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Towards Place-Sensitive Urban Interventions:
An Examination of the Significant. Characteristics of
Place in Selected Urban Nodes in Colombo

Amanda Rajapakse and Ranjith Dayaratne

_ “Place” is a concept that has received recent attention among architects, planners and
urban designers. It is seen as a useful concept to examine and to be employed for planned
interventions in the built-environment. Place is a spatial entity as well as a social-psychological
entity. Its characteristics therefore are intertwined with these aspects. What are the .significant
refinements of these characteristics that will elevate the quality of places and transform them to
memorable cherished places? This was a research question that prompted an inquiry into the
urban spaces whereby an attempt was made to recognize and emphasize the significant
characteristics of place that will enable place-sensitive planned interventions in the city. The
study based in Colombo examined in detail the characteristics of two selected places that mark
them special and significant. The study proposes a theoretical construct of those characteristics
that must be enhanced in planned interventions.

Introduction A city or an urban millieu is
. - unquestionably a place in which the
- “To be human is to live in a world thatis architects and the planners act. The urban
filled with significant places: to be human is planners and architects are constantly
to have and to know your place”. grappling with such places and their
Martin Heidegger (1960:19 ) interventions determine the way in which
: - : urban places are generated, sustained and
Place is a rudimentary concept in experienced. It is not unfair to demand then
the life of a human being. It reveals the that our planning and architectural concepts
external bonds of a person’s existence, and must stem from “place” and be sensitive to
is a profound and complex aspect of his or - the nuances of places that are already
her experience of the world. The presence of - present. This paper discusses the idea of
significant places in a city not only enhances ~ place in the context of urban interventions
the quality of the city but also the life of the - and proposes ways of making our urban
city dwellers. Indeed, the livability of a city interventions more place-sensitive, place-
and its identity are given expression by the specific  place-enhancing and  place-
nature and extent to which such places are . generating.
present in an urban landscape. Nevertheless, : '
it is a concept that has been given little A Model For the Examination Of
attention by both planners and architects in Characteristics of Place
their contemporary practice. We seem to
have a meager understanding of the \Architeéture and planning are tools
constituents of place, their ramifications and employed to manipulate the environment,
the ways in which we experience them, and human experience and thereby people’s
despite the fact there is a strong argument actions. In this sense Architecture and
for making “place” the central focus in our Planning are powerful change agents
planned interventions both in planning as intervening in the generation and sustenance
well in architecture, of human experience which is undeniably
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hinged to the idea of place. Therefore, how
they are so employed matters a great deal,
for those who are concerned with people and
places. In fact, it has been demonstrated that
the rudimentary role of architecture and

planning are to enable healthy places
(Schultz, 1980; Alexander, 1987,
Meiss, 1990; Dayaratne, 1992), and all

design and planning interventions must stem
from this objective. Nevertheless, the
relationship of the concepts of place to
architecture and planning, have largely been
undervalued and only occasionally and
intermittently applied in real practice. In
other words, we do not seem to have a
commonly shared theoretical orientation
among the design and planning professions
that recognise and reinforce the intrinsic
qualities of place, whereby human
experiences and human actions are
sensitively and meaningfully intervened.
Despite the fact that both
Phenominologists', and psychologists from
time to time have attempted to define place
in their relationship to Architecture and
planning (Schultz,1980, Canter, 1977), they
still remain only marginally influential in
contemporary practice.

Indeed, the phenomenological
inquiries stem from the works of Heidegger
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who recognized the existence of Man and
his being, as inseparable from the place in
which he exists. The approach to studying
people and places as they are, known as
“Phenomenology” according to Husserl
(1962) and defined as the ‘science of being’
is central to this understanding. Norberg
Schulz (1980) recognising the value of
phenomenology, made a connection through
it to architecture signifying the value of the
idea of place to design practice. Others such
as Ralph (1976) have followed the
theoretical orientations of phenomenology in
establishing a theory on the concept of place
as relevant to planning. Tuan (1977) among
many others examines place from a
geographical experiential perspective, while
Canter (1977) explores place as a
psychologically endowed entity.

