Summary of Accomplishmentss Research Project on the
Perceptual Form of the City

In June of this year, the M.I.T. research project on the Perceptual
Form of the City will terminate. Beginning in September of 1954, and
originally scheduled as a three-ysar study, it was extended for two years,
without additional grant of fundse A report on the first year of work,
together with an outline of the work to be carried out by the project,
appeared in a mimeographed "Progress Report and Plan for Future Studies,"
deted June 1955, This earlier report, since 1t outlined the original
plans and expectations, will be taken as a basls for this memorandum,

and will be extensively referred to. A copy ig attached,

At the inception of the work, it was assumed that the sensuous form
of the city environment has a significant effect on the satisfaction of
those living within 1t, and that these potentlial satisfactions included a
sense of continuity and meaningfulness, as well as a sense of cholce,
rhythm and contrast. It was felt that the eity today is out of scale
with the citlizen, largely beyond his reach or comprehension. One need is

to find & means of clarifylng and ordering this chaotic region,

Yet the sensuous ordering of the city was felt to be a problem of a

new order, due to its sige and complexity in space and time; the way it

enfolds the observer throughout much of his life; and the pecullar sequen~-
tial nature of its perception. The study therefore took as its field the
quality of a city as it is directly communicated by vision or the other
senses, and the effects of this quality on the inhabitant. This broad
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and almost untouched fleld had first to be explored, and the most promising

parts selected for deeper study.

The cbjectives of the work might be summarized as follows:

1. A testing and development of the basic ideas mentioned above,
2. A comparative analysis of the visual form of various city areas.

An understanding of the perceptual effects of the city, and of

the individual's psychological orientation te his environment,

The development of analytical tools for examining the urban

visual scene, as well as techniques for use in urban design.

The discovery of new forms and ideas for more satlisfactory urban

environments.

The education of the professional and lay public to the impor=-
tance of these issues, and the re-orientation of the design

training of future professionals.

Some of thess objectives have been in measure achleved, others have
note The basic ideas with which the work began have been sharpened and
developed in depth, and to some extent tested, particularly on the ques-
tions of continuity and clarity. What was a vague area of study has been
partially structured, with some of its promising regions defined.

Some new and interesting information on the impact of the visual

environment on the observer has been developed, but more needs to be done.
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A number of new tools for the study of the cityscape have been produced,

particularly in the areas of orientation, and of sequential perception.

On the other hsnd, the comparative analysis of visual form has been
carried out only to a minor extents MNew Design techniques, beyond the
insights from the new ideas and new analytical methods, have been confined

to a single optical device, whose utility is still uncertain.

Rather little work has been done directly on the question of new
urban forms, except for one highway study now in preparation. However,
a great deal of material, suggestions and criteria for designers has

developed from the various studies.

Finally, the education of the lay public was early abandoned as a
goal, due to limits on time and other resources. Materials from the
project, however, have been used in a number of written and oral pre-
sentations to the profession, and the continuing studies are having a
strong influence on the tralning of graduate city planners in the

school,

Throughout this time there has been a gradual development of the
basic ideas with which the work was begun, although the original state=
ment of the concepts of coherence and the facilitation of growth still
stands as the normative basis. Particular projects and studies have had
varying fortunes, soms being found to be dead ends, others reluctantly
put aside for lack of time or other means, still others modified and

carried through. In general, there has been a consistent shift in method
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from projects requiring substantial staff assistance to those depending
more on the personal effort of the principals, and also from projects
primarily descriptive or survey in nature to those which smphasize norma=

tive criteria or more abstract analysis.

The first year was primarily a yeer of general speculation, and of the
search for and testing of various possible avenues of study. In this ex=-
plorative year, the two principals worked very closely together, while
specific responsibilities were taken on in the later years.

Three approaches in particular were tried and soon abandoneds the
eollection of a general photographic libraryj the study of the painter's

and the novelist!s view of the c¢ity; and the analysis of spatial sequence.

The reasons for this sbandonment are outlined in the progress report. The
study of spatial sequences, however, had later consequences, which will be
referred to below.

