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Image of the restored forum of the Roman Republic in
the 1st century. Its four sides are surrounded by
various public buildings such as the senate house, the
pantheon, the court house and so on. The forum used
to be the center of the citizens morals and the public
life in the long history of the Roman Empir
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Age of the plaza
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Piazza del Campo, Siena, Italy.

The big building under the bell tower is the city hall,
and there is a slight slant towards the building of the
city hall so that it can be used as seats for guests at
events. It is a typical example of medieval plazas, a
case that fulfills the external and internal requirements
of the plaza. As agora in Greece and forum in
Rome are used as a general term meaning plaza,
campo is used as a general term meaning plaza
also in Italy.

Chin, Yang kyo (Director of Landscape Design Team
Tomoon Engineering & Architecture Co.,Ltd.)

Prologue - Prototype of cooperative life

“... Four people came down the street incessantly all absorbed in a discussion. This appropriate silence and the endlessly
standing trees seemed like a very nice place for having disputes. But when they reached the Esplanade des Invalides , their
dispute was so overheated that they had to stop in the middle of the square. ...(Omitted)... The landscape of the Invalid was
visible only through the south of the Esplanade des Invalides. All of its directions were open. It was large and silent. They
liked it because they had enough space to move their bodies there. So they took a pause there. ...”

-Adopted from “The Masterpiece” by Emile Zola,

One of pleasures which travelers to Europe can have is to encounter plazas in old European cities which were mainly built
in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance Age. Most of people cannot easily forget the pleasure of encountering them for
the first time. Is there anyone who sets foot in plazas and does not get fascinated by shadows of building which change
every moment? Is there anyone who does not imagine unconsciously that people of the Middle Ages get out of their
houses and walk along narrow streets heading for plazas? A place where people used to go to buy bread and vegetables for
supper; a place where they ran into their neighbors or friends; a place where they prayed outside at a religious meeting
which was not possible to take place inside; a place where they gathered and shared rules and values of the community
during village festivals; a place where house wives talked about house wives next door with their husbands and children
while husbands talked out religion and politics; a place where children used to play, these were scenes of a typical plaza of

the Middle Ages. The prototype of our community which the mankind formed in the Primitive Age still lives on at plazas

and is inherited even to our time.
Public spaces in the East and the West

Public spaces of linear stretches developed in the East while public places of plane stretches developed in the West. In
reality, plazas were very rare or non-existent in old cities in the East. In comparison with that, Westerners” interests in
plazas were very intense, and examples and vestiges for that are abundant. About this difference between the East and the
West, it is agreed among scholars that public activities required plazas in the West while streets were preferred over plazas
for public places in the East. It is natural that then a question arises about this difference in use of public places in the East
and the West. However, there is no literature yet which answers to this question. It is simply assumed that the cultural
difference between the two worlds in fundamentals of political systems could be a reason for that.

As it is widely known, the origin of the Western plaza is the agora in Greece. The agora was introduced into Rome and
developed into the forum. A number of ‘piazzas’ were built in front of churches or cathedrals as a place for catholic
community life in the Middle Ages. Although piazzas were still built even after the Renaissance Age, they lost a lot of
religious characteristics and gained features as public plazas. Typical plazas we talk about mean those built until the
Renaissance Age. There are two words derived from ‘Agora’: the one is ‘Agorazein’ which means to sell and buy, a

market function; the other is ‘Agrawein’ which means to speak in public, thus a meaning of a political gathering. These
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Piazza del Campidoglio, Rome, Italy.
A plaza completed in the 16th century, the
Renaissance Age. The patterns of the pavement
designed by Michelangelo look like paintings and
show sophisticated perfectionism.
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The plaza designed by Arata Isozaki in the
administrative town of Tsukuba.

Two of the four sides of the plaza are surrounded by
trees. It is a case where dynamic spaces are created
by changing various gaps of levels. The patterns of
the piazza del Campidoglio were used in the oval
central part, which is built at the same level as the
shopping mall.

two words explain what kind of place the agora was in Ancient Greece. ‘Shell vote’, a good example for participating in
politics of direct democracy, took place in the center of the agora while there was a market place for daily commodities in
its corners. Thus, Western plazas developed from the mixed origin of the political and the market function.

