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The past two decades in Texas have seen emergent interest in urban public life, with many 

new or renovated public spaces — streets, squares, and urban parks — taking shape. In a 

state with a history of conflicting cultures and automobile-oriented city-building, and in an 

age of digitalization, physical public spaces represent a unique opportunity: to gather 

people of different types and backgrounds in a way that encourages tolerance, 

understanding, civic pride and engagement, to speak of the cultural heritage and 

aspirations of a place, and to provide a true sense of “dwelling.” This thesis assesses how 

effectively the most exemplary recent public spaces in Texas take advantage of that 

opportunity.

My analysis takes the form of four case studies: Klyde Warren Park in Dallas, Sundance 

Square Plaza in Fort Worth, Second Street in Austin, and Discovery Green in Houston. I 

employ both a psycho-philosophical and a sociological lens, exploring the subjective, 

experiential phenomenology and objective behavioral and demographic patterns of each. I 

then identify urban design strategies that appear to be most successful in contributing to 

welcoming, relevant public spaces. By conducting a retrospective study as this first 

generation of new public spaces begins to mature, I present further evidence for their 

worth and guide ongoing development of places that fulfill a role as a social and cultural 

focus, literally and figuratively “gathering” Texas.
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Introduction
The Cultural Life of Texas Public Spaces

Only by a union of intelligence and sympathy across the color-line in this 
critical period of the Republic shall justice and right triumph.

— W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (1903)



Chinatown buzzes with activity. I walk down Canal Street, past fishmongers, grocers, and street 

vendors, around the elderly Asian women with their orange plastic bags full of vegetables. I get a 

strong whiff of fish as I turn onto a busy side street, where a crowd of squirming middle-schoolers 

wearing NYC Pass badges and matching neon shirts waits as their chaperone attempts to decipher 

an unwieldy map. Eager to explore, I continue past more grocers and souvenir shops, weaving 

between pedestrians and dodging cars as I jaywalk. Then, all of a sudden, the vertical city opens 

up, revealing a sliver of park nestled among the urban canyons. Teenagers play a spirited game of 

basketball, toddlers take their first steps on the playground mulch, an older man finishes his 

crossword on a bench. This is life, joyful and unfiltered. It isn't hidden in backyards or behind 

tinted windshields. Everyone shares in it and everyone gives a little.

I feel the energy of the city pulse, move within me, grasp me, and change me. I yearn to be 

part of this unrestrained, dynamic world. My Texas childhood, I realize, has been centered 

around and defined by the car, and I lament the lack of these profound, visceral experiences of 

humanity in many cities throughout the United States — experiences fostered by places where we 

can come together and share in the joy of life. Over the past two decades, these places have begun 

to appear in Texas. In a state known not for its urban squares but for its wide-open country and 

twelve-lane interstates, people are regaining an appreciation for public life. Visit Discovery Green, 

in Houston, on any given Saturday, and you’ll likely see toddlers taking their first steps on the 

playground, teenagers kicking a soccer ball, an older man working through a thick tome on a 

bench. These new public spaces are not only enjoyable to inhabit, they also teach us about each 

other and give us a sense of ownership and rootedness in the whirling city — our city. In Texas, as 

elsewhere, they can also help to heal the divisions of history.

*        *        *
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The Lone Star State — in many ways a microcosm of political and geographic forces that 

shaped the United States1 — was born of a struggle for dominance between empires, peoples, and 

vast land, thrown together by various ideological, spiritual, and economic incentives and still 

attempting to unfold its identity (see Fig.1). Here, the cotton lands of the American South, with 

their dark history of slavery, clashed with the cattle frontier of Spain and Mexico, its past similarly 

colored by racial suppression. In East Texas, misfits from both the United States and Mexico 

gathered in a borderlands milieu of very loose political organization. The state was further 

imprinted by the “manifest destiny” expansionism of American pioneers and the influx of 

15

1 In his collection of essays “Dreaming Up America,” Russell Banks identifies the diverse reasons early European 
settlers struck out for what was to become the United States: the English for religious freedom, the Dutch to establish 
a commercial empire, and the Spanish to find gold. In subsequent pages, he explores the ways that each has imprinted 
itself on the American identity.

Figure 1   Texas just prior to United States annexation. The light blue and hatched areas experienced 

overlapping and conflicting claims at various times throughout the state’s history from the “six flags”: Spain, 

France, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the Confederate States of America, and the United States. (Torget)



European settlers through ports such as Galveston and New Orleans.2 Not all was conflict, of 

course. In Nacogdoches, for instance, Anglos and Tejanos (citizens of Mexican descent) had a 

mixed relationship, with periods of close cooperation.3

A crucial expression of this confluence was physical settlements. Historically, Texas was 

defined by diverse rural typologies. Its farms and ranches, small towns and courthouse squares, 

cabins of the East Texas woods, plantations, and haciendas expressed various hierarchical or 

communal social traditions depending on the region,4 with a clear grounding in the landscape. 

Over the past 100 years, Texas has transformed into a land of metropolises, freeways, and 

suburbs. In the older cities of the United States’ east coast, confined geographies and historically 

limited transportation technologies forced growth to occur compactly. But Texas has not faced 

the same restrictions. The state’s geography is expansive, and its history as a frontier has 

engendered an aversion to planning regulations. Driven by booming energy, finance, and 

technology economies, and spurred by the technology of the automobile, Texas’ cities have thus 

expanded outwards at a remarkable speed, blurring the distinction between landscape and 

settlement.5

16

2 Meinig, D. W. (1969). Imperial Texas: An Interpretive Essay in Cultural Geography, Austin, Tex.: University of Texas 
Press.

3 Kisner, B. (2017).Tejanos and Anglos in Nacogdoches: Coexistence on Texas’ Eastern Frontier Under the
Mexican and Texan Republics, 1821-1846. [Undergraduate thesis] The University of Texas at Austin, History Honors.

4 In particular, three broad proto-urban morphologies developed. In southern Texas, dominated by Spain and 
Mexico, the civically-centered, hierarchical socio-political structures took shape as towns with clear central squares, 
dominated by the church and government building (Meinig 32–3). In Central Texas, the economically-driven society 
built on the empresario system manifested as towns “Mexican in frame” but “American in substance” with central 
squares but much less rigid building patterns (Meinig 35–6). Here, towns were less a focus of society than in Spanish-
Mexican Texas. Third, in East Texas, the lack of a “cohesive civic society” gave rise to loosely-planned towns with a 
network of very rural buildings dispersed through the landscape (Meinig 33–5).

5 Jackson, A. B. (1980). The Sunbelt City: The Modern City, the Strip, and the Civic Center. The Southern Landscape 
Tradition in Texas, Fort Worth, Tex.: Amon Carter Museum of Western Art.



