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n a recent article,we talked
about the idea of legibility in
city form— that is, the ease

withwhichwe can “read” the city.
We mentioned the lateAmeri-

can urbanistKevin Lynch, author
of the book, Image of theCity,
which talks about how users per-
ceive and organize spatial infor-
mation as they navigate through
cities.
He demonstrated that

people tend to create a
mental map of a place,
neighbourhood, or city in
order tomake sense of an
environment and to de-
velop a picture of its
structure and identity.
This is important in

wayfinding, and also in
developing a sense of be-
longing to a place.
Whenwe have trouble

constructing thatmental
map—whenwe can’t
quite figure out an envi-
ronment—we become
frustrated andmore
likely to form a negative
opinion about the place.
Lynch believed that the

city image/mental map
was composed of five el-
ements—paths, edges,
districts, nodes and land-
marks.
When these elements work to-

gether, they give citizens a greater
likelihood of being able to form
that positive mental map.
One of our previous articles was

about paths; this onewill talk
about edges.
Edges can be:
■ the boundaries between

places (the Bow River is the north
edge of the downtown, separating
it from the Sunnyside residential
area);

■ breaks in a pattern (where the
early street grid changes to the
post-SecondWorldWar street pat-
tern of drives, crescents and cul-
de-sacs);

■ articulation points,
where something gives
way to something else
(the railway is whatmost
people think of as the
south edge of the down-
town).

■ Sometimes they are
barriers (most freeways);

■ Sometimes, they are
seams or sutures along
which two regions are
joined together (4th
Street,which joinsMis-
sion andCliff Bungalow
together).
Edges happen at vari-

ous scales.They can de-
lineatewherewe enter or
leave the city—wherewe are in-
side the urban area or the country-
side.
They can let us knowwherewe

are entering into a certain neigh-
bourhood, or even a certain street.
Entry features, changes in sig-

nage, and gateways are tools that
can emphasize this edge.
Fences can also beways tomark

an edge, and they seem towork
best when they reinforcewhat the
layout or designwas already do-
ing, and are most intrusive if they
are all that is used to keep people

out or in.
A chain link fence is usually a

clumsy way tomark an edge.
How edges are penetrated is a

key element of urban design.Are
connections across edges welcom-
ing, or do they cause viewers to
turn-away?

Do connections evoke a sense of
inclusiveness or exclusiveness?
Are the aesthetic and emotional

attributes of connections consis-
tent with other urban design ele-
ments of the surrounding dis-

tricts?
InCalgary, the Bow

River divides the down-
town from the Sunnyside
district, and the Louise
Bridge provides a decid-
edly inviting link be-
tween the two distinct
districts.
On the other hand, the

Centre Street Bridge is
less pedestrian-friendly
on the north side—more
suitable for goat trails
andOlympic level cross-
country runners than the
touristy pedestrian.
Think of the north-

boundwalk on a cold,
dark,winter evening.
The Louise Bridge cross-
ing provides hints of
warm refuge,while the
Centre Street Bridge
seemsmore ominous and

colder than the northwind.
In some situations, exclusive-

ness is the intendedmessage.
For instance, castles andwalled

cities hadmoats to protect their
inhabitants from known enemies.
Curiously, in today’s free society,

there are somewho feel a similar
need to keep out the “undesir-
ables” from exclusive districts.
For instance,walled communi-

ties continue to sprout up in parts
of theUnited States as a response
to fears of terrorism and crime.
Scientifically, crime prevention

through environmental design
(CPTED) is a burgeoning field of
research that considers two polar-

ized approaches— crime
prevention through hard
edges that separate
classes of citizens, or
through permeable
edges that compliment a
compassionate norma-
tive means of crime pre-
vention.
The distinctions

are hot and cold, but all
too oftenwe find luke-
warmdesigns that send
confusing messages to
people.
It would seem in our

open and free society,
the shift should be to
more inclusive ap-
proaches of connecting

edges.
One of the characteristics of

new communities developed in
the 1980s and 1990s was to use
faux gates in order to establish an
exclusive enclave, falsely creating
edges where only the privileged
may cross over to a better life.
This was amarketing strategy,

but the confusing social under-
tones become a lasting legacy.
Fortunately, community entries

have more recently become fo-
cused on a softer approach that
sends amessage of inclusion over

exclusion, diversity over segrega-
tion, and positive over negative.
Edges can also be the linings of

streets, showingwhere the public
space ends and the private space
begins.
This is an important part of ur-

ban legibility.
Think about this when you walk

down any street: is it clear where
space is public— that is,where all
citizens can be, andwhere space is
more private and controlled?
Does itmake sense?Can you see

clearly by the design of the area
where you should go, andwhere
you should only be if you are a res-
ident or employee?
Edges can also be created by

buildings.
There is a sense of enclosure

that can be formed by a continu-
ous edge of buildings close
enough to the sidewalk to
createwhat is sometimes

called a “street wall.”
This can be seen onCalgary’s fa-

vorite pedestrian streets, such as
KensingtonAvenue, 10th Street
N.W., 17thAvenue S.W., 9thAvenue
in Inglewood, and 11th Street S.W.
But it can only be observed in

parts of them because there are
plenty of things that can gowrong.
On the best streets, buildings

form a permeable edge: there are
stores, businesses and offices
where people, coffee, drinks and
other goods go in and out, enliven-
ing the streetscape.
Where the edge isn’t permeable

— for examplewhere there is a
blankwall or a big box-like struc-
turewith only one entry— the
quality is quite different, and peo-
ple tend to stay away.

Edges are a key consideration in
effective urban design, and it is in-
cumbent on design professionals
and developers to consider the
legibility of edge treatments when
adding their projects to the inclu-
sive fabric ofCalgary’s urban land-
scape.
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Boundaries have effect on people
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People tend to to creatementalmaps of aplace, such asMountRoyalVillage inCalgary, above.

Do suburban streets, such as this one, promote a feeling of inclusiveness, or exclusiveness?
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jobs
careers
advice

working.com

Interview in your pyjamas.

Search anytime.

❝
Think

about this
whenyou
walk down
any street:
is it clear
where the
space is
public?

❞

R3 –
118 Unit Townhouse Site
Only 25 minutes from
South Calgary.
Serviced to property line
and ready
for construction.
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