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Abstract: The spaces feature of an urban landscape creates a unique identity. Street patterns, building facades, and open spaces configuration
play a crucial on shaping the identity. Sri Lanka does not have specific urban design standards or regulations addressing the visual character
of facades, resulting in incoherent and repetitive facade designs across townscapes. The study examines the repetition of fagcade character
and the way it influences the legibility of Urban landscapes, aiming to bridge gaps in current urban perception frameworks and inform future
regulatory guidelines. Research analyses how repetition operates through Gestalt principles of proximity, symmetry, and similarity, and will
be based on the legibility concepts of Kevin Lynch and Ian Bentley. Using Colombo, focusing on Main Street Pettah and Galle Road
(Bambalapitiya) as the study context, and it employed a literature review, field observation, and questionnaire-based interviews. Data are
analysed using a qualitative descriptive approach and logical comparisons. The findings reveal nine primary repetition patterns in facade
composition, most of which are unrelated to building function. The legibility of these fagades was influenced by the presence and combination
of Gestalt principles: dual occurrences of rules enhanced legibility, while individual effects varied—proximity increased legibility, whereas
symmetry or similarity alone tended to reduce it. The study concludes that fagade repetition significantly affects urban legibility under Gestalt
principles, offering valuable insights for developing future facade design guidelines and strengthening urban identity.
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1. Introduction

In the domain of urban design, facades are more than aesthetic wrappers they are integral communicators of a city’s identity.
As the most visible layer of built form, facades influence how individuals perceive, navigate, and emotionally connect with
urban environments. Their composition, rhythm, and articulation contribute to the legibility of a city, a concept defined by
Kevin Lynch as the ease with which a city’s structure can be understood and mentally mapped by its users.

In contemporary Colombo, particularly within the rapid transforming zones, the development of facades has increasingly
followed market-driven tendencies rather than a cohesive regulatory or design-led vision. Majority of commercial corridors
contemporary facades display repetitive patterns of materials, colours, and formal elements. While such repetition is often
unintentional emerging from ad-hoc development, developer preference, and fragmented planning control it contributes to
visual monotony, weak contextual integration, and reduced spatial intelligibility. These conditions raise critical questions about
how facade repetition influences the overall legibility of urban environments and how it shapes the way individuals perceive,
interpret, and navigate the city.

Despite global awareness of fagade design guidelines and visual quality standards, Sri Lanka continues to lack context-
specific regulatory frameworks that address the psychological, perceptual, and experiential dimensions of urban visuality.
Existing policies tend to prioritize functional or economic concerns, leaving aesthetic coherence and cognitive experience
largely unconsidered. As a result, the cumulative effect of repetitive facade character remains poorly understood, particularly
in terms of its implications for place identity and everyday wayfinding.

The present study responds to this gap by examining facade repetition as both a cognitive and an aesthetic variable
influencing urban legibility. Drawing on Gestalt Theory especially the principles of proximity, similarity, and symmetry the
research investigates how repeated visual stimuli are grouped, perceived, and mentally processed by urban users. These
theoretical lenses offer insight into how the human mind constructs meaning from visual patterns and how fagade repetition
can either support or undermine the clarity of urban form.

This study is anchored in two major urban corridors in Colombo: Main Street in Pettah and Galle Road in Bambalapitiya.
These contrasting urban fabrics provide a relevant basis for evaluating how repetitive facade character impacts perception,
orientation, and place identity. Through a qualitative descriptive methodology, the research integrates photographic analysis
with user surveys to decode how different types and arrangements of repetition influence the legibility of place.

The primary objectives aims to identify types and patterns of repetition present in fagades withinselected urban contexts,
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analyse the relationship between repeated fagade characteristics and the perceived legibility of streetscapes as well as
understand public perception and psychological response toward repetition in urban facades, focusing on spatial
recognition and comfort.

Ultimately, the study advocates for design-conscious repetition and localized fagade regulations to reinforce legibility
and ensure coherent visual language within Sri Lanka’s urban development narrative.