Although the majority of growth continues to occur in suburban areas,6 a new typology, 

unseen before in the state, is emerging: the compact city. As is the case across the United States, 

central cities are densifying, in districts such as Uptown Dallas, Midtown Houston, and 

Downtown Austin. Millennials, attracted to the concentration of amenities and services in central 

cities, are effecting an increased demand for construction of housing there.7 Transit systems are 

expanding, with light rail projects in Dallas and Houston beginning in the 1980s.8 9

With this change in demographic trends and building patterns has come a proliferation of 

public spaces: streets, squares, and urban parks, accessible to the public. Failed Modernist plazas, 

with expansive, uncomfortable designs and little activity to stimulate them (see Fig.2)10, are giving 

way to more active and mixed-use urban parks, squares, and plazas. From Houston’s Discovery 

Green and Buffalo Bayou to Dallas’ Klyde Warren Park to El Paso’s San Jacinto Plaza, the number 

and variety of new or redesigned urban public spaces in the state over the past twenty years is 

staggering. The Project for Public Spaces has even called Houston “North America’s Placemaking 

Capital.”11  Such a focus is in many ways required in a national market of cities “competing” for 

college graduates and educated professionals: New public spaces have been appearing around the 

country, from Chicago’s Millennium Park (see Fig. 3) to Seattle’s Waterfront to New York’s 

17

6 Ura, A. & Daniel, A. (2016). Texas Suburbs Among Fastest-Growing Cities. The Texas Tribune, 19 May 2016. 
[online] Available at: https://www.texastribune.org/2016/05/19/texas-suburbs-among-fastest-growing-cities-us/ 
[Accessed 10 Apr. 2017]

7 Center for Opportunity Urbanism (2016). The Texas Way of Urbanism. [online] Available at: http://
opportunityurbanism.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/TheTexasWayOfUrbanismReport-8.pdf [Accessed 10 Apr. 
2017]

8 Dallas Area Rail Transit (2016). DART History. [online] Available at: https://www.dart.org/about/history.asp 
[Accessed 10 Apr. 2017]

9 Begley, D. (2017) Metro drawing up long-term Houston regional transit plan. The Houston Chronicle, 20 Feb. 2017. 
[online] Available at: http://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/transportation/article/Metro-drawing-up-long-term-
Houston-regional-10941581.php [Accessed 8 May 2017]

10 Whyte, W. (1980). The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces. Washington, D.C.: The Conservation Foundation, 10–15.

11 Project for Public Spaces (2011). Houston is North America’s Placemaking Capital. 3 Aug. 2011. [online] Available 
at: http://www.pps.org/reference/houston-is-north-americas-placemaking-capital/ [Accessed 8 May 2017]

https://www.texastribune.org/2016/05/19/texas-suburbs-among-fastest-growing-cities-us/
https://www.texastribune.org/2016/05/19/texas-suburbs-among-fastest-growing-cities-us/
http://opportunityurbanism.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/TheTexasWayOfUrbanismReport-8.pdf
http://opportunityurbanism.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/TheTexasWayOfUrbanismReport-8.pdf
http://opportunityurbanism.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/TheTexasWayOfUrbanismReport-8.pdf
http://opportunityurbanism.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/TheTexasWayOfUrbanismReport-8.pdf
https://www.dart.org/about/history.asp
https://www.dart.org/about/history.asp
http://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/transportation/article/Metro-drawing-up-long-term-Houston-regional-10941581.php
http://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/transportation/article/Metro-drawing-up-long-term-Houston-regional-10941581.php
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http://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/transportation/article/Metro-drawing-up-long-term-Houston-regional-10941581.php
http://www.pps.org/reference/houston-is-north-americas-placemaking-capital/
http://www.pps.org/reference/houston-is-north-americas-placemaking-capital/
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Figure 3   Chicago’s Millennium Park, completed in 2000, is human-scaled in its design, and includes a variety 

of activity-generating uses, from food stands to public art (pictured is Cloud Gate, nicknamed “The Bean,” 

tagged in countless selfies on social media) to an event lawn. It is one of the most popular urban places in the 

country. (SOM)

Figure 2   Dallas’ City Hall Plaza lacks activity-generating features or clearly-defined space, and its 

architecture is imposing and off-putting. The result: It is not a place people congregate. (Thorney Lieberman)



Brooklyn Bridge Park. But the blossoming of public spaces in Texas’ cities presents the state with 

a unique opportunity to synthesize its history of conflict and cooperation into a new communal 

and civic identity. Evaluating the degree to which Texas’ recent public spaces have taken 

advantage of that opportunity is the focus of this thesis.

The Role of Public Spaces in Contemporary Life

The 21st-century American cultural and social landscape is fraught with transforming and 

divisive forces. In terms of urbanism — defined here as the overarching pattern of city-building 

and design — the Modernist architects and planners’ rational vision of separating out each of the 

city’s functions12 prevailed in the 20th century. The resulting automobile-focused urbanism has 

scarred the urban landscapes of the past and pulled apart cities of the present: Mobility in the city 

has been reduced to required car trips, and the spontaneity and informality of social life of 

compact, walkable urban environments has been lost.13 14 In tandem, entrenched racial tension 

led to policies established in the first half of the 20th century that contributed to the significant 

racial and socioeconomic segregation persisting in cities today.15  Texas is no exception: Clear 

racial clustering can be seen in each of its major cities,16  while the increase of white populations 

in central cities — whose wealth, it must be acknowledged, is fueling the creation of new public 

19

12 Mumford, E. (2000). The Functional City. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 1928–1960. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press.

13 Jacobs, J. (1961). The Death and Life of Great American Cities. New York: Random House.

14 Gehl, J. (1971). Life Between Buildings: Using Public Space. Trans. Jo Koch. Washington, D.C.: Island Press.

15 Rothstein, R. (2014). Modern Segregation. The Economic Policy Institute, 6 Mar. 2014. [online] Available at: http://
www.epi.org/files/2014/MODERN-SEGREGATION.pdf [Accessed 8 May 2017]

16 Weldon Cooper Center for Urban Research, Demographics Research Group (2013). The Racial Dot Map. The 
University of Virginia. [online] Available at: https://demographics.virginia.edu/DotMap/index.html [Accessed 8 May 
2017].

http://www.epi.org/files/2014/MODERN-SEGREGATION.pdf
http://www.epi.org/files/2014/MODERN-SEGREGATION.pdf
http://www.epi.org/files/2014/MODERN-SEGREGATION.pdf
http://www.epi.org/files/2014/MODERN-SEGREGATION.pdf
https://demographics.virginia.edu/DotMap/index.html
https://demographics.virginia.edu/DotMap/index.html


spaces — means that minorities are being pushed into the suburbs in a “great inversion.”17 18 

Physically, racial and socioeconomic groups remain highly separated and have few opportunities 

to come into contact with each other.

Metropolitan racial diversity, however, continues to climb, as immigrants from around the 

world seek refuge and new opportunities in the United States and in Texas cities’ booming 

economies. In particular, the influx of Latino immigrants — a source of debate within state and 

national politics — is reshaping the demographic landscape of the state. While the non-Latino 

white population increased by 2.5% between 2010 and 2014, the Latino population grew by over 

three times that figure, 9.4%,19  and the Latino population is expected to surpass the non-Latino 

white population as the largest in the state by 2020.20 Racial tension in Texas, where the 

conservative tradition is rooted in a past mired in racial hate and violence, will continue to boil 

without targeted strategies to develop mutual compassion between demographic groups.