According to Canter (1977), place
could be conceived as an overlap among
physical, social, and psychological systems.
A place is constituted of Physical Attributes
(Physical), Activities, (Social) and,
Conceptions (Psychological) (See Fig .01).
Notable here is the manner in which these
components are inter related, constituting a
series of dialectics that form a common
structure.
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CONSTITUENTS OF PLACE
CANTER, D v (1977)

! These constitute mainly architects, planners, and
geographers interested in the qualitative and everyday
transactions between environments and people.
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The model offered by Canter (1977)
is found to be useful to understand the three
characteristics of places, although there are
most certainly specific weaknesses in this



model. For instance, according to this
model, a place is at the interpolation of the
three constituents and thus -denies- the
existence of place outside this overlap. It
cannot thus be employed to explain the
mythical or conceptual places which exist
only in the minds of people and not-“real”
(physical). Indeed this model is applicable
only at one level of the existence of the
place?,

The Study

Nevertheless, it is felt that it is
useful to employ this model if only to map
out the areas of inquiry of characteristics of
place. Thus, with this understanding and the
model of place in mind, a study was
conducted examining two selected places in

the suburbs of Colombo city. The two places.

were chosen for their overriding
characteristics ~ aligning  with ~ two
constituents of place as outlined in this
model; namely Physical aspects and Social
aspects. Employing the phenomenological
mode of inquiry, the researcher by means of
empathising with place elucidated the
essentially significant characteristics of each
place. Having been selected, each place was
studied in terms of all the three aspects
whereby an attempt was made to build up a
“profile of the place: a holistic portrait,
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which then was analysed to recognise what
particular attribute of these characteristic
contributed to the significance of the place.

THE GALLE FACE GREEN:
The Place- 01

The Galle Face Green needs little or no
introduction to the Sri Lankans, for it is so
well known and built into the psychic of
them as the singlemost real public “open”
space in Colombo. Located close to the city
centre sandwitched between the sea and the
Colombo-Galle Road, from which possibly
its name is derived, this is a vast track of
open flat land accessible to all public almost
all the time. Thus it is a place of enormous
significance to the city dwellers of Colombo
as. a place for “recreation”, and at the same
time to the visitors from the hinterland to the
city as the place to “encounter the sea” and
gain a significant component of the
“experience. of Colombo”. To the many
school children whose first school trip away
from home, and to others visiting Colombo-
the capital of Sri Lanka, a visit and an
imersion in the experience of Galle Face is
considered essential if not central,
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2 Place exists at a number of levels. For a discussion -
see Tuan Yi Fu (1977), Dayaratne (1992)

Figure 2:
The Singlemost Public Open Space in the city
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What are the essential characteristics of this
unique place and what implications would
such an understanding offer for a design and
planning intervention?

The Characteristics

The characteristics of any place cannot be
captured except as experiential entities. The
semantics one may employ to describe any
characteristic whether physical or social
indeed are experiential and therefore are also
psychological. Thus in this study, no attempt
is made to segregate the psychological
characteristics since they become almost
inseparable both in the inquiry and its
presentation.

The Physical Attributes

Galle Face green is *“a large open space”
“borderin intensly built-up” urban areas of
the city of Colombo. As a predominantly
“naturally created” place, the significant
presence of it is not derived from man made
physical demarcations, enclosures etc, but as
an aesthetic gesture of simple and natural
elements. In the case of Galle Face, its
elements, “the defining vast expanse of
water” the “vast open space”, (which
functions as a forecourt to the sea) and the
sky create its sense of place and its
significance.

It was revealed that Galle Face green has
remarkable physical characteristics that
make it special, and they can be summed up
as follows.

e (scale) It's sudden grand voluminous
whole and it’s  vastness and
boundlessness, as experienced through
the immediate appearance from a
densely packed built area, functions as a
breathing space.to which one is released
on to.

e (visual definition) The level at which a
person perceives the water.

e (topography and Visual Scope) Unlike
at most other beach areas around, at
Galle Face the sea is experienced at a
higher elevation, increasing the visual
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scope and perception of a larger,
voluminous space, which appears as
majestic’ and dominating. A sense of
exhilaration and exposure could be felt
and this sense overwhelms the dweller
of this place.

e (Definition) The esplanade bordering
the sea, forms a strong edge to it, where
a strong separation is felt between the
two elements, (land and sea)
“accentuating” each other’s quality. It
also functions as a stage set supporting
the social life that goes on among
people, and the continuing events
related to aesthetics of the changing
natural beauty of the sea.

Galle Face is the result of an
intelligible composition of distinct natural
and man made elements. Through the
“interaction” of the “ground surfaces” of the
esplanade, “water” and ‘“sky”, the natural
characteristic totality of place is formed,
which constitutes the basic elements of
landscape. The resultant spirit of place has
come about through the expression of these
elements namely, water, esplanade (ground)
and sky.

Figure 3: Experiencing the Exoticness

At Galle face, the sea is
experienced as “embodying an eternal order
centered on one’s self”. The vast expanse of
sky, it’s “relationship to water and ground”,
as it is experienced from the esplanade,
appears in an “all embracing grandiose”.
The “changing colours and hues” of the sky
is that which elevates the quality of place
through the “reflecting water of the sea”.
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