This research contributes to the evolving field of landscape architecture and urban design in Sri Lanka by highlighting how
visual repetition in fagades impacts spatial experience and city image. The findings provide a conceptual framework that
can influence facade design standards, helping avoid visual monotony while enhancing city legibility. Additionally, the study
encourages more human-centered urban planning by integrating aesthetic perception with psychological comfort, thus
aligning local practice with global best practices in placemaking.

Although, the study limits itself to commercial and mixed-use facades and does not evaluate residential areas or informal
settlements. Additionally the limitations include subjectivity in perception data, variability in environmental conditions, and
the evolving nature of urban fagades. While findings apply to similar South Asian urban contexts, they may not generalize
to cities with significantly different architectural or cultural frameworks.

2. Literature Review

Urban facades function as the most dominant component of a built environment, acting as a mediator between interior
programs and the external public realm. According to Askari and Soltani (2018), facades directly influence the quality of
streetscape, urban identity, and user perception. Simultaneously, facades define spatial edges and highly contribute to the
city’s sense of place in shaping visual and psychological comfort. (Gharai, Shokouhi 2006)

Globally, facade designs are often subjected to regulation to ensure heritage protection, consistency, and to enhance the
urban aesthetic of the city. Sri Lankan cities-particularly Colombo, as the commercial capital of the country-facade
development is often disconnected from cohesive design principles. Studies indicate that contemporary facade designs
increasingly prioritize commercial branding and material trends over contextual coherence (Shashikala 2015).
Furthermore, Sri Lankan policies largely prioritized infrastructure development over aesthetic considerations, leaving little
room for design interventions that reflect cultural narratives or human-centric design principles (Alishah etal., 2016). These
design behaviours have often led facade patterns, or character, to repeat, causing visual monotony and reducing place
distinctiveness. (Perera, 2002).

The situation gets further complicated by the rapid urbanization, yet the remaining colonial heritage remains
underneath. Which makes the repetition in facade character an issue not just a visual factor but also a cultural and perceptual
challenge, obscuring rather than enhancing the collective memory of place.

Understanding the effect of facades in a way people perceive and navigate in urban environments is central to designing
functional and meaningful spaces. The concepts of legibility by Kevin lynch have shaped urban design thinking for decades.

Legibility, as introduced by Lynch (1960), is a concept in understanding how urban form is perceived and navigated. It
refers to the clarity of spatial configurations that are organized and recognized. Considering facade designs, Legibility is
enhanced when design elements—such as fagade texture, materiality, or rhythm—convey visual consistency. (Lynch 1960)
Lynch emphasizes that “the more these characteristics overlap, the stronger the impression of a unified region” (Lynch 1960,
p. 104). However, individual observers interpret urban form differently, making perceptual legibility a subjective yet critical
design concern

Legibility is shaped by two primary variables: spatial configuration and complexity of elements, and recognizability
of visual features. (Koseoglu & Onder, 2011) Repetitive facades that lack distinctiveness may reduce a user’s ability to
differentiate between locations, thereby impairing navigational efficiency and spatial memory. But in contrast facade
representing thoughtful repetition—through controlled variation and contextual responsiveness—can enhance visual
recognition and contribute to a more legible urban fabric.

Repetition as an element in architecture is a double-edge phenomenon. Studies identify two primary forms od repetition:
static spatial repetition (e.g., horizontal alignment of identical units) and dynamic, quasi-temporal repetition (e.g., variation

within uniformity) (Salingaros 2014)

While repetition can introduce order and rhythm, sameness leads to “informational collapse”—a state where visual
complexity is lost, and the human brain disengages from the environment. Furthermore human are naturally drawn to
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structured complexity, and the poor repetition creates psychological discomfort and perceptual fatigue (Giecewicz and
Kwiecinski n.d.).