Simultaneously, we find ourselves living increasingly in a digital realm, where, as the 2016 

election cycle has brought to light, self-selected information streams can lead to divergent 

conceptions of the world and a lack of common understanding.21 22 23 In his essay “On Virtual and 

20

17 Badger, E. (2016). Who’s really moving back into American cities. The Washington Post, 1 April 2016. [online] 
Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/04/01/the-surprisingly-narrow-reality-of-
americas-urban-revival/?utm_term=.44f865be25da [Accessed 8 May 2017]

18 Ehrenhalt, A. (2012). The Great Inversion and the Future of the American City. New York: Knopf.

19 Ura, A., & Daniel, A. (2015). “See Demographics Shift by Texas County.” The Texas Tribune, 25 June 2015. [online] 
Available at: https://www.texastribune.org/2015/06/25/see-demographic-shift-tx-counties-2010-2014/ [Accessed 10 
Apr. 2017]

20 Potter, L. B. & Hoque, N. (2014). Texas Population Projections, 2010 to 2050. Office of the State Demographer. 
[online] Available at: http://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/Publications/2014/2014-11_ProjectionBrief.pdf 
[Accessed 8 May 2017]

21 Selyukh, A. (2016). Postelection, Overwhelmed Facebook Users Unfriend, Cut Back. National Public Radio, 20 
Nov. 2016. [online] Available at: http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2016/11/20/502567858/post-
election-overwhelmed-facebook-users-unfriend-cut-back [Accessed 10 Apr. 2017]

22 Keegan, J. (2016). Blue Feed, Red Feed. The Wall Street Journal. Updated hourly. [online] Available at: http://
graphics.wsj.com/blue-feed-red-feed/ [Accessed 8 May 2017]

23 Sanders, S. (2016). Did Social Media Ruin Election 2016? National Public Radio, 8 Nov. 2016. [online] Available at: 
http://www.npr.org/2016/11/08/500686320/did-social-media-ruin-election-2016 [Accessed 8 May 2017]

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/04/01/the-surprisingly-narrow-reality-of-americas-urban-revival/?utm_term=.44f865be25da
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/04/01/the-surprisingly-narrow-reality-of-americas-urban-revival/?utm_term=.44f865be25da
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/04/01/the-surprisingly-narrow-reality-of-americas-urban-revival/?utm_term=.44f865be25da
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/04/01/the-surprisingly-narrow-reality-of-americas-urban-revival/?utm_term=.44f865be25da
https://www.texastribune.org/2015/06/25/see-demographic-shift-tx-counties-2010-2014/
https://www.texastribune.org/2015/06/25/see-demographic-shift-tx-counties-2010-2014/
http://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/Publications/2014/2014-11_ProjectionBrief.pdf
http://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/Publications/2014/2014-11_ProjectionBrief.pdf
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2016/11/20/502567858/post-election-overwhelmed-facebook-users-unfriend-cut-back
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2016/11/20/502567858/post-election-overwhelmed-facebook-users-unfriend-cut-back
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2016/11/20/502567858/post-election-overwhelmed-facebook-users-unfriend-cut-back
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2016/11/20/502567858/post-election-overwhelmed-facebook-users-unfriend-cut-back
http://graphics.wsj.com/blue-feed-red-feed/
http://graphics.wsj.com/blue-feed-red-feed/
http://graphics.wsj.com/blue-feed-red-feed/
http://graphics.wsj.com/blue-feed-red-feed/
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Real Public Space,” Andrew Keen observes that, in the case of the Internet, what began as an idea 

of public virtual space has become privatized: All our virtual actions are mined for data to sell to 

advertisers. In the digital realm, we are “alone together,”24 and as Nicholas Carr writes in his book 

The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing To Our Brains, time spent there has detrimental effects 

on our ability to concentrate and think creatively.25  Online interaction is a pale shadow of 

encounters with living human beings, in which all of the senses are engaged, body language 

speaks volumes, and real intimacy and connection is possible.

21

24 Keen, A. (2016). On Virtual and Real Public Space. In Demo:Polis: The Right to Public Space, ed. B. Hoidn. Zürich: 
Park Books, 17–18.

25 Lehrer, J. (2010). Our Cluttered Minds. Review of  The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing To Our Brains, by 
Nicholas Carr. The New York Times, 3 June 2010. [online] Available at: http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/06/books/
review/Lehrer-t.html?_r=0 [Accessed 8 May 2017]

Figure 4   The Agora at Athens, an urban space defined by the buildings fronting it, including markets, temples, 

sporting arenas, performance spaces, and civic buildings. (W. B. Dinsmoor, Jr.)

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/06/books/review/Lehrer-t.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/06/books/review/Lehrer-t.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/06/books/review/Lehrer-t.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/06/books/review/Lehrer-t.html?_r=0


In this fray of contemporary life, public spaces have significant and far-reaching power: to 

heal divisions, encourage tolerance and understanding, and provide meaningful face-to-face 

interaction with those like and unlike us. They are the original social media. The importance of 

public space stretches back, like many things, to the Greeks, the pioneers of democracy, among 

whose city-states the number of public spaces in a polis was an indication of its status. The open 

agora was the center of social, political, economic, and cultural life, an equalizing manifestation of 

power placed in the hands of the people (see Fig.4).26 In the 19th century, landscape architect 

Frederick Law Olmsted, designer of such famous urban parks as Central Park, in New York, and 

the Emerald Necklace, in Boston, called for the prioritization of urban parks and wrote of their 

ameliorating effects on class tensions.27 Perhaps the most influential writer on urbanism in the 

20th century, Jane Jacobs, observes that “casual, public contact at a local level” engenders “a 

feeling for the public identity of people, a web of public respect and trust.”28

Psychologically, public spaces allow our minds a great deal of freedom. Jan Gehl, whose 

research and writing on the social use of urban spaces has been pivotal in counteracting the 

damage of Modernist urban planning and design, argues that public space is the stage for “the 

varied transitional forms between being alone and being together.”29  In neurobiological terms, the 

social interaction that public space affords fills in the gaps between too-intense and too-minimal 

“mirror neuron” activity: the process by which, when we see an action, our brains fire as if we 

were performing it.30 This allows us to “try on” a range of personas at a low level of commitment, 

developing empathy through neurological processes.

22

26 Hoidn, B. (2016). Introduction. In Demo:Polis: The Right to Public Space, ed. B. Hoidn. Zürich: Park Books, 17–18.

27 Olmsted, F. L. (1870). Public Parks and the Enlargement of Towns. In The City Reader, fifth edition, ed. R. T. 
LeGates & F. Stout. New York: Routledge, 2011.

28 Jacobs, J., Death and Life, 57–58.

29 Gehl, Life Between Buildings, 17.

30 Mallgrave, H. F. (2013). Architecture and Embodiment: The Implications of the New Sciences and Humanities for 
Design. New York: Routledge, 120–128.



Beyond their explicit social functions, public spaces are the locus for representation of 

cultural and existential meaning in urban environments. Architect and theorist Aldo Rossi’s 

statement that monuments “summarize[] all of the questions posed by the city”31 is equally 

applicable to public spaces. In his work on the phenomenology of architecture — studying the 

qualitative human experience of the built environment — Christian Norberg-Schultz takes a 

similar approach. He asserts that architecture, cities, and public spaces ought to “gather” the 

geographical and cultural forces that have shaped them and to express their “genius loci” — spirit 

of place — through “location, general spatial configuration and characterizing articulation.”32 In 

doing so, they provide concrete objects of identification and fulfill the “poetic” purpose of 

architecture: to “help man dwell,” to “be at peace in a protected place.”33

Public spaces play a vital role in the functioning of our democracy, supporting personal 

and social peace and the upholding of democratic values.34 Fundamentally, as democracy is 

government “of the people, by the people, for the people,”35 a trust in and between the people is 

necessary. This trust is what public spaces can provide. They are a place we can clearly observe 

that “others” about whom we may have preconceived notions are hardly threatening and, in fact, 

are people with whom we share much. Without interaction in a fully public sphere with those 

different from us, trust begins to dissolve and, with it, the social contract in which we are bound 

as an American people. To that end, we must be wary of the encroachment of commercialization 

and privatization on both our long-standing public spaces and our new ones.