At the end of this first year, three major areas for research had
been tested and judged worth major efforts a descriptive analysis of
small urban areasj a study of orientationj and @ consideration of the
commmnication of meaning in the cityscape. These were discussed and out-

lined in the progress report,

The study of small areas was in part carried through, although the
final goal of a coordinated description, on many levels, was not even=
tually achieved. A series of street interviews, taken on the spot to
elicit responses to the visual scene, was carried out on Brattle Street,

in Copley Square, and on Boylston Street. When analyzed, these produced
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some original materlal on the visual elements that seize attention on the
city street, how they are organized and how people feel about thems The
results of this work will be published this spring in the magazine Land-
scapgy in an article entitled "A Walk Around the Block,"

In addition, the Copley Square area was thoroughly documented by

photographs, which recorded sequences, spaces, floors, facades, activity,

and cycles of season, light and weather., This materlal has proved quite
useful as rew material for other studies in the preoject, such as those of
sequence, or landmarks, or communication, and has alse been used by
others not connected with this particular research. With a specific ob=
Jective in mind, this type of graphic description would be worth using
again, It is more doubtful, however, if a general, non=directed, photo-
graphic exploration should be repeated. This collection of some 1,200
mounted photographs is now on file at the Institute. Work with motion
pictures proved less successful. It was dropped as a technique which to
bear frult required more time, funds, and technical skill than this

project could dispose of.

In general, the study of small urban areas showed both strength and
weskness. The principal danger proved to be that of any broad descrip=-
tive attacks a large amount of material may be collected, only part of
which is of use. I1f,; en the cther hand, the material is gathered and
analyzed in order to test a theory, or to gulde a future change, or to be
related to an snalysis of observer's impressions, then the results become

meaningful,
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In particular, this work showed its value when it was used for a
study of the effect of visual sequence as one walks along (a study now
being continued on his own by the original research assistant at the
University of California, Berkeley, and which was also employed in the
highway studies to be described below.) The Copley Square photos also
showed their value as the background for the intensive snalysis of a
small urban area in which observer impressions and actions are contrasted
with the physical scene itself. This type of study, which is detalled in
the article, "A Walk Around the Block," could very usafully be repeated

in other localess

One of the results of this work has beon the revelation of a new fleld

of studys the analysis (preferably by those trained in psychological tech-

niques) of the sensuous impact of the city on the individual citizen, how
what he sees and hears and feels influences both his actions and his inner

state.

With the occaslonal guldance of professional psychologists, the
project has made exploratory tests in several directions in this field,
The “walk around the block," referred to above, is one of these, Another
was an analyeis of growing up inthe city, which proved equally fasclinating,
and was published in "Some Childhood Mamories of the City," Lukashok and
Lynch, Jouznal of the Ameyicen Institute of Planngrs, Summer 1956, A
test was also made of children's drawings of the cityscape, as described
in the progress report. Some trials were made of asking people to describe

and discuss at lelsure a clty scene which was before thelr eyesy and of
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asking others to guess at and describe the probable occupants of various
houses, DBoth of these seemed worthy of being pursued. Finally, the

study of orientation also involved several techniques of field and of fice
interview. Real gelns appear possible, if a person well acquainted with

current psychological techniques were to engage himself in this area.

The second major study outlined in the progrees report, that on
orientation, was carried through much as planned, and was spplied to Bos-
ton, as well as to Jersey City, liew Jersey, and Los Angeles; California.
This study produced new materlal en the reaction of pecple to the large-
scale city environment, developed a new concept for design at this scale,

and created some new techniques for the analysis of clity areas,

Since this work has already been reported on in preliminary form

(see the mimeographed study, "The Image of the City," February 1958), and
will be published in final form this summer as a monograph by the Tech=

nology Press; it seems unnecessary to describe it further here. It

leads directly, homever, into the question of the visual form of metropoli=-
tan areas, one of the more Interesting of the issues stirred up by the
project, 1f, as now seams possible, an area as large as 2 metrepolis

ean in fact have an apparent visual form, then how can this form be manie
pulated and improved? What techniques can be invented to give it shape
and continuity? This 18 a real fssue, of present concern to praetising

planners,

The third major study originally planned was that on the communica=-
tion of meaning by the city landscape., This work, under Professor Kepes,

KL_002012_007



concerned itself with two levels: the dlrect commnication of literal
meaning by intentional signs and symbols and also the communication, by

the total environment, of deeper ideas or emotions, such as those of

cooperation or competition, aspiration or a sense of continuity in time,

Work atthe first level deals with the technical means for increasing the
legibility and harmony of signs, as well as their general design potential
as part of the visual scene. The second level considers the basic problems
of the communication of meaning in a more philosophical and speculative
way, Studies in these areas are forthcoming.

The original progress report, in its Appendix B, also mentioned two
further areas which might be the subjects for researchs a study of natural

elements in the city, and another on the perceptual impact of circulation,

The first tentative proposal was, for lack of time, never carried
out, although certain features of it still appear tempting, in particular
the study of the use of water features in the city, and also the role
of natural and artificial light. The second proposal, however, was at-
tacked in a modified way in the final year and a half of the project.