Gestalt theory—a psychological model provides a framework on how people process repetition visually. It explains how
a person would group visual stimuli into coherent wholes. The principles of proximity, similarity, and symmetry are central
to this framework. These perceptual rules influence the way a person perceive rhythm, pattern, and unity in built form
(Graham 2008). There could be situations where multiple Gestalt laws are simultaneously present, in these situations
repetition becomes more intelligible and aesthetically meaningful. However, when poorly executed, repetition can obscure
legibility by creating visual noise instead of clarity. (Graham 2008). Likewise;

Table 1 Facade repition types

Facade Repetition Types Gestalt Principles Legibility Outcomes
Vertical repetition Proximity High recognizability (when 2 or more Gestalt rules
overlap)
Horizontal repetition Similarity Visual monotony (when repetition lacks variation)
Modular repetition Symmetry Contextual disconnection (when repetition ignores

surrounding form)

Further studies showcases, the emotional and psychological responses to repetition have been explored in
environmental psychology. Repetitive elements lack of variation led to mental fatigue, confusion, and even irritation
(Kaymaz, 2012). These negative responses are particularly potent in urban settings, where sensory stimuli are constant and
overwhelming. If urban facades do not provide points of interest, variation, or visual hierarchy, they risk becoming sources
of stress rather than orientation or comfort (0’Connor, 2011).

Given this context, repetition should be employed judiciously in urban design. Meanwhile it can be a power tool for
reinforcing identity, providing continuity, and organizing space when used appropriately, it must be balanced with variation
and contextual awareness to prevent the loss of meaning and visual fatigue. Eventhough it is not a common phenomenon,
application of Gestalt principles in design practice—particularly those of similarity, proximity, and figure-ground
relationships— can guide architects and planners in creating facades that support urban legibility without contributing to
monotony (Graham, 2008; Nan et al,, n.d.).

In conclusion, repetition of urban fagcade character plays a major role in shaping legibility, identity and experience of
cityscapes. Colombo as a context, where fagade design is largely unregulated and commercially driven, repetition often leads
to visual homogeneity and reduced legibility. As literature emphasizes the need for a balance is a need. Drawing on Gestalt
theory, biophilic design, and perceptual psychology to understand how people experience repetitive elements in space. The
call for context-specific urban design guidelines that prioritize perceptual clarity, spatial diversity, and cultural expression
is clear. Facades as the face of a city must be more than aesthetic surfaces—they must communicate meaning, aid navigation,
and support the psychological well-being of urban dwellers.

3. Methodology

The study employs a qualitative research methodology to explore how repetition in urban fagades shapes the legibility of
streetscapes, grounding its analysis in both observational and perceptual inquiry. The case study is designed to be a
comparative study, integrating field-based documentation with user perception analysis, allowing the investigation to gain
the visual description toward an interpretive understanding of how repeated fagade elements influence cognitive responses.

Methodological approach is informed by a theoretical foundation that combines perceptual psychology with urban
design theory. Gestalt principles—specifically proximity, similarity, and symmetry—provide a lens through which patterns
of visual grouping within facades are examined, offering insight into how repeated elements are mentally organized by
observers. Complementing this, concepts derived from urban spatial cognition and Lynch’s theory of imageability guide the
assessment of legibility, focusing on spatial configuration, complexity, and the recognizability of architectural elements.
Together, these frameworks enable the study to interpret repetition not merely as an aesthetic condition but as a factor that
fundamentally shapes how users perceive, recall, and navigate urban environments.

The study employed two qualitative data collection methods: a photographic survey and a perception-based
questionnaire. Street-level photographs of building facades were taken along selected segments of Main Street and Galle
Road, then analysed for patterns of repetition, rhythm, material usage, and typology. In parallel, an online questionnaire
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was distributed to 50 participants familiar with both study areas, incorporating closed and open-ended questions designed
to capture perceptions of facade repetition and its influence on legibility, memorability, and orientation.

Urban landscape

The relationship of hnih:i'ings to the site, street and
neighboring buildings

- -

Fagade Interface
+ Perception towards fagades repetition character
Sensory Characteristics ~
o Sense of legibility
-~
+ +
Perceved based on