Public spaces serve democracy best if they are true places of cultural diversity, not only 

allowing but encouraging it. In their study of large urban parks in New York City and 

23

31 Rossi, A. (1984). The Architecture of the City. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 92.

32 Norberg-Schulz, C. (1979). Genius Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture, New York: Rizzoli, 179.

33 Ibid., 22–23.

34 Hoidn, Demo:Polis, 13

35 Lincoln, A. (1863). Gettysburg Address.



Philadelphia, Setha Low, Dana Taplin, and Suzanne Scheld outline a number of important 

contributions cultural diversity makes to society at large: most notably, its power to “generate new 

cultural processes,” effect synthesis of disparate knowledge, and stimulate creativity through the 

confrontation between cultural traditions. In addition, diversity offers aesthetic enrichment and 

“pleasurable experience of different worldviews” and a form of populist resistance to political or 

social elites.36

In Texas it has been the interaction of cultural traditions that has forged such a unique 

manifestation of the human spirit. And although Texas was once a frontier of the world, it is 

quickly becoming a center of it. The task of public spaces as a primary “gathering” force of the 

state today is to continue encouraging such cultural contact in a respectful and welcoming 

manner. This thesis examines the success of contemporary urban public spaces in Texas with 

regard to this task. So far, no such comprehensive study of public spaces in the state has been 

undertaken, and now, as the earliest are beginning to mature and many more are being planned 

— with these earliest and most successful as models — an assessment of these spaces is in order. 

By understanding their successes and shortcomings, we can better direct the ongoing efforts to 

cultivate flexible, relevant, and welcoming gathering places for the people of the Lone Star State.

Methodology and Methods

My analysis takes the form of four case studies from four major Texas cities: Klyde Warren Park 

in Dallas, Sundance Square Plaza in Fort Worth, Discovery Green in Houston, and Second Street 

in Austin. These four were chosen using a variety of criteria based on personal experience 

traveling in Texas and on secondary research. The most important common qualities are: their 

geographical centrality (all are located in their respective cities’ downtowns), their 
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contemporaneity (all were completed within the past 10 years), their size (the largest is 12 acres, 

and all have well-defined urban edges), their conception as models for the development of public 

space in each city, and their popularity and high volume of visitors. Each has a distinct typology, 

the various characteristics of which I explore. Klyde Warren Park, an elongated park built on top 

of the Woodall Rodgers Freeway, is a “bridge.” Sundance Square Plaza, a hardscape37 plaza in the 

center of downtown Fort Worth, is a “square” descended from the piazzas, plazas, and squares of 

Europe. Discovery Green, a medium-sized park occupying several blocks, is a “green” where the 

dense urbanity of downtown Houston is allowed to breathe. Finally, Second Street, the only street, 

is an east-west “spine” meant to anchor the southern portion of downtown Austin.

These four represent the best of early-21st-century public space design in Texas, 

embodying many of the fundamental principles espoused by such leading urbanists as Jane 

Jacobs, Jan Gehl, William H. Whyte, and Allan Jacobs: a variety of uses and things to do and look 

at, a fine grain and human scale (as opposed to automotive scale), a prioritization of the 

pedestrian, an integration of commercial activity, and good definition of space through trees, 

buildings, or otherwise.38 39 40 41 In following these principles, the spaces clearly succeed in 

attracting people in general, so I go deeper and explore what particular types of people each 

attracts, and how the experience of the spaces contribute to or detract from this.

The study employs two complementary lenses: phenomenological and sociological. It 

considers (1) how each “gathers” the geographic and cultural dimensions of the city and region in 

which they have been created, embodying the cultural heritage and aspirations of the city and 

expressing its genius loci; and (2) to what degree each attracts a wide range of citizens and offers 
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37 Built mostly with hard materials such as stone and brick.

38 Jacobs, J., Death and Life

39 Gehl, Life Between Buildings

40 Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces

41 Jacobs, A. B. (1993). Great Streets. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.



opportunities for interaction with other types of people. Original research was conducted 

through several visits to each public space over the course of six months between fall 2016 and 

spring 2017, the details of which are discussed in the following pages. In addition, background 

research was conducted on the development of each public space, the history and characteristics 

of each city, and their place in the Texas cultural landscape. In particular, D. W. Meinig’s essay 

Imperial Texas, which charts the cultural history of the state, has provided a basis for examining 

the distinctions between Texas’ regions and the cities through which various external influences 

are “filtered.” (See Fig. 5) The primary method of evaluating “success” in “diversity” is to compare 

demographic data collected on-site with census population data for each county, to assess 

whether the public space attracts a representative mixture of citizens. If a space exhibits a 

significant distortion of census data, with noticeably higher or lower percentages of certain racial 

groups, this is considered to represent a missed opportunity for the public space and city.
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Figure 5   Texas is a state defined by distinct cultural and geographical regions, centered around the Core. 

Dallas provided an entry point for people and cultures from the Midwest and North, Fort Worth a from the 

West, Houston from the South and Europe (through Galveston), and San Antonio from Mexico. (Adapted from 

Meinig.)



The phenomenological analysis, based on the work of Christian Norberg-Schulz, attempts 

to identify cultural meanings represented in each public space and discover how each “gathers” 

geographical and cultural influences. It explores how and if the space embodies a spirit that is 

culturally significant to Texas, the region, and the city, and how the location, spatial structure, and 

“characterizing articulation” affects the subjective experience of the space, especially as regards 

the comfort of and interaction between different visitors. Norberg-Schulz offers three broad 

categories of architectural expression which are used to characterize particular qualities and 

elements of each space. First, romantic architecture is living, organic, varied, and intimate, as in a 

Medieval village. Second, cosmic architecture displays absolute order, is aloof and static, and often 

takes the form of gridded, axial, or labyrinthine spatial organization, as in an Islamic city. Third, 

classical architecture displays “imageability and articulate order,” with a “family of individual 

elements” and a “concrete personality,” as in Greek classicism.42 Careful experiential observation 

of each site revealed how particular spatial relationships, formal characteristics, details such as 

public art and native species, or urban contexts contributed to the subjective experience of the 

public space. The defining characteristics of each city were also studied in order to understand 

something of their genius loci. Also taken into consideration was how others might experience the 

spaces, what reactions they might have to the cultural meanings observed represented.

My social analysis is divided into two parts: behavioral observation and engagement with 

individuals. The behavioral observation component is based on the work of Gehl and Whyte, who 

pioneered ground-level, human-oriented research to discover how people use public spaces 

— Gehl primarily in Copenhagen and Whyte primarily in New York. Gehl identifies five 

questions to ask about public space, which have driven my field research: How many? Who? 

Where? What? and How long? During site visits, people were counted in various locations 

throughout each public space and categorized qualitatively, the locations in which certain people 

27

42 Norberg-Schulz, Genius Loci, 69–75



engage in certain activities were mapped, the activities in which certain people engage were 

observed, as was the duration of various peoples’ engagement in activities. By casting a wide 

enough net, samples of the visitor population were obtained that could be compared with census 

data for the county.

