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Urban Theories

be developed into recreati onal open space. 
Over the years, radically changing economic, indus-
trial, and employment patt erns have further exac-
erbated the problem of lost space in urban centres. 
This is especially evident along many of our highways, 
railroad lines and urban rivers, disrupti ng the overall 
conti nuity of urban form.

While the above menti oned spaces are obvious exam-
ples of lost space, it is important to defi ne lost space 
and how it diff ers from other positi ve urban space. 
Trancik defi nes these fragmented spaces as follows 
(1986: 3) :-

• Areas that are left  over – unstructured land 
 scape or abandoned areas, away from 
 pedestrian movement and acti vity that 
 represent the life of all citi es. 
• The surfaces that ring the urban core sever-         
 ing connecti ons between the commercial  
 centre and residenti al areas. These are the  
 no-man’s land areas along edges of urban 
 rivers, freeways, areas that nobody cares  
 about maintaining; much less using. 
• Residual areas between districts and loosely  
 composed commercial areas.
• Deteriorated urban parks or old industrial- 
 ised space that detract from the well-being  
 of city living. 
• Areas in need of redesign – anti spaces that  
 make no positi ve impact or contributi on to  
 the surrounding users.  

Several schools of thought in urban design agree that 
more effi  cient use of urban land will create a more 
compact and integrated urban form. As this is desir-
able, it is only logical to uti lise more integrated design 
soluti ons as opposed to quick cosmeti c ones.
As not enough emphasis is placed on the three di-
mensional relati onships between buildings. (Trancik, 
1986: 19, Gehl, 1987: 101 ), spaces are too oft en ana-
lysed from a two dimensional perspecti ve without a 
real understanding of human needs. 

Urban space is far too oft en thought of as on external 
volume rather than space with a connecti on to other 
spaces. This oft en results in unshaped “anti -space”.
“Anti -space” or lost space consequently become mis-
appropriated or misused for programs that detract 
from the surrounding social context i.e: parking lots. 
The site in questi on (and other sites along the Apies 
River and Walkerspruit) have become testament to 
this reacti on. Many inappropriate practi ces current-
ly occupy the edge of the site, inappropriate due to 
there sensiti ve locati on - further detracti ng from the 
recreati onal potenti al of the rivers, as well as the her-
itage and cultural potenti al of Church Street and Lions 
Bridge. 

The challenge thus arises how to reconnect space in 
an existi ng urban context to create place.

Every modern city has considerable amounts of va-
cant, unused land in its centre that could potenti ally 
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Lost space off ers opportuniti es for urban redevelop-
ment, creati ve infi ll and for rediscovering new hidden 
resources within our citi es. 

Keeping the above menti oned in mind, Trancik argues 
that it’s not only important to identi fy lost space, but 
to also understand the causes (1986:4).

The fi ve major factors that contribute to lost space 
are: 

• Increased dependency and emphasis   
 placed on vehicles.
• Atti  tudes of architects of the modern   
 movement towards open pace.
• Zoning and land use policies of the urban 
 renewal that divided citi es.
• Unwillingness of public and private 
 insti tuti ons for assuming responsibility for  
 public urban environments.
•  Abandonment of industrial, military, or   
 transportati on sites within the inner core of  
 the city.
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The automobileThe automobile

“Mobility and communicati on have increasingly domi-“Mobility and communicati on have increasingly domi-
nated public space, which has consequently lost much nated public space, which has consequently lost much 
of its cultural meaning and human purpose” (Trancik, of its cultural meaning and human purpose” (Trancik, 
1986: 5). Streets no longer form essenti al urban space 1986: 5). Streets no longer form essenti al urban space 
for pedestrian use, but only represent the functi on for pedestrian use, but only represent the functi on 
of the fastest mobile link, regardless of social cost. of the fastest mobile link, regardless of social cost. 
Streets become wider, further segregati ng open pub-Streets become wider, further segregati ng open pub-
lic spaces to form public transport networks and have lic spaces to form public transport networks and have 
thus developed into urban highways making pedes-thus developed into urban highways making pedes-
trian city environments more unsafe and fragmented. trian city environments more unsafe and fragmented. 
This results in previous open spaces that were part of This results in previous open spaces that were part of 
pedestrian movement networks, becoming isolated pedestrian movement networks, becoming isolated 
that no longer form part of social networks - open that no longer form part of social networks - open 
islands of wasted space that become degraded and islands of wasted space that become degraded and 
later converted into for parking spaces for vehicles. later converted into for parking spaces for vehicles. 

Figure 4.1. Sketch illustrati ng the concept of existi ng networks and 
integrated pedestrian circulati on patt erns . (Author, 2011) 

Figure 4.2. Sketch illustrati ng the contrast between pedestrian de-
signed city planning and vehicular design city planning (Author, 
2011).

Figure 4.3.(below) Photograph illustrati ng the constructi on of 
most modern citi es with design focus on vehicular networks that  
result in large area’s of residual spaces. (www.panoramio.com, 
2010.)

