
Whatever 
Realm? 
by Bev Sandalack, MCIP, and Andrei Nicolai, MCIP 

M UGH OF OUR EVERYDAY URBAN EXISTENCE occurs within 
the shared city spaces, defined by both public and private buildings, 
and made up of streets, sidewalks, parks and squares. These elements, 
known collectively as the public realm, are spaces that all citizens have 
a right to occupy. They primarily provide access-to homes, offices, 
public buildings, and places of entertainment and culture. They also 
provide space for the many other Junctions traditionally associated 
with urban life, such as markets, public festivals, play and, 
importantly, the ad hoe meetings and happenings that make urban life 
"urban." 

Within this context, the public realm is the 
receptacle that contains and facilitates 
urbanity, and our experience of the city is 
mostly of it. 

The urban experience is partly formed by 
the character and shape of the built edge, 
made up of both public and private com
ponents. Private buildings usually form 
the edges, and these act to define and 
articulate public space. The public compo
nents (sidewalks, streets and public open 
spaces) are part of the same composition. 
The street is a major component of the 
public realm. In Calgary, most people can 
list those streets where the heart of public 
life seems to beat at its fu llest-where one 
can find " streets fu ll of life" and "places 
full of time." It is a kind of mantra: 
"Fourth Street, Seventeenth Avenue, 
Eleventh Street, Kensington, lnglewood." 
These areas, which emerged independ
ently and over time, are popular w ith local 
residents and have become destinations 
for all Calgarians. 
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However, they represent a relatively small 
sample in a rapidly growing city that has 
recently been noted for some of the worst 
streets on the continent. Planetizen, an 
association of urban planners, mentioned 
Calgary for having "stripmallish develop
ment every bit as dispiriting as every sun 
belt city" in the urban United States.1 

Critics of the placelessness of contempo
rary urban form and the decline of the 
public realm are numerous, and have 
effectively drawn attention to the general 
qualitative decline of public space in North 
America. Jane Jacobs, Leon Krier and 
Kevin Lynch focus their criticism on urban 
form, specifically the unsatisfying products 
of modern development and the lack of 
proper public urban spaces. Michael 
Hough and Edward Relph have eloquently 
pointed out the lack of sense of place of 
much of modern development , and have 
joined those who protest the increasing 
standardization of the appearance and 
funct ion of cities. Roger Trancik brought 
the term "lost space" into our vocabular-
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ies- a new category made necessary by 
the proliferation of surface parking, empty 
lots and traffic interchanges. 

This concern is summarized apocalypti
cally by M anuel Iniquez: 

"The city, ancient or modern has some 
characteristics that define it forever: the 
st reet, the square, the public buildings, 
the residences, have established between 
them, through a slow and uninterrupted 
process, laws of composition . .. If such 
compositional laws are forgotten, as in 
recent years, the City, deprived of meas
urement and proportion , corrupts t he 
architectural components within it, creat
ing a monstrous medley which can never 
be called a t rue City. " 2 

The degradation of the public space 
directly affects public life. A 1990 feature 
article in Harper's entitled "Whatever 
Became of the Public Square " called 
together several prominent architects, 
town planners, sociologists and artists to 
debate this issue, and the group con
cluded that the problems were both the 
lack of civic engagement in today's society 
and the loss of appropriate public spaces.3 

That this issue has found its way into the 
popular press is significant. 

Clearly, all is not well. While the loss of 
public life is an extremely complex issue, 
we as planners and urban designers need 
to address the decline of public space. 

How did we get here? 
Most cities and towns in North America 
are less than 200 years old- many are 
barely a century old-and have been rap
idly transformed from primitive conditions 
to total modernity. Most of these cities 
were planned around a central public 
space, with a hierarchy of streets and 
public open spaces extending from it. For 
example, Halifax was built around the 
Grand Parade, early Regina included 
Victoria Park, W innipeg was centred on 
the legislative grounds, and countless 
prairie rai lway towns included a public 
garden adjacent to the railway station. 

The original plan for Calgary was a grid 
network of streets- typical of towns and 
cities built on the western railway. The 
first commissioned city plan was prepared 
by Thomas Mawson in 1914.4 Mawson 
envisioned a system of streets, civic spaces 
and squares, focused on the rivers, and 
modeled after the " City Beautiful" move
ment. The plan was clearly based on a 
strong vision of the publ ic realm and its 
importance, but owing to the combina
tion of an economic downturn, the First 
World War and the inappropriateness of 
some of M awson 's architectural ideas, it 
was never carried out. 

Town planning during the second half of 
the twentieth century departed from the 
tradition of designing around the public 
realm. History, tradition, and local and 
regional identity were thought to be anti
progress and old-fashioned; economic 
development generated by private enter
prise took precedence over concerns for 
the provision of public amenities; and 
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The evolution of commercial 
building; and decline of tl1e 
public realm. Olds, Albena, in 
1920 and 1993. 
Photos: Don Becker and B. 
Sandalack. 

huge areas of cities, towns and landscapes 
were destroyed to make way for new 
developments. The lifestyles that go along 
with the spatial forms that were pro
duced- the housing projects, suburbs, 
shopping centres and strip malls- are now 
taken for granted, even while they con
tribute to several contemporary urban 
problems, including suburban sprawl, 
decline of the central business district, and 
neglect of the traditional public realm : the 
street and the public square. 