On the other hand, there was no need for spaces such as agora for materializing direct democracy in the monarchy-oriented
Eastern world. While dozens of or hundreds of citizens gathered in a plaza to discuss political and social issues along with
qualifications of their leaders, and a few demagogues were able to agitate with speeches and eloquence in Ancient Greece
and Rome, all the political matters were entrusted to aristocrats in the royal court surrounded by walls in the East.
Accordingly, small places with a market function rather than places for political gatherings were necessitated in the East.
In this case, spaces which could be used for other purposes and also serve as temporary market places when needed,
namely streets must have been more efficient. Furthermore, because streets were adjacent to houses in alleys, they could
also serve as good places for neighbors” meeting and socializing. Streets in the East, places where people could earn their
living, regular markets used to stand, festivals took place and non-daily life could be easily mingled, were excellent urban
spaces which were not inferior to plazas.

The problem is that the modern city which witnessed the Industry Revolution and the birth of the modern state is no longer
the city it used to be. The modern city is headed for the same direction of the universal values and capital, a speed
difference there might be in its speed from country to country. Out of this reason, it no loner recognizes ideological and
political difference. It is now difficult to apply the simple dichotomy of the street-oriented and the plaza-oriented city now
that cities both in the East and the West are trying to keep pace with trends of rapidly changing modern cities. Cities in the
East are now increasing the number of plazas recognizing the need for places for political gatherings and also places which
could accommodate big crowds for festivals and events. While the Eastern cities which used to be street-oriented are
getting more and more interested in plazas, the Western cities which used to be plaza-oriented are getting attracted more
and more to street-oriented public spaces such as shopping malls. The East and the West are getting similar to each other in

forms of the modern city.
Requirements for plazas - external and internal requirements

Requirements for desirable plazas were well defined over time in Ancient Greece as well as in Rome and in the Middle
Ages as well as Renaissance. The definition was not made overnight, but over long time gradually with lots of trials and
errors. The requirements for plazas can be divided into external ones in the whole context of urban spaces and internal

ones such as requirements for facilities accommodating people s behaviors inside plazas. Let us take a closer look at them.

External requirements for plazas - space of equality, accessibility, surroundings and esthetics of
proportion

Space of equality

The first external requirement for plazas as public places is that they must be spaces everyone can use, which means that
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The general view over the administrative town of
Tsukuba. The gaps of levels of the ground part and the
oval plaza part in underground part serve as various
landscape materials.
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Place de Marce, in the suburbs of Paris. Designed by
A. Chemetoff. One of the problems which the modern
plaza is faced with, namely the abuses caused by the
absence of centripetalism due to the open verges can
be found in it. A plaza whose verges are open cannot
easily allure people into it. Thus when there is no
special event, it is very often empty.

they are not limited to certain social classes. One might think that this requirement is so natural that there is no need to
mention it. However, there are cultural zones where there is social discrimination in public spaces, let alone in private
spaces according to cultures. A plaza in its true sense of the word must be space of equality where there is no racial,
gender, age and class discrimination.

Accessibility

Secondly, a plaza must be a place which everybody can have an easy access to. Easy accessibility means that a plaza must
be easily accessible by physical transportation means, namely public transportation means, and must be in a central
location which allows easy access from anywhere in the city. The central location does not mean a physical distance but
complex accessibility.

Centripetalim and surroundings
Thirdly, a plaza needs to have visible walls which surround it. Materials for these walls can be trees or simple fences. Best

would be walls of buildings as proved in European plazas over time before the era of the modern state. This third
requirement is important because the plaza is not a center-oriented space where the view goes outward from the center but
a centripetal space where the view comes inward from outside, and the centripetalism is created when the verges are
secured.

The reason why it is perfect when walls of a plaza are walls of buildings is that facades of buildings surrounding the plaza
are open toward it and they can interact closely with its central part.