I variation I I Repetition | Fagade character repetition and perception created

-~ -~
Perceived according 1o Data
analvsis Questionnaire  mnalysis  done

-

Photographic analysis done in
based on mean average of as, Erep s

Gestalt theory of Each question will be ammged gp":;":‘;"" DExTpie

visual perceplion in a ranking style, where each
Spatial configuration vote on the facade will be added
! complexity of +  Proximity as a point and calculated by
e +  Similarity having a mean average for each
= Symetry facade
recognizability of +  Closure -~ ~
elemenis ‘
Preparation of data table Projective transformation
Composition in { l
¥ repetitive character Data collection 4 .
Permeability emerged Perception based questionnaire Fagade photographs
Varery i R - = — —
Effectiveness of ) | — ] I-‘ i —l
Robustness repetition in legible l‘d"hllt)lk Spatial configuration / complexity Gestalt theory of visual
urban fagcade nicx of elements perception

i i tion
Visual appropriateness AL o .
recognizability of elements Proximity
Similanty
Symmetry
Closure

Richness

. e e

Personalization

Figure 1 Theoretical framework

The sampling strategy included the deliberate selection of two contrasting sites—Main Street in Pettah, characterized
by dense traditional trade, mixed low-rise structures, and layered architectural styles, and Galle Road in Bambalapitiya, a
rapidly developing commercial corridor marked by high-rise buildings, branded fagades, and modern material palettes. The
participant sample consisted of 50 individuals with varied demographics, all of whom had prior exposure to both streets to
ensure experiential validity.

Galle road (from Bambalapitiva junction to

Main street Pettah Kollupitiya Junction)

Main strect

pettah

Galle road ~ from {

Bambalapitiya Junction to
Kollupitiya Junction

Figure 2 Site location
Source: Google Maps. (n.d.).
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A systematic interpretation of both visual and perceptual material collected from the two streets (Sandelowski, 2000).
as part of the photographic analysis. Facade images were examined to classify dominant repetition patterns—vertical,
horizontal, and modular—through proportional comparisons supported by fiducial lines. Figure 3 illustrates this process,
showing the transition from the raw captured facade to a projective, rectified image used for assessing alignment,
proportional rhythm, and compositional order.

Figure 3 The captured picture trasmitted in to the projective transmitted image
source : Authur

Gestalt principles such as similarity, proximity, and continuity informed the interpretation of how architectural elements
form perceptible groupings (Wertheimer, 1923), enablingto capture the rhythmic and structural organisation inherent to each
facade. This visual dataset was complemented by a perception-based survey in which Likert-scale responses were averaged to
identify general perceptual tendencies (Likert, 1932), and open-ended responses were thematically coded to reveal recurring
insights regarding legibility, memorability, and spatial clarity. The results of this integrated analysis are visualised in Figure 4,
which presents predicted recognisability, legibility, and spatial complexity values across the sampled facades; the plotted
trends highlight how fluctuations in fagade rhythm and element repetition correspond to variations in users’ reported ease of
recognition and orientation.

Combining photographic interpretation with participant perceptions aligns with established methodological practices that
integrate visual observation and experiential accounts in studies of urban legibility (Lynch, 1960; Creswell & Poth, 2018). This
combined analytic process enabled the identification of relationships between physical facade characteristics and users’
cognitive mapping and navigational experiences, thereby forming a cohesive understanding of how repetition contributes to
urban clarity and recognisability.

ents & spatial

guration and complexity

Level of recognizability of

confi;

spatial configuration and complexity of elements —=recognizability of elements  ====legibility

Figure 4 Predicted output of the analysis
Source - author

4. Data Presentation & Analysis

As the data collection done based on two main sources—photographic surveys and perception-based questionnaires—
focusing on the repetitive characteristics of urban facades and their influence on legibility. The analysis is framed by Gestalt
principles and the cognitive variables of spatial configuration and recognizability.

4.1 PHOTOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS - PATTERNS OF REPETITION

The analysis provides a primary method of identifying repetition in urban facades. The site is recorded using images in both
Galle Road and Main Street pettah. Repetition is analyzed through Gestalt principles of proximity, similarity, and
symmetry.