Public space is largely shaped by the 
buildings around its edges. When bui ld
ings are designed with attention only to 
the building envelope and the interior, 
then the space outside the building-the 
public realm- is usually lost space. 
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Numerous public gardens like 
tl1is one in Olds, Albena, ~~re 
built in western Canadian 
towns and cities. 
Photo: Glenbow Archives. 
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Where do we go from here? 
Two important influences on the decline of 
the public realm are the privatization of 
the urban development process, and the 
growing segregation of city planning and 
the design professions. The proactive, 
visionary urban planning and development 
that produced our early civic centres, espe
cially in the capital cities, was replaced by 
a hands-off (from the civic side) develop
ment process in which urban councils and 
their planners assume t he roles of private 
development facilitators and regulators. In 
a related process, the various design disci
plines involved in the development of 
urban form have been preoccupied with 
staking out their individual jurisdictions; 
architects too often focus on individual 
buildings and rarely consider the spaces in 
between, and landscape architects deal 
largely with site-specific and market-driven 
projects. 

Currently, as a society we devote more of 
our design attention to individual build
ings, to programming, and especially to 
trends and fashions than to the most per
manent elements- the public realm and 
the landscape. The less permanent ele
ments come and go, but the public infra
structure -the integrated system of public 
spaces- persists and can give a sense of 

This portion of the Mawson plan shows a city designed around an 
integra1ed S)Slem of public places deriving their organizalional logic 
from the """ and railway !racks. 
T.H. Mawson et al, The City of Calgary: Past, Present and Future City 
(Planning Commission of Calgary, 1914), figure l. 
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Grand Parade in Halifax is the 
oldest town square in Canada. 

Pholo: B. Sandalack. 

continuity and quality to a place. What 
has been neglected is design at the city 
scale, and a focus on the public realm. 

We know now (again) that integration and 
interrelationships are important and inher
ent in environmental design. The physical 
fabric and its management set constraints 
on what we can and cannot do. This is the 
case when dealing with a building, a park, 
a street or a town. Ideals need to be trans
lated into appropriate form, and city plan
ning should again be concerned with 
building and protecting the public realm. 
Ideally, urbanism can be one of the highest 
forms of environmentalism, one of the 
best expressions of good conservation 
practices. A return to the besttraditions of 
city building, combined with a renewed 
vision of public and civic life, may provide 
the means of developing a high-quality 
public realm. 

A renewed vision of public and civic life 
would require the answer to some funda
mental questions: Who do we want to be, 
or what do we aspire to become, as a 
community? What kind of society do we 
value? The public realm, the space now 
created mostly by default, would then 
become the focus of the municipal plan
ning departments, the specialists, and 
above all, the community. 
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Summary 
Much of our everyday urban existence 
occurs within the shared city spaces, 
defined by public and private buildings 
and made up of streets, sidewalks, parks 
and squares. This public realm facilitates 
urbanity, and our experience of the city is 
mostly of it. In recent decades, while the 
various actors involved in the develop
ment of urban form have been preoccu
pied with staking out their individual juris
dictions, the public realm has been 
neglected. Designers are too often 
focused on individual buildings and rarely 
consider the spaces in between, or are 
dealing largely with site-specific and mar
ket-driven projects. Development control 
bodies have assumed roles of land use 
administrators or policy makers, and as a 
result the public realm has been lost as a 
comprehensive area of inquiry and con
cern. A case needs to be made for a 
renewed concern and interest in the pub
lic realm as the deepest and longest last
ing part of urban infrastructure. 

Sommaire 
Le quotidien urbain est vecu dans des 
espaces partages, definis par des edifices 
publics et prives, des rues, des trottoirs des 
pares et des p laces. Ces espaces publics 
encouragent /'urbanite et circonscrivent 
notre experience de la ville. Depuis 
quelques decennies, les differents 
intervenants de l'espace urbain se sont 
affaires a delim iter /eur territoire resped if 
au detriment du domaine public. Les 
concepteurs sont trap souvent preoccupes 
par les edifices et portent rarement 
attention aux espaces les delimitant, ou 
a/ors i Is conr;oivent des proiets specifiques 
et provenant du sedeur prive. Les 
organismes de contr6/e de l 'amenagement 
ont assume les roles de decideurs et 
d 'administrateurs de /'utilisation des sols, 
ce qui a eu pour effet de releguer le 
domaine de la recherche et du 
developpement des espaces pub/ics aux 
oubliettes. Les espaces publics doivent 
reintegrer, dans /'urbanisme, la p lace 
essentielle qui leur revient dans 
/'infrastructure urbaine. 
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