A plaza aims at centripetalism. The centripetalism of a plaza is rather an inherent feature than a requirement. This might be
the genius of plaza . Centripetalism means a phenomenon that spaces surrounding a plaza gather toward its center. That is
to say, the visible or invisible center exists in a plaza and surroundings run toward the center. Of course, this center does
not mean the geometrically accurate center. In Piazza del Campo in Siena, Italy, a typical example of medieval plazas,
brick pavement and stone pavement are directed to the city hall building. The center of the Piazza del Campo is not the
geometrical center of the plaza but the very part in front of the city hall building. Slope sides of the plaza help the
completion of the centripetalism. There is slight slant in the direction to the center of the city hall building and this slant
helps the Piazza del Campo turn into the stage of a semicircular theater and seats at various city events which take place
annually and at the parade of the horse racing festival.

Centripetalism in related with the question why the plaza has to be surrounded. It is possible to secure centripetalism only
when the verges or circumference are limited or fixed. When the plaza is not surrounded, its centripetalism runs away
unintended like a plumb which has the centrifugal force. This is a simple explanation why the plaza must not be open
outward and also the reason why plazas in old European cities are called figural void .

Esthetics of proportion

The proportion (H:D) of the width of a plaza (D) and the height of surrounding walls (H) can be mentioned as the last
external requirement. This is to limit the physical height of the verges of a plaza and is closely related with the third
requirement, surroundings. It is known that it is ideal when the proportion of the height of the walls of the buildings and
the width of a plaza is between 1:3 and 1:6. It is not important whether this proportion is intended or not. It is a proved and

reconfirmed proportion. What we can experience in European plazas is a delicate and fine feeling of space which is a result

11
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Portland Plaza, Portland, USA. The verges of the plaza
which cannot be surrounded by walls of buildings are
supplemented by columns and the sunken level of the
plaza, which partly succeeds.
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Jacob Javitz Plaza, New York.

There was no green tract of land at all in this place
and there used to be sculptor Richard Serra s work,
Titled Arc in the center of the pavement. The desire of
the modern plaza to have green tracts of land is
obvious in the new design by M. Schwartz.

of this careful proportion.

Internal requirements of a plaza - a resting place, things to see, things to eat, things to buy and

problems of stage equipments

When the external frame is made, what is left to be done is to fulfill its contents. External requirements are not important
for those who get off the bus and get to the entrance of a plaza surrounded by buildings. What is now important is internal
requirements of a plaza which help them stay there comfortably, might it be for a short or a long time. If we examine the
requirements again in the sense of a necessary and sufficient condition, external requirements have features of necessary
conditions requirements for a plaza, which are not sufficient by themselves and internal requirements have features of
sufficient conditions other conditions than necessary conditions for a good plaza. Internal requirements express the
contents of a plaza which people experience and feel, that is to say, things about how to rest, what to see, what to eat and
what can be bought.

Resting place
The most important internal requirement is that a plaza must have a resting place. A plaza as a place where people can rest

comes first, then as a place for gatherings and markets. Things required to help people rest are firstly a resting spot and
devices that help people rest, namely resting facilities such as benches, chairs or seating walls and devices which help
people shelter from the sunlight and the wind, namely trees which make shades or pergolas or shelters and so on.

W. Whyte, an American city planning expert, found out through his about ten year-long observations of plazas that success
or failure depends largely on whether there are benches which are very simple facilities in plazas. Benches or chairs or
seating walls require normally trees which make shades during the summer time. However, if only the use of a plaza
during the day time in summer can be abandoned, benches can be utilized well regardless of seasons.

Things to see

Secondly, a plaza must have things to see. Things to see mean performances or events, which are rather changeable and
temporary happenings produced by street musicians than professional performances. Ina famous plazas as usual, there are
performers such as excellent musicians, magicians and so on doing small-scale performances everywhere in the plaza.
Things to see like these are important factors on which the liveliness of a plaza depends.

Most of small-scale performances do not require stage setting or instruments or facilities. Performers use constructions or
facilities such as stairs or cascades as their own stages with genuine adaptability.