Findings show that Galle Road exhibited vertical repetition of large glass and alucobond modules in high-rise buildings.
This similarity in form and material created long uninterrupted visual flows, especially in banking and commercial buildings.
In contrast, Main Street Pettah featured repetitive characters formed through signage clutter, shopfront extensions, and
low-budget displays. Here, repetition emerged more through proximity and similarity, but with less symmetry.
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Through this analysis, nine distinctive types of repetition were identified, each contributing to the spatial and perceptual
rhythm of the streetscape. These included vertical repetition—such as the stacking of windows and signage across multiple
floors—and horizontal repetition, visible in the uniform arrangement of storefronts and architectural elements along a
linear plane. Certain colour themes, most notably the frequent use of white, blue, and metallic aluminium finishes, further
emphasized visual consistency. Material repetition was especially evident in the extensive use of glass and Alucobond
cladding, while the recurrence of boxy or modular forms reflected a tendency toward geometric uniformity. Branding
repetition was also common, with logos and signage repeating at frequent intervals. In some cases, facades mirrored
themselves across central axes, creating symmetrical compositions, while others employed standardized cladding modules.
Additionally, repetition by imitation was observed, where newer facades borrowed stylistic cues from adjacent buildings,
either to blend in or capitalize on existing visual identity.

On Galle Road, these repetitions were often structured and intentional, contributing to a smooth but sometimes
indistinguishable urban frontage defined by polished surfaces and commercial branding. The effect was sleek but
occasionally sterile, as excessive uniformity muted individual character. In contrast, Main Street Pettah presented a more
fragmented repetition landscape. Here, repetition arose organically—often without formal design—through layers of
adaptation and economic necessity. Vertical stacking of signage, ad hoc use of materials, and closely packed shopfronts
created a densely textured but visually chaotic environment, reflecting the street’s commercial vibrancy and historic
layering.

Table 2 The manner of repetition appeared
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Non-governmental
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different purposes
Finance compames
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The colonial architectural
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Shopping malls
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Accessory and
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Articulated expressionism
used in fagades with the use
of curtain wall glazing,

Restaurants
Clothing stores
Non-governmental
organizations
Finance compames
Accessory and
Jewelry shops
Hotels

Mix use of industrial
vernacular and colonial
architecture fagade
characteristics.
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4.2 QUESTIONNAIRE ANALYSIS - PERCEPTION OF LEGIBILITY

A structured survey involving 50 respondents was conducted to explore how patterns of repetition influence urban
legibility, spatial orientation, and the memorability of built environments. The findings revealed a nuanced perception of
repetition. While a significant majority—68%—acknowledged the presence of repetition in facades, they often interpreted
it as either excessive or lacking intentionality. Around 62% of participants reported difficulty navigating urban areas where
repeated elements were not balanced with variation or anchored by distinguishable landmarks. Interestingly, 71% of
respondents expressed a preference for facades that incorporated subtle variations within repetitive frameworks, such as
colour changes or asymmetric rhythms, suggesting that controlled diversity enhances cognitive engagement. Over half
(56%) felt that high material similarity, particularly in continuous glass facades, contributed to a loss of identity across
spaces. Only a minority—24%—felt that repeated facades made it easier to remember specific locations or storefronts,
challenging the assumption that repetition alone enhances spatial recall.

Overall, Galle Road, despite its sleek and modern facade language, was often described as visually monotonous, while
Pettah’s more chaotic but visually diverse streetscape was perceived to provide stronger orientation cues. The contrasting
rhythms and material palette in Pettah offered more points of reference, aiding recognition and wayfinding despite its lack
of formal design coherence.

4.3 GESTALT-BASED LEGIBILITY OUTCOMES

Interpretation of the visual data was grounded in three core Gestalt principles—proximity, similarity, and symmetry—
which offered insights into how repetition affects perceptual legibility. The principle of proximity revealed that facade
elements positioned closely together were often read as cohesive wholes, enhancing the sense of spatial continuity. This
effect was particularly notable in Pettah, where the dense configuration of shopfronts and signage benefited from this
perceptual grouping. The principle of similarity, on the other hand, showed that repetition of materials or forms—such as
the widespread use of Alucobond panels along Galle Road—initially contributed to visual unity but ultimately diminished
distinctiveness when overapplied, resulting in what can be described as a collapse in legibility. Symmetry, though less
frequently encountered in both case study areas, had a modest positive impact on recognizability when present, aiding in
spatial orientation by creating balanced, predictable visual patterns.