Figure 4.4 Proposed ring-road around the city of pretoria (Archi-
tectural archives, University of Pretoria, 2011).
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The Traditi onal City Form The Modern City Form

The concept of walkable citi es needs to be re-investi -The concept of walkable citi es needs to be re-investi -
gated in which green networks between open spaces gated in which green networks between open spaces 
are created so that the pedestrian becomes the cata-are created so that the pedestrian becomes the cata-
lyst for city developments, not vehicles.lyst for city developments, not vehicles.

Figure 4.1 illustrates the concept of walkable citi es 
with networks of open spaces connected along pe-
destrian routes. These spaces create vibrant citi es 
that att ract people to visit creati ng vibrant mixed ac-
ti vity and create att racti ve environments for integrat-
ed city living. 

Figure 4.2  illustrates the negati ve eff ects of the city 
development strategies, where pavements and public 
spaces are overtaken by the focus on vehicles through 
the constructi on of urban highways, creati ng frag-
mented relati onships that result in the degradati on 
and segregati on of social networks.   

Figure 4.4 Illustrates the proposed ring-road around 
the City of Pretoria, which has resulted in the loss of 
integrated pedestrian movement and social networks 
between the east of the city and the Apies River.

Figure 4.5 (below) graphic of city forms (Trancik,1986)Figure 4.5 (below) graphic of city forms (Trancik,1986)

The modern movement

Buildings were designed and thought of as isolated 
enti ti es, masterpieces in their own right – each build-
ing designed to change the city skyline with no re-
gard to context or culture of the city. The functi ons of 
buildings gradually became more and more displaced 
from their external environments, fragmenti ng any 
relati onships between external and internal space. 
Peterson therefore takes a stand  and defi nes modern 
space as “anti -space”; the traditi onal architecture of 
streets, squares and rooms created by diff erenti ated 
fi gures of volumetric void is by the presence of “anti -
space “”...[which] leads to the erosion and eventual 
loss of space.” (Peterson in Trancik, 1986: 9). Unlike 
that of modernist planning, the traditi onal principles 
of planning on all scales needs to be att ended to, from 
factors of hierarchy to well defi ned spaces; their edg-
es; from where the street meets the pavement, the 
pavement the thresholds, and the thresholds the inte-
rior or exterior and so on. There needs to be defi ned 
and interacti ve relati onships that cohesively fl ow to-
gether.

Figure 4.5 Illustrates the diff erence between the spa-
ti al structure of a traditi onal city and that of a modern 
city. In the traditi onal city, urban blocks direct move-
ment and establish orientati on; in the modern city the 
blocks are fragmented and confused structures that 
create disorientati on (Trancik,1986:19).
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SEGREGATE

INTEGRATE

Zoning and urban renewal

The loss of traditi onal qualiti es of urban space is the 
result of zoning policies and urban renewal implemen-
tati ons. With impulses to promote human welfare 
through segregati on of land uses, and substi tuti on for 
high rise commercial towers, the policies and imple-
mentati ons rarely corresponded to the spacial struc-
ture of evolved community patt erns and cultures, nor 
did developments respond to the social relati onships 
that gave meaning to the community’s existence. 

Districts segregated living space from working space 
and created areas that could no longer accommodate 
physical or social diversity, thereby defying the laws 
of what was ‘urban’. The result of modern urban plan-
ning is citi zens subdivided into homogeneous districts, 
separated by traffi  c arteries and forbidden from living 
above where they work.
Figure 4.11 Illustrates the diff erence between inte-
grated urban soluti ons that encourage vibrant mixed 
use and community culture and social relati onships to 
develop, and segregated zoning policies that separate 
diff erent uses, which result in less vibrant and dynam-
ic and robust spaces.

Zoning laws have operated under assumpti ons about 
human welfare and happiness. The complexity of so-
cial and functi onal relati onships in the urban setti  ng 
was incompati ble with Modern Movement planning, 
which required aestheti c completeness for visual and 
graphic eff ect (Trancik, 1986: 12).

Pretoria, like many modern citi es, was once rich with 

Figure 4.7  Traditi onal use of urban form Figure 4.7  Traditi onal use of urban form (Author, 2011)..Figure 4.6 Modern use of urban form Figure 4.6 Modern use of urban form (Author, 2011).

Figure 4.8 Illustrates diff erence between Integrated urban Figure 4.8 Illustrates diff erence between Integrated urban 
planning and segregated. (Gehl, 2006:101) planning and segregated. (Gehl, 2006:101) 
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Public PRIVATE

vsvs

traditi onal qualiti es, and social networks that became 
known for its natural resources and beauty. However, 
it became consumed by the demands of city devel-
opments, which resulted forced reappropriati on of 
space, forced removal and relocati on which in turn 
resulted in the breaking down of natural social net-
works.
 
Figure 4.6 Illustrati on of how open recreati onal spac-
es are cut off  from surrounding context becoming 
segregated and isolated left  to be managed by city 
municipality. These spaces oft en become neglected 
and unsafe. 