Engagement with individuals consisted of short questionnaires and interviews 

administered to visitors at each public space. These were intended to develop an understanding in 

further detail of the demographic characteristics of the spaces’ users: Surveys asked which parts of 

the space visitors used most often as well as what additional features would make visitors more 

comfortable. Interviews built on the survey that subjects had taken, attempting to discern what 

they felt were the most positive characteristics of the space and why they chose to visit it over 

another park or public space. The receptiveness of visitors to being surveyed and interviewed, and 

comfort I felt in asking people to fill out a survey or answer questions, was another qualitative 

variable taken into account.

The structure of each case-study chapter is adapted from selected chapters in Norberg-

Schulz’s Genius Loci in which the genius loci of Prague, Khartoum, and Rome is analyzed. Image 

addresses the overarching story of the public space. City, integrated by Norberg-Schulz into the 

next section, addresses the context of the public space within the history and fabric43 of the city. 

Space, which Norberg-Schulz equates with prepositions, addresses the spatial structure of the 

public space, the arrangement of elements within it, and the experience of moving through it. 

Character, which he equates with adjectives,44 addresses the formal articulation and design details: 

materials, landscape features, architecture. Diversity, another section original to this project, 

addresses the results and conclusions of the sociological analysis. Genius varii loci — “spirit of 
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diverse place” — adapts Norberg-Schulz’s concept of the genius loci, synthesizing the two frames 

of analysis into a conclusion about the success of the space in “gathering” Texas.

The Spirit of Du Bois

One hundred fourteen years after its publication, The Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. Du Bois’ most 

famous work, still rings resolutely through the American civic consciousness. A moving, detailed, 

and harshly honest look at the experiences of African-Americans in the 40 years following the 

Civil War, the book is in many ways a phenomenology of the black race. Du Bois’ lyrical and 

stirring prose forges a striking portrait of the human devastation found throughout the post-

Reconstruction South and within the “spiritual world in which ten thousand Americans live and 

strive.”45  Du Bois gives both white and black readers insight into a previously unexplored realm of 

their collective identity. Though I make no claim to approach the finesse, depth, or gravitas of Du 

Bois, it is with his guiding spirit that I write. We still struggle to lift that “vast veil” — the “second 

sight,” which “only lets him [the African-American] see himself through the revelation of the 

other world”46 — the weight of which many Americans feel acutely, whether newly arrived or 

embedded for centuries. We still sing the “sorrow songs.” We still seek the Golden Fleece of old 

whose image Du Bois glimpsed for a brief moment among the “cotton-field white with the 

harvest.”47 It is “the tragedy of the age,” he writes, “not that all men are poor ... wicked ... 

ignorant ... but that men know so little of men.”48  If, in these pages, I can make some contribution, 

however small, to the work of ameliorating of that tragedy with places where people can come to 

know more of each other, I will consider my work worthwhile.
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46 Ibid., 4–5
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Chapter 1

The Bridge
Klyde Warren Park, Dallas
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Figure 1   Klyde Warren Park transformed a freeway to a pedestrian bridge-park hybrid. (Slotbloom, Klyde 

Warren Park)



Image

Klyde Warren Park, designed by the Office of James Burnett and completed in 2012, may more 

often be referred to as “that park over the highway” than by its name. The novelty of such a 

fantastical construction dominates its image in the public psyche, and while it is rightly 

appreciated for the oasis it provides through its designed qualities, the feeling of superficiality 

permeates the experience of the park. One feels, however solid the ground is underfoot, that there 

is some sleight of hand, some levitation at work. There is, to be certain, a buoyancy to the place, 

an energetic quality to the park’s juxtaposition of textures, activities, and spaces, and a definite 

flow between promenades and playgrounds, under trees and across lawns. Sufficient openness 

balances distinct intimacy in a variety of sub-spaces. There is a human scale, a level of detail that, 

in contrast to the automobile scale of the city around the park, contributes as much to the feeling 

of sanctuary as the ring of trees that enclose it.

But while the park does attract droves of people of many ages, races, ethnicities, and 

classes, one cannot help but feeling it is something of a “fake park,” as one Dallas resident 

remarked.49 The design details are chic, from the smooth checkerboard stone to the Parisian cafe 

tables and chairs to the polished metal of the architecture. There is a lack of culturally expressive 

icons, motifs, or works of art. And the food options within the park are, for the most part, 

marketed towards and priced for the wealthier strata of citizens. On the whole, it feels over-

designed and fragile, a very different aesthetic from Discovery Green (see Ch. 4). As a result, 

despite the careful subtlety of the spatial structure and its successes in bridging pedestrian traffic 

between Downtown and Uptown Dallas and creating a beautiful place for many North Texans to 

enjoy, the park’s air of refinement comes off as alienating, as evidenced by its predominately white 

users.
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49 Mr. Craig Miller. Personal communication. 15 Apr. 2017.



City

The park forms a literal and metaphorical bridge between two of the most urban districts in 

Dallas: To the north, buzzing Uptown, home to young professionals, upscale bars and restaurants, 

anchored by McKinney Avenue and its historic trolley; and to the south, Downtown, with its glass 

and steel office towers and burgeoning Arts District, immediately adjacent to the park (see Fig. 2). 

Prior to the construction of Klyde Warren, the Woodall Rodgers Freeway was a concrete trench 

dividing the two districts, minimizing the potential for pedestrian connectivity between them and 

encouraging automobile use. From the park’s inception, the goal was to re-establish the 

relationship between the two districts — not only to act as a center for one or the other, but to 

bind and center both.50 It is part of an series of efforts to reconnect the various inner 
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50 Flick, D. (2012). Dallas’ Klyde Warren Park Seeks to Bridge More Than Just Woodall Rodgers Freeway. Dallas 
Morning News, 20 Oct. 2012. [online] Available at: https://www.dallasnews.com/news/news/2012/10/20/dallas-klyde-
warren-park-seeks-to-bridge-more-than-woodall-rodgers-freeway [Accessed 8 May 2017]

Figure 2   Klyde Warren Park bridges Uptown and Downtown across Woodall Rodgers Freeway, and abuts the 

Dallas Arts District. As a result of its location, it is most easily accessible to the wealthy residents of north 

Dallas.

https://www.dallasnews.com/news/news/2012/10/20/dallas-klyde-warren-park-seeks-to-bridge-more-than-woodall-rodgers-freeway
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/news/2012/10/20/dallas-klyde-warren-park-seeks-to-bridge-more-than-woodall-rodgers-freeway
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/news/2012/10/20/dallas-klyde-warren-park-seeks-to-bridge-more-than-woodall-rodgers-freeway
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/news/2012/10/20/dallas-klyde-warren-park-seeks-to-bridge-more-than-woodall-rodgers-freeway


neighborhoods to downtown across the ring of freeways that encircle it — an “urban bracelet.”51 52 

In fact, there is even precedent for public use in the site’s history. During the 1960s and 70s, the 

drawn-out right-of-way acquisition process left vacant the strip of land that has now become the 

freeway. In 1972, during an international youth congress on evangelism in North Texas, the final 

concert event, called Jesusfest, took place here (see Fig. 3). 150,000 young people gathered for 32 

hours of music and celebration, a bold demonstration of the centrality of the site and its capacity 

35

51 Lamster, M. (2014). “Dallas Should Tear Down Major Highway, Says Local Architecture Critic.” Metropolis, 30 June 
2014. [online] Available at: http://www.metropolismag.com/cities/dallas-tear-down-highway-says-local-architecture-
critic/