Notably, fagades that demonstrated a combination of proximity and similarity were perceived as more legible, suggesting
that overlapping Gestalt principles reinforce perceptual clarity. In contrast, repetition driven solely by similarity, especially
without contrast or spatial hierarchy, often caused visual fatigue and disorientation. This underscores the importance of
balancing repetition with thoughtful variation to support navigability and urban identity.
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4.4 COMPARATIVE SUMMARY - MAIN STREET VS. GALLE ROAD

The comparison of facade characteristics in both contexts Pettah and Galle Road reveals moderate, conscious repetition
enhances urban legibility, while unorganized or excessive repetition—despite visual uniformity—reduces legibility and the
street image. Pettah’s varied repetition aids landmark recognition and navigation, whereas Galle Road’s sleek uniformity
offers aesthetic appeal but limits legibility.

Table 3 comparative summary

Feature

Way of Appearance

Main Street (Pettah)

Galle Road (Bambalapitiya)

Dominant Repetition

Vertical, material

Horizontal, material

Visual Rhythm

Varied and chaotic

Uniform and sleek

Landmark Recognition

Moderate (due to contrast)

Low (due to sameness)

Legibility Outcome

Medium-high

Medium-low

User Preference

Better navigability

Better aesthetics

felements &
complexity

_//\\ _

D Legibility of a fagade section in Galle . Legibility of a fagade section in Main Street Pettah
Road

2=
1]
Pl
- E
(1
o B
v o

Figure 5 comparison of legibility in between Galle Road and pettah
Source - author

4.5 KEY INSIGHTS

The analysis reflects repetition, when applied without a rhythmic variation, often results in visual monotony that
significantly effects on spatial legibility. Uniform fagades with minimum differentiation tend to blur into one another,
making it more difficult for users to orient themselves or recall specific locations. While Gestalt principles align with
Repetition—particularly proximity and similarity—has a possibility of enhancing legibility, but only when moderated by
subtle variation. When these principles are applied in isolated phases or in an excess amount, they creates visual fatigue
and reduce the ability to create a metal map of the city. Survey responses further revealed that users consistently preferred
facades that stood out from their surroundings, particularly those that incorporated functional or stylistic distinctiveness.

This suggests that repetition must be contextually integrated and consciously designed, rather than driven by branding
or material availability. For an example Pettah, where informal development and a lack of design oversight prevail, legibility
is frequently compromised due to incoherent repetitions and visual clutter. On the other hand, a strategic repetition—when
supported by clear design guidelines and enhanced through the creation of recognizable landmarks—would improve the
wayfinding ability and urban identity of the city. Ultimately, these findings underscore the importance of a design-aware
approach to repetition that prioritizes cognitive legibility and user experience over surface uniformity.

5. Suggestions & Recommendations

The findings suggest clear pathways for enhancing urban facade legibility, drawing directly from the perceptual data and
Gestalt-based analysis. urban authorities should introduce comprehensive fagade design regulations. Which could be
included with the guidelines on permissible materials, signage dimensions, and the allowable frequency of repeated
elements, ensuring visual coherence without encouraging monotony. As well as the regulations should either reflect the
contextual character or represent the type of building.
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Equally important is the application of Gestalt principles in design practice. Architects and urban designers should be
encouraged to employ proximity and similarity with intent, fostering a sense of visual order, while consciously avoiding
excessive symmetry unless it is counterbalanced by contrast or variation. This theoretical foundation, when thoughtfully
applied, can elevate both the cognitive and aesthetic qualities of the urban environment.

Another critical strategy is the deliberate creation of visual anchors—distinctive fagades that function as landmarks
within otherwise homogeneous streetscapes. These anchors aid spatial orientation and contribute to a stronger urban
identity. To further support this, contextual variation must be encouraged. Variation does not imply chaos; rather, controlled
diversity in form, scale, texture, and rhythm helps differentiate space without compromising legibility.

Finally, the integration of participatory design feedback is essential. Local users should be engaged through regular
surveys and community forums to evaluate how new or existing facades impact their ability to navigate, recognize, and
connect with the built environment. This bottom-up approach ensures that legibility strategies are grounded in real human
experience rather than purely top-down design intentions.
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