity to cater for these deeper needs of man kind. 

In the same way , habitability of an environment is a variable, within given 

cultural , spatial and time parameters . Therefore habitability is a quality of an 

environment which can be achieved with specific conditions of culture, space and 

time. 

Towns and cities are strategic places around which the human habitations 

revolves . The habitability in towns comprises the sum of all encounters , 

relationships and experiences with other people during the course of the day. Well 

being arises from " connections" that are satisfing and enjoyable that affirms 

persons as individuals and as members of a community. A habitable city provides 

occations and spaces for such good experiences to occur .Towns are composed 

with a colletion of spaces. Centre is the main space at the heart of that collection. 

If the centre is thoughtfully designed to generate and sustain life, it would affect 

the habitability of the entire form. This study was carried out along this line of 

thought. 

The study is mainly focussed on the qualitative attributes which deals with the 

psychological aspect of the habitability. The perception of the environment is 

directly a consequence of its physical organization. It is the psychological 

interpritation of the experienced built environment by the man kind. Therefore 

the qualitative attributes gained from this composition of physical organization 

can influence the psychological comfort through the sensible imagination. 

Quantitative attributes also effect the habitability of a town centre to a grater 
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extent. They are physical and there are limitless possibilities to improve them. But 

these were not considered within our scope. 

Habitability is the complex phenomenon which depends on the capability of a 

person to sense and perceive a particular space. This is a personal factor which 

varies from person to person and the other changing parameters may be 

responsible for that. Hence one cannot spell out universally acceptable whole to 

design a habitable space. 

But as architects it is possible to discuss how a pellicular space could be designed 

to give a potential of evoking a connectedness between itself and its inhabitants. 

As the approach to designing of such places without a firm basis would lead to 

placeless places which far from giving healthy psychological satisfaction . Hence 

the notion of " placemaking" was used to derive a set of factors which can be used 

as a criterion in designing a habitable space. They were identified as qualities of 

High imageability and Meanings associated of an environment. 

The following are the main design principles which was identified in this study 

that could be used to create such highly imageable and meaningful town 

centres. Firstly , the connection between the meaning (function) of the town and 

its main centre must be given consideration. Different towns are assigned with 

defferent functions to perform. These functions bring meaning to the town and 

they are captured by the inhabitants. Town centre must refflect this meaning. 

When there are more than one centre available in the town , the hierarchical order 

should be considered. On top of it is the main climax centre , which refflects the 

assigned meaning of the town. Other centres or supportive needs should be 

organized in such a way that they help the climax centre to perform its duty. What 

is important here is to organise these centres and nodes within a walkable distance 

with each orther. 
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Secondly , imageability of the town centre must be concerned. A highly 

imageable built fabric should be created to represent the meaning of the town. A 

clear image emerges when the town is seen as a whole and its structure comprises 

a point of orientation or reference as in an 'axis mundi' from which the structure 

can be assembled. In this case the town centre and its central elements and spaces 

act for this. This is further aided by a definite enclosure and proximity created by 

the built mass and a definite edge of bounded building surfaces. When the town 

center corresponds to this structure, the image formed has a morphological sense. 

But when the buildings do not relate to the edge or if the edge is broken too 

frequently or the buildings fail to form an enclosure and are arbitrarily scattered , 

the image evoking capacity of the central space reduces the importance of easily 

identifying places and integrating them into strong mental images is that it allows 

people to function effectively. That is , a strong sense of place supports our sense 

of personal identity and provides a source of emotional security, pleasure and 

understanding. 

Thirdly, life of the town centre must also be considered . Town centre should have 

an ability to genarate and sustain life. For this purpose it should have a certain 

quaility or a potential to build up a relationship or connectedness with its 

inhabitants . This quality is identified as personalization. In urban centres , 

personalization is directly determined by the variety provided by the three 

dimensional space and the physical and psychological demarcation of the territory. 

Personalization is closely associated with privacy, security etc. But in urban 

context , these two qualities can be ignored and what should be considered are 

territoriality and variety. Although these two qualities were discussed seperately, 

they are very much interconnected. People demarcate their territory either 

physically or psychologically. But in the urban public situations it is more related 

to the psychological side. Urban centres conducive to public life should provide 

spaces which has a potential for such demarcations. 
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Both static and moving conditions of a territoriality should be considered for the 

design of a habitable town centre. In order to give a territorial feeeling , the 

constituents of the town centre should be detailed according to the human scale 

and proportion. It is directly proportionate with the number of people who occupy 

the space. Vividness or the variety of the environment gives people a grater 

choice to personalize the town centre. In the design process this vividness can be 

created by means of function and the texture. For functional varity, the 

relationship between the centres and their hierarchy should be taken into account. 

For textural variety, the designers should pay their attention to the smaller 

constituents of the different layers of the space. It brings down the scale and 

propotion of the public space to a perceivable human scale. 

For the creation of new towns also, these design principals are applicable. But 

here the theoritical question that there are no meanings in the new town must be 

classified. It is true that new towns do not have major history evolved through 

time. But there may be special assigned meanings for new towns, generated from 

the specific purpose for which they are designed. Coupled with the high 

imageable built fabric, these assigned meanings can generate habitable new 

towns. But new towns, as it is mostly experienced in Sri Lanka, always seem to be 

dead places. Lack of imageable strong built fabric, improperly connected nodes, 

lack of life generating factors can be seen as prime causes for this failure. 

However other than these qualitative aspects there may be some quantitative 

problems such as inadequate infrastructure , weak economic and social structure 

etc. as some important secondary causes for this problem in new towns. As the 

study is mainly focussed on the qualitative attributes of the habitability, further 

studies should be done on this quantitative aspects of the habitability of towns. 

Urban places and urban living can be changed from community to community 

depending on their socio-cultural differences. This cultural authenticity of the 

urbanity was not discussed in this study. Our attempt is a broad based one to 
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identify important principles of designing habitable town centres. But their 

application to a particular community and locality needs deeper involvement of 

the cultural undercurrents of that society. This is mainly important in defining the 

parameters for the personalisation of spaces and creating potential spaces for that. 

Therefore, the study of it's findings must be suitably re-interprited for each given 

projects of town centre designs. Perhaps further studies based on same line of 

thought and different cultural groups and localities must be encouraged. 

Today, most of the architects and urban designers are accustomed to look at the 

artifact rather than at the life force which generated the artefact. Thus most town 

and city centres have their own share of high prestige but do not meet the 

community needs. Thus it is clear that built environment cannot be concerned 

only with building individual blocks considering the scientific and technical 

aspects , but that emphasis should be laid on the human factor too, in the creation 

of a habitable town centre. 
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