A plaza must have a capacity for large-scale events or gathering which need the whole plaza besides small-scale
performances such as happenings. There must a provisional place in a plaza where a temporary stage can be installed for
large-scale events or performances. In case that the verges of a plaza are surrounded by building walls, if buildings such as
a city hall that is the main of them is the backdrop of the stage, it is ideal and gives a sense of stability. As I mentioned
earlier, if large-scale performances or gatherings often take place in a plaza, a slant (maximum within 5%) in the stage can
be taken into consideration such as Piazza del Campo in Siena or the plaza of Pompidou Center which was designed by

Renzo Piano.
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Plaza de los Fueros, Estella, Spain.

The original look of the plaza consists of walls of
buildings, pavement and visible landscape objects
located in the center. Because surrounding buildings
make enough shades, there was no need to plant
trees in the plaza. However, trees and green tracts of
land are added to modern plazas to be newly
constructed or old plazas to be renovated.
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Harlequin Plaza designed by G. Hargreaves.

This is a plaza full of wits and wisdom which uses
patterns of the clown s clothes as the patterns of the
plaza. The steel walls in the central part might seem to
divide or to combine, which is very sophisticated. This is
a good example of the modern plaza which is faced
with two difficulties which are absence of centripetalism
and confusion of identity. This plaza directs
symbolically where the modern plaza should go.

Things to eat
Thirdly, there must be things to eat in a plaza. Unexpected requirements they might be, they are known to influence on

success or failure of a plaza. As we know from our experiences, eating something supplements the above- mentioned
requirements, resting and seeing. The requirement things to eat can be satisfied on the ground floor of a building on the
verges of a plaza and at street cafes as well as in forms of street vendors or vending machines.

Things to buy

Besides the requirements of resting and eating, there must be things to buy which could satisfy people s desire to buy. This
requirement is related with the function of the plaza as a market place as the history of the agora shows. This requirement
can be satisfied in forms of retail shops on the ground floors of buildings surrounding the plaza or street vendors. It is very
suggestive that the act of purchase and sales includes the act of communication among merchants, between a merchant and
a buyer and among buys besides the simple act of buying and selling. Social communications and relations in the
beginning phase start with the act of buying and selling things.

Conditions of landscape design

The above mentioned internal requirements, namely resting, seeing, eating, buying and selling must be supplemented by
landscape materials which are pavement, trees, waterscape facilities such as fountains, streets furniture such as benches
and walks, site structures such as stairs, lamps, temporary walls and columns. However, these are no more than devices to
satisfy the internal requirements. In case of pavement, it is worth mentioning that light colored pavement should be
avoided, if possible, to reduce the quantity of the radiant sunlight and that the relative importance of non-radiant pavement
such as grass blocks must be increased and that if waterscape facilities such as fountains are installed in the center of a
plaza, its centripetalism will be greater. What is to be installed in the center of a plaza does not have to a fountain.

Formative objects such as obelisks or columns are enough to create effects of centripetalism.
Problems of the modern plaza - absence of centripetalism and coexistence of concepts

The modern plaza has two problems, different from plazas built until the Renaissance Age, because it cannot satisfy the
above-mentioned requirements of a plaza. The one problem is absence of centripetalism and the other is the identity
problem. These two problems were caused by changes of the urban space structure. The former is due to the dependency
on vehicle traffic; the latter is due to hybridization of urban space.

The cause of the absence of centripetalism which the modern plaza is faced with is that it is difficult for the modern plaza
to be surrounded by buildings in a natural way, different from plazas in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance Age such as
agoras in Ancient Greece and forums in Rome. Transportation which has developed rapidly since the 18th and 19th
century changed the characteristics of the street, namely from pedestrian lanes to car roads, and the plaza where roads meet
changed into the crossroad.

Because every piece of land in the city has to fulfill preconditions of vehicle accessibility and passage, one side of the
modern plaza, sometimes all the fours sides, faces roads, not surrounded by buildings. The problem which arises because
the plaza is surrounded by roads, not by buildings is that the flow of pedestrians lanes which meet at the plaza is severed
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