52 Visser, N. (2010). “Dallas seeks to bridge concrete ring that surrounds downtown.” The Dallas Morning News, Oct. 
2010. [online] Available at https://www.dallasnews.com/news/news/2010/10/08/Dallas-seeks-to-bridge-concrete-
ring-2608

Figure 3   Jesusfest, in 1972, brought masses of young people to the abandoned land where Woodall Rodgers 

Freeway was to be built. (Dallas Public Library)

http://www.metropolismag.com/cities/dallas-tear-down-highway-says-local-architecture-critic/
http://www.metropolismag.com/cities/dallas-tear-down-highway-says-local-architecture-critic/
http://www.metropolismag.com/cities/dallas-tear-down-highway-says-local-architecture-critic/
http://www.metropolismag.com/cities/dallas-tear-down-highway-says-local-architecture-critic/
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/news/2010/10/08/Dallas-seeks-to-bridge-concrete-ring-2608
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/news/2010/10/08/Dallas-seeks-to-bridge-concrete-ring-2608
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/news/2010/10/08/Dallas-seeks-to-bridge-concrete-ring-2608
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/news/2010/10/08/Dallas-seeks-to-bridge-concrete-ring-2608


for public, democratic gathering.53  Unfortunately, the park’s placement on the north side of 

downtown, closer to wealthy north Dallas and farther from the disadvantaged, minority 

communities of south and southeast Dallas makes equitable access much more difficult (see Fig. 

4).

Within this context, the park fulfills several phenomenological roles. The cross-currents of 

circulation between Uptown and Downtown provide one layer of activity, an energy directed 

through and across the park, while the attractions of the park itself gather energy and activity from 

both of the districts inward. It also serves as an interface between the programs of Downtown 

— commercial, civic, and cultural — and of Uptown — residential and recreational — creating a 

synergetic energy moving between the districts with the park as its frame. Thus the park acts as 
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53 Slotbloom, O. (2014). Dallas-Fort Worth Freeways. Self-published. [PDF] Available at: http://
www.dfwfreeways.com/book/CompleteBook?startOdd=True&pdfSize=124%2BMB&pdfFile=Dallas-Fort-
Worth_Freeways_book-20140803.pdf [Accessed 8 May 2017], 230.

Figure 4   Klyde Warren Park’s location relative to various demographics spread throughout the city. Blue 

represents white residents; green, black; red, Asian; and orange, Latino. The park distances itself from the 

minorities of south and east Dallas. (Cooper Center)

http://www.dfwfreeways.com/book/CompleteBook?startOdd=True&pdfSize=124%2BMB&pdfFile=Dallas-Fort-Worth_Freeways_book-20140803.pdf
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http://www.dfwfreeways.com/book/CompleteBook?startOdd=True&pdfSize=124%2BMB&pdfFile=Dallas-Fort-Worth_Freeways_book-20140803.pdf
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both connector and centerpiece, and the resulting union of the two districts is stronger and more 

cohesive than either could be on its own. Furthermore, Klyde Warren serves as an orientation 

point much like Central Park in New York — one is either south of the park or north of it. In 

doing so, supersedes the freeway’s status as a landmark. Psychologically, the park itself becomes 

the defining feature of the border between Uptown and Downtown, a role as important as any 

physical function and that it takes on partly as a result of its nature as previously nonexistent 

space.

On a local level, the park generates substantially more activity than the neighboring Arts 

District. Despite attempts to portray the district as a vibrant hub for Dallas, in reality it is little 

more than a collection of disparate architectural statements that comes alive in certain places on 

certain nights (see Fig. 5). The western portion of the tree-lined, shared-space promenade of Flora 

Street feels somewhat urban, but to the east, the conflicting sculptural object-buildings of the 

Meyerson Symphony Center, Norman Foster’s soaring Winspear Opera House, and Rem 
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Figure 5   The Dallas Arts District, more a loose assemblage of sculptural buildings than a coherent urban 

space. Flora Street runs down the middle. (Dallas Arts District)



Koolhaas’ cubic Wyly Theatre — none of which define the urban space in any clear way — 

amount to an expansive sandbox effect with little legibility or urban energy. There is no coherent 

gathering or creation of place. As Jane Jacobs wrote of the Lincoln Center in New York, placing 

multiple cultural institutions next to each other is seemingly intuitive but can be a fatal error for 

city districts.54 Performance venues, in particular, pose a problem, since their use is limited to 

very specific times. Klyde Warren Park, the success of which lies in its juxtaposition of programs 

and stitching together of the city, serves as the surrogate gathering place for the Arts District, 

which was floundering without it. The park gathers the surrounding performance centers and 

museums into its identity, compositing additional layers of cultural richness and activity. 

Space
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54 Jacobs, J. Death and Life, 168.

Figure 6   The Great Lawn at Klyde Warren Park is surrounded by a ring of trees and promenades, creating a 

sense of enclosure. The pavilion at the far end creates a focal point, which is balanced by the expanse of the 

lawn and the curve of the promenade. (Rocky Mountain Bio Products)
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To enter the 5.2-acre park, visitors first must cross one of several streets that ring it. None is 

excessively busy, but the sense of arrival is heightened by this asphalt, higher-speed barrier. Then, 

particularly on the western half, one passes through a ring of trees into a central open space (see 

Fig. 6). There is a distinct feeling of moving inside, a noticeable shift from the expanses of poorly-

defined space in the surrounding city. This threshold of foliage is a key contributor to the ease 

with which one may dwell and feel at home in the park. It is in crossing into the place that the 

richest experience may be had, a wonderment in the revelation of hidden tranquility. Tall high-

rise condominiums to the north and office skyscrapers to the south provide a distant sense of 

urban enclosure, but the canopies of the trees that moderate the scale of the space, limiting 

vertical sight lines. The urbanity must be filtered through them. The trees gather earth and sky in 

this juxtaposition, in their simultaneous upward-reaching and downward-hanging gestures,55 

while their uniform height develops the sensation of an outdoor room, framed not by buildings 
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55 Norberg-Schulz, Genius Loci, 25–6.

Figure 8   In section, we see the various strips of program that slice across the park, as well as the dominant 

position of the high-end restaurant at the high ground. The feat of engineering of the deck’s construction is 

also revealed.



but by leaves and branches. The expansive central lawn acts as a green carpet, while the pavilion 

stage in the center gathers focus and creates balance. Its allusion to theatre makes one aware of 

the inherent theatricality of urban life: As theatre is a compression of experiences into a 

structured parcel, so this public space is a gathering of peoples and their experiences, played out 

on a stage (ostensibly) accessible to all.

While the park is defined vertically by the partition of trees, its horizontal structure 

emphasizes linearity, of contrasting natures across its two axes (see Figs. 9, 10). The primary 

characteristic is a striation of parallel “slices” running in the direction of the freeway, from west to 

east. This poststructuralist strategy eschews principles of classical architectural composition, 

placing varied programs in close lateral adjacency56 — food trucks, planting strips, a gravel 

promenade, moveable tables and chairs, the lawn, a stone promenade, the restaurant terrace, etc. 

This design subtly continues and captures the movement and energy of the freeway beneath. It 

also evokes railroad tracks, straight and parallel, which were critical for the movement of people 

into and through Dallas because of its important location between civilized east and frontier 

west.57 At each end, the two main parallel promenades curve to intersect each other. This knotting 

of the rope’s strands that prevents the gathered momentum from fraying outward and directs 

circulation back into the park. In addition, the promenades begin and end at the park’s north and 

south corners, and as such represent the intersection of the two adjacent districts, looping in to 

cross each other and returning from whence they came.