This, in turn, resulted in people losing touch with their 
surroundings and existi ng recreati onal spaces being 
abandoned, left  to deteriorate and become unsafe,
forcing areas to be closed off  or privati sed, which es-
calated the problem leading to further de-urbaniza-
ti on.

Figure 4.7 Illustrates the use of open spaces as more 
integrated spaces creati ng networks between other 
open spaces,becoming more mixed use and resulti ng 
in more traditi onal uses with vibrant spaces between 
buildings, allowing people to take ownership of spac-
es without space becoming privati zed.
Figure 4.8 Conceptually illustrates how people can 
freely use integrated public spaces that could create 
a larger variety of recreati onal open spaces. These 
spaces also become bett er controlled and policed, re-
sulti ng in longer periods of use.

Privati zati on of public space

Private enterprises have also contributed signifi cantly 
to lost space in our urban centres. As citi es grow and 
the demand for space increases, buildings tend to 
push toward verti cal citi es or take over open space, 
leading to the miss appropriati on of public space for 
private expansion. 

In the past, the designs of streets, squares, parks and 
other public space, were integrated with the design 
of individual buildings. However, in the modern city, 
each element is the responsibility of a diff erent public 
or private organisati on, and the unity of the total en-
vironment is lost. 

Figure 4.10 illustrates the diff erence between more 
private use of space and the public, and how privati -
zati on results in less integrated use of  public spaces. 
Public spaces can become more inviti ng and more ac-
cessible to the public making it easier - both physically 
and psychologically - for people and acti viti es to move 
back and forth between  public and private spaces, 
between in and out (Gehl, 2006: 113).

Modern use  of city

Traditi onal 
use of city

Figure 4.9 modern concept of using open spaces vs traditi onal Figure 4.9 modern concept of using open spaces vs traditi onal 
use of spaceuse of space

Figure 4.10 concept of public and private planning straegiesFigure 4.10 concept of public and private planning straegies
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ExclusiveExclusive InclusiveInclusive

Changing abandoned land use 

This factor has probably been the most pervasive 
cause of lost space in our citi es over the past few dec-
ades.  The relocati on of industry, obsolete transporta-
ti on faciliti es, and vacated commercial or residenti al 
buildings have created vast areas of wasted or under 
used space within the downtown city centres.” (Tran-
cik, 1986: 17) 

These areas off er potenti al for reclamati on as mixed 
use areas, especially as the atti  tude toward living in 
the city is slowly changing and the cost of living out-
side of citi es become more expensive. 

Figure 4.11 shows how these spaces are redeveloped 
as inclusive elements (part of their surrounding con-
text), they tend to encourage other inclusive adjacent 
developments to make spaces between buildings and  
street edges more dynamic, vibrant and robust.

Figure 4.11 sketch conceptually illustrati ng inclusive and exclu-Figure 4.11 sketch conceptually illustrati ng inclusive and exclu-
sive (Author, 2011).sive (Author, 2011).
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Figure 4.12. Aerial photograph of the Piazza Novona, Rome, 2008  
(www.italophiles.com,2011).

Figure 4.13. photograph of the Piazza Novona, Rome, 2008 
(www.italophiles.com,2011).

Redesigning lost space 

Peoples’ impression of, and reacti on to space is large-
ly determined by the ways it is enclosed. “People like 
the feeling of a room (Trancik, 1986: 19).” People re-
late to outdoor open spaces the way they relate to 
spaces at home and in their workplaces. 

This is probably why tourists and residents enjoy the 
structured urban rooms of Europe in citi es such as 
Rome (fi g 4.11 - 4.13), Venice, and Paris or the gar-
den rooms of Ville Lante, Vaux-le-Vicomte, and Ver-
sailles. “In urban design the emphasis should be on 
the groups and sequences of outdoor rooms of the 
district as a whole, rather than on the individual space 
as an isolated enti ty” (Trancik, 1986: 19). Thus, special 
focus should be placed on residual space between dis-
tricts and waste land at their edges. In this way, lost 
space can be reclaimed by transforming them into ar-
eas of opportuniti es for developments. By doing so, 
the space would improve and would subsequently at-
tract people back to the centre.  

Conclusion

The history of citi es indicate that if we can reverse the 
percepti on of exterior spaces and produce designs 
and fi gure grounds that take into considerati on the 
relati onship between building and open spaces, a les-
son that can be learned from traditi onal, preindustrial 
citi es is “that exterior space should be the force that 
gives defi niti on to the architecture and its borders, 
establishing the walls of the outdoor room” (Trancik, 
1986: 18). Perhaps we have to understand that “histo-
ry” and “environment” are two faces of architecture 
- that no building stands alone, and that ‘architec-
tural soluti ons’, however brilliant, can not overcome 
the limitati ons of the urban fabric in which they are 
placed (Huxtable, in  Trancik, 1986: 19).
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