This attack was via a study of the perceptusl impact of the urban
highway on the driver and his passenger, carried out only partly in the
manner outlined in the earlier report, First, & number of speculative
analyses were made of what were probably the significant elemants in the
experience of the highway while in motion. Second, a number of existing
urban highways were studied, including Routes 2 and 1A in Beston, the
approach to the City of Hartford, the East River Drive in New York City,
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the New Jersey Turplke, and the entrance into Philadelphia along the
Schuylkill River. These roads were recorded in several ways: by mo-

tion plcture and still photograph sequences; by the subjective impressions

of the experimenters recorded as they drove; and by a series of rapid

sketches done under pressure while moving through the landscape.

These materials have been correlated and analyzed to give a plcture
of the major perceptual elements and how they are organized, and to de=
velop a technique for recording and evalusting these elements as they
@ppear in any given roade This technique invelves a series of sketches,
photographs and motion pictures, as well as a new grephic notation. It
will be further developed and applied in illustrative form to a particu~
lar highway, probably Boston's Route 1A. This will appear later this year,
probably in the form of an article.

Since the objective of this work is to show the possibilities of the
design of a road as a perceptual experience, an 1llustrative design is
also being prepared, taking the proposed inner belt highway in Boston as
its basis. Although such theoretical illustrative work is always llable
to eriticlsm for inadequacies In areas foreign to it (i.e., for careless~
ness in regard to cost implications or traffic flow) it is nevertheless an
excellent way to Lllustrate the unsuspected visual possibilities of align-
ment,; spatial sequence; lighting and detall. If this work proceeds as
scheduled, this design will also be published in some form during the
coming year.

In addition to these studies, substantial time has also been put inte
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developing and testing & device for allowlng moticn plctures te be taken
while passing through & model, which plctures would give the 1llusion of
being in scale with the model, both in terms of dimension and velecity.
When and if this device is successfully developed, it could be of real
help in the design of highways or of large-ccale site developaents,

At present the device k noither proven mr abandoned, Stubbern
technical difficulties have been encountered, both of lnadequate phote=

graphic exposure (which have now been met) snd of smootihness of motien

(which have not). The device, without the camera, has proved very use=
ful in the individual study of site models, but 1ts uwtility In Mghway
design or on other extended sequences is etill in dowbt, Development
will sesunme with the veturn of better natural light in the spriag.

Beyond the immediate spplication to highway design, these studies
have shown again the theoretical importance of the idea of visual se~
quences Such sequences are the fundamental way in which s ity environ=
ment is perceived, and are perhaps the prineipsl mesns by which a motro=
politen region aight be wnifled.

Thus the original debbling in spatial sequences; as well as the
study of visual sequence in Copley Square (which in itself has stimulated
further theoretical work &n Berkeley), hove come to bear agaln in the study
of the Mghway, Professor Kepes is currently working on the basic con=
copt of sequance, and undoubtedly this will be of central importence in
eny study of metrepolitan form.
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The method of the highway study could also with profit be extended
to the analysis of other elrculation systems; rallroads, subways, bus

lines, air.

In conclusion, then, the project has developed some basic ideas in,
and partlally structured, a heretofore vague field, It has struck a
number of dead ends, such as the photographic library idea, or the study
of paintings or novels, as well as some seeming dead ends which have
later proved of revived interest, such as the sequence study, It has com-

pleted a major study of orientation in the city, to be published in a

forthcoming monograph., A complete photographic documentation of a city

area has been accomplished, as well as a good deal of exploratory work on
the reasction of the citlzen to the city landscape. Parts of this latter
work appear in one published and one forthcoming article. In addition,
there are two studies currently in progress, both of which promise
several publishable studies during the years the first on the communi-
cation of meaning by the cityscape, and the second on the visual impact
of the urban highway.

In the course of the work, several new areas of major importance
have opened ups particularly the question of metropolitan form, the
notion of visual sequence, and the study of the individual reaction teo

the visual city. All of these are worthy of significant continued effort,

In addition, there are 2 number of areas, left untouched or incom—
plete for lack of time, which sppear attractive for study by this group or

some others especlally the use of water and of light in the city; further
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coordinated studies of small urban areas; the analysis of other circulas=
tion facllitles such as subwaysj or further pursult of the baslc fssues

of meaning, stimulus or cholce in the cityscape,

Kevin Lynch
/59
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