Along the length of the strips, repeated elements — trees, tables and chairs, sections of 

planting, the food trucks, benches, arches, etc. — are uniform and evenly spaced (though in 

varying patterns to avoid stifling rigidity), creating a comforting rhythm: a musicality, in time. 

The intervals, usually of no more than 5–10 feet, create many highly localized sub-spaces along 
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Figure 9   The park’s general spatial structure, which emphasizes linearity. Clear paths allow for ease of 

Figure 10   At this north-central node, we see the clear hierarchical path, off which a variety of programs open 

in rhythmic repetition.



this axis. When placed in contrast with the differing but closely juxtaposed strips across the 

perpendicular axis, the effect is a sense of simultaneous enclosure and openness — reflecting Jay 

Appleton’s “prospect–refuge” theory, if in an unconventional way. When sitting at a table, for 

instance, one can see across the lawn to the other promenade (and be seen by those picnicking or 

strolling) while still feeling bounded by tree and arch on either side as well as the close edge 

between gravel promenade and grass — despite the lack of one particular direction in which to 

face (see Fig. 11). The complementary set of spatial relationships means that the primary 

direction of movement is lengthwise, and of social interaction and programmatic interface, 
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Figure 11   The rhythmic elements of trees and arches create pockets of intimacy in one direction. In the 

perpendicular direction, these pockets open onto other strips of program. (Sydney Aaliyah Michelle)



widthwise, making for tightness in “staying” activities and freedom in “moving” ones.58 On very 

busy days, this tightness can become acute and detract from the ability to feel comfortable in one’s 

own sphere. 

The sum of our discussion of spatial structure is an identification of the park’s 

simultaneous inward- and outward-looking patterns. Capitalizing on the location and 

relationships to adjacent urban components, the design creates a legible order: a clear boundary 

between inside and outside overlaid with a matrix of perpendicular gestures. These layers allow 

visitors to have a strong sense of location in both horizontal and vertical space and in time, at a 

comfortable, human scale. It is generally pleasant to dwell here.

Character

Gathering Dallas’ location on the southern edge of the wide, flat Great Plains, and as a city that 

sprawled outwards during its midcentury suburbanization boom, the park’s design emphasizes 

horizontality, both through its linear spatial structure, as we have discussed, and in its 

architecture. The buildings — including the centerpieces of the pavilion stage and the restaurant/

kiosk and the smaller trellises on the eastern block — evoke a retro-Modern-futurism, with 

strong, flat roofs whose deep eaves hang out over the walls and columns (see Fig. 12). The roofs 

neither interdigitate with the sky nor loom heavily,59 but their light, planar quality emphasizes 

their parallel orientation to the ground. This is compounded by the effect of the eaves’ sloping 

undersides meeting the roof in sharp horizontal cornice lines. The roofs are also the most 

dominant features of the pavilions, resting on thin columns and, in the case of the restaurant, 

glass or steel curtain walls, which recede into the background when set against the striking roof-

pieces. As a result, they seem to float fifteen feet above the ground, a poetic reiteration of the 
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park’s suspension above the freeway. They impart a sense of lightness that is markedly different 

from the solid Beaux-Arts architecture of, say, Bryant Park in New York. Texturally, smooth 

natural materials on the ground are configured in a clearly designed manner more similar to 

interior floors than outdoor paths and, complemented by unobtrusive transitions between them, 

allow one to “float” across the surface of the park.

The wide, flat lawn could be felt to gather the expansiveness of the Great Plains and the 

flat, windswept Midwest toward which Dallas looks and by which it is influenced more than any 

other large city in Texas. Simultaneously, although the lawn’s scale is tighter, its horizontal 

orientation and placement between the more programmed areas to the north and south are a 

miniaturization of the Trinity River floodplain, whose vastness is a barrier between the portions 

of the city on either side. The park itself, bridging the freeway, is a motion of healing that displays 

an optimism about potential development to bridge the Trinity and reconnect the city to itself.
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Figure 12   The park’s architecture is polished and glitzy, giving the park a feeling of sometimes overwhelming 

affluence. (Jessica Kojder)



At night, the park takes on a different aesthetic in which its delicateness is made more 

apparent, particularly by the presence of various pools of light (see Fig. 13). Lit from within by 

wrapped fairy lights and from below by in-ground lights, the trees on the north promenade glow 

in the darkness, becoming metaphorical hearths. On the south promenade, the benches contain 

strip lights that downlight the ground below them, and the orbs hanging from the arches glow 

from within. The fountains, too, which continue to trickle, are up-lit. The characteristic and 

comforting rhythm and localized sub-spaces, which would otherwise be lost after nightfall, are 

thus translated from tectonic forms into soft, intangible-but-concentrated light. These also gather 

the motif of human dwelling in concentrated points within the landscape,60 a potent 
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Figure 13   In the darkness, a variety of lights create intimate cells. (Design Wild)



representation of this in a region where sprawl blurs that distinction. It is comforting and visceral 

to be within or among the points of light closely bounded by darkness.

The park also affords a splendid view of Dallas’ nighttime skyline, hovering above the 

canopies, which separate it from the messiness of the ground. The skyscrapers seem to float, a 

modern manifestation of the pre-modern Japanese artistic and philosophical concept of ukiyo 

(“floating world”). Ukiyo’s parallel components of savoring life and hedonism61 resonate with 

contemporary Western trends: of urbanization and public space, which provide opportunities for 

being in the world, for dwelling and exercising one’s human faculties, as opposed to existing in the 

digital realm; and of excessive consumerism and wastefulness.
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Figure 12  The park’s details are highly polished and feel almost fake. (Office of James Burnett)
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A final component of the park’s character is its diverse colors, forms, and textures. The 

smooth, distinctly artificial Parisian café tables and chairs come in a range of bright oranges and 

greens that pop among the natural textures and the browns, grays, and greens of gravel, stone, 

and grass, bark and leaves, and various plants — and speak of both the original, elegant French 

urbanism and the North American trend of appropriating this icon (see Fig. 12). The arches, 

placed in alternation with trees along the southern, gravel promenade, are a stylized 

representation of the trees’ vertical-gathering function. Their smooth parabolic shapes bend 

towards the sky and then return to the ground, curving in at the base to suggest an elliptical 

portal. Neither trees nor arches would sufficiently define the space, but their synthesis creates a 

complex and refined natural-artificial juxtaposition. The orbs that hang from the arches are 

punctured in a star texture, seeming, like a balloon, to float in the air. These two elements are also 

some of the only direct symbolic forms in the park, which lacks significant cultural iconography. 

(There are no monuments, sculptures, or murals.) The arches allude to St. Louis’ Gateway Arch in 

another gathering of Dallas’ Midwestern leanings, while the orbs resemble the iconic Reunion 

Tower, known as “The Ball.” Finally, the shimmering metal of the architecture literally brightens 

and lightens the park, and represents the glitz and wealth of the city’s metropolitan elite. This is 

one of the park’s least sensitive and least democratic expressions.

Diversity

In light of our assertion that public spaces should, in order to be considered successful, facilitate 

interaction between many types of people, the park meets expectations but does not exceed them. 

