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Mapping Theory
- a mapping of the theoretical territory 
related to a contemporary concept of 

Public Space

Shelley Smith BAAID, architect MAA, PhD

Architecture & Design, Aalborg University

Center for Public Space Research

Real Dania



Context -
contemporary
urbanity



Characterised by:

• Increased mobility

• Globalisation

• Flux

• Discontinuity

• Large scale

• Extensiveness

• Dissolving borders



Urbanity and Public  Space 



The concept of public space has not 
developed concurrently with urban 

development and therefore relates to a 
traditional concept of the city, and to 

the traditional spaces of the city, a 
concept that does not at present, 

sufficiently take into account changed 
urban form and life 









WHAT KIND OF PUBLIC SPACE DOES THE 
CONTEMPORARY URBAN SITUATION 
GENERATE?

Public  Space and Urbanity



HOW DOES THE CONTEMPORARY 
URBAN CONTEXT AFFECT THE PHYSICAL 
FORM, SPATIALITY AND PERCEPTION OF 
PUBLIC SPACE?

Public  Space and Urbanity













HOW DOES THIS CONTEXT AFFECT URBAN 
LIFE? 

Public  Space and Urbanity













WHAT IS THE SOCIALITY OF THE 
CONTEMPORARY URBAN SITUATION? 

Public  Space and Urbanity











HOW DOES THIS CONTEXT AFFECT OUR 
REQUIREMENTS TO CONTEMPORARY 
PUBLIC SPACE? 

Public  Space and Urbanity







The perception and image of Public Space 
in the contemporary urban is a case of 
Negativity vs. Potential

Current terminology defines the contemporary urban as:

• Non-place

• Anti-architecture

• The death of the city

• Discontinuity

• Urban sprawl

• SLOAPS 

[spaces left over after planning]



New Types and Potentials















There is a need for a specifically 
architectural/urban definition of 

contemporary public space that is in 
keeping with contemporary urban form 

and life





To this end, themes and theories relating 
to a contemporary concept of public 

space can be gleaned from outside of the 
field of architecture and urbanism, and 

can be used to further analyse, seek 
connections and to develop specifically 
architectural/urban theories on public 

space.



Outside of the fields of Architecture
and Urbanism, spacial and social 

discourses address: 
• Public Domain - Exchange between people and 

experience of various groups simultaneously
(Hajer & Reijndorp)

• Public Realm - Contains ’the stranger’, social 
space, but not necessarily physical space, other
than a private space (Lyn Lofland)

• Public Sphere - Spaces of discussion, particularly
those of politics and democracy (Jürgen 
Habermas)



Spaces of mobility and communication 
can be seen as being directly related to 

the concept of public space in a 
contemporary urban perspective and 
require more attention regarding how 

they function as public spaces 











Addressing the public aspect of public 
space – i.e., this implicit element of social 
interaction – opens up for a category of 

spaces that need not be in planned 
public space or in physical space at all, 

but can be found in the interaction itself. 















The concept of public space in the 
contemporary situation holds a tremendous 

potential – and one that is not sufficiently 
accessed, tapped into or utilised at present. 



If the discourses of architecture and urbanism 
are to take part in the development of urban 

public spaces that correspond to 
contemporary urban form and life, a shift in 

focus needs to take place – a shift that 
approaches the contemporary urban 

condition and contemporary urban life with 
an openness, and one that is bent on seeing 

potential rather than failure.