It is most successful in gathering people across ages and moderately successful at doing so across 

ethnicities and socioeconomic classes. Primarily, this is a result of its highly varied programming 

and provision of spaces for conforming, implied, and accommodated uses. The conclusion is 

rather inspiring: It is clear from the range of people participating in each of the varied activities 

48



that we are not so different as we may think, that we all appreciate eating, drinking, being with 

family and friends, strolling and sitting and reading, enjoying life. In Klyde Warren Park, we are 

able to experience and see this firsthand.

We have already enumerated the conditions of the park that make it a pleasant place to be, 

the ways in which it provides a place for dwelling. These are important factors in attracting many 

types of people who will not only pass through but stay. On weekends, the park is often filled to 

the brim with visitors, primarily during the afternoon and tapering off in the evening. Most 

apparent are the families of diverse races, ages, and sizes, many of which spend hours or most of 

the day in the park. Most of these families do not stay in one place for the duration of their time, 

moving instead between playground, food trucks, lawn, game tables, etc. The park provides 

enough variety to keep large groups engaged across time,62  and, as explored earlier, provides a 

range of spaces that can be “colonized.” One family, for instance, may take up residence at a table 

between two trees on the north promenade of the eastern block, pulling tables and chairs from 

the adjacent “cell.” (The movable chairs and tables are highly flexible and are able to accommodate 

anywhere from a single individual reading to a family of fifteen eating together.) Some family 

members sit at the tables, some spread a blanket and ate a picnic, and the children play on the 

adjacent lawn. Other groups across the lawn (at a distance of 20 feet or so) sit on benches and 

watch while their children kicked a soccer ball.

This vignette is an example of a distinct and impactful quality of the park: Although the 

strips of program and landscape are diverse, they are highly compacted, forcing close encounters 

between visitors. Young-professional friends letting their dogs loose in the dog park, for instance, 

may have only a few feet between a large Latino family strolling down the promenade, who may 

brush past an older white couple sitting on a bench and watching their grandchildren run on the 

lawn. There is a clear relationship between the density of program or landscape elements in a 
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particular area and the amount of activity in that area. For example, in the sections of the gravel 

promenades on the eastern block of the park, which are given more space and where fewer 

programs are juxtaposed, circulation and staying is far less frequent than the section in front of 

the food trucks, where many people congregate and circulate, even if not actively eating. The 

park’s design, however, does not cluster all of the most active programs together. Rather, highly 

active spaces (playgrounds, food) are distributed between strips of less active (tables, chairs, 

promenades) and least active space  (plantings). This stimulates even usage of many areas of the 

park and activates spaces located between highly active programs.

The park also illustrates the importance and rewards of designing for children and dogs. 

These two demographic slices are dynamic, contributing significant physical, visual, and aural 

energy to a public space. Because of their relative “innocence”, they also have a capacity to bring 

people together through “triangulation,” a phrase first employed in this context by William 

Whyte, in which two strangers bond over a third event that they are both experiencing.63 As seen 

often at Klyde Warren Park, dog walkers frequently stop for an interaction with a person or group 

in whom their dog has taken an interest. Children can be even better catalysts. They love to play 

with anything remotely interactive: playgrounds, of course, but also gravel (which can be 

scooped, moved, thrown), in-ground lights (which can be covered and uncovered), water (no 

explanation needed), grass (which can be picked, floated, eaten), and, above all, other children. 

Lacking the inhibitions of adults, they do not hesitate to chase after another child even if they 

have never encountered each other before. Plenty of instances can be found at the park, especially 

on the lawn, at the fountain, and in playground itself, where children of all races and 

socioeconomic backgrounds mingle, forcing their parents to at least acknowledge each other, if 

not engage in conversation. The choice to place the dog park and children’s playground on 

opposite ends of the park, with the fountain and pavilion stage — both also attractive to children 
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— in the center, is worth noting. This employment of Jacobs’ separation-of-similar-uses theory 

allows each to generate its own sphere of energy and bring life to separate areas of the park 

without canceling each other out.

There are many positive aspects about the park’s gathering of people, but observation data 

make it clear that Klyde Warren does not attract as much diversity as it could (See Table 1). 

Sample proportions show that, compared with an approximately 31% white population in Dallas 

County, whites represented a much higher 50% of the sample. Latinos, comprising the largest 

segment of the county’s population, at 40%, represented only 19% of the sample. Black visitors 

had a better comparative representation, with an equal 19% of the sample but a county proportion 

of only 23%. Asians had a double representation at the park, with 12% of the sample compared to 

6% of the county population. This is likely due to Asian populations’ relative affluence, which fits 

into the park’s more affluent image, as we have discussed.

Socioeconomic division is clearest when examining the food selections in the park. Savor, 

the restaurant calling itself a “gastropub” and occupying the north-central section, is a relatively 

high-end establishment (entrées are priced between $24 and $31) attracting an affluent clientele: 

businessmen, well-off families, young professionals. Most are white, and while there is a 

smattering of other races, socioeconomic position is the defining feature of the restaurant’s 
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Klyde Warren Park 

Sample

Count Proportion Confidence 

Interval (95%)

Dallas County 

2015 Estimated 

Proportions

White 294 0.50 (45.96 , 54.04) 0.31

Black 109 0.19 (15.83 , 22.17) 0.23

Latino 109 0.19 (15.83 , 22.17) 0.40

Asian 72 0.12 (9.37 , 14.63) 0.06

TOTAL 584 1.0 0.99

Table 1   Aggregate data for the Klyde Warren Park sample show a distorted proportion of white users and 

diminished proportions of black and Latino visitors. (Colombo, U.S. Census Bureau)



patrons. On the other hand, Relish, the burger stand directly to the east of Savor, as well as the 

approximately ten food trucks that take up residence along the southwestern promenade, provide 

more affordable options, with street-food dishes such as tacos, banh mi, or pizza priced at 

between $5 and $10. These attract a greater diversity of patrons, with a greater range of 

socioeconomic backgrounds, races, and ethnicities. Large families are more likely to grab 

inexpensive dishes at The Butcher’s Son or the New York Deli than sit down at Savor. Relish is 

home to a small kiosk that serves alcohol, attracting an older clientele that includes young and 

middle-aged couples and groups of friends. In general, prices and marketing are aimed at more 

affluent visitors, however, making the park less attractive to those who may not be able to afford 

the middle-class food.

There are, nevertheless, examples of positive design-influenced interaction. For instance, 

the terrace of Savor overlooks, on a diagonal, the fountain, where children of all races and 

socioeconomic classes play, as well as the pavilion stage, which, by virtue of its openness and its 

reflectiveness, becomes a stage for spontaneous, informal “performances”, which may range from 

a game of frisbee to a group of young break dancers. Here, the diners at this expensive restaurant 

are encouraged to observe the different expressions of joy of countless types of people, perhaps 

those that are less fortunate and less well endowed than they. Diners may find themselves actually 

experiencing joyfulness as a result. How simple and how beautiful an experience, and how 

meaningful an interaction, between fellow humans, without any other-ization or media 

stereotyping, this is!

Genius Varii Loci

Despite the park’s successes in generating diversity, its activities and programs amount to a 

fairly culturally homogenous place. Yes, the food trucks provide more affordable dining options, 

but they are still embodiments of largely white hipster-culture appropriation of cultural cuisine. 
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The park suffers from being too nice — its elegant cafe tables and chairs, its strange sculptural 

playscapes, and its glass-walled pavilion (bespeaking such International Style architecture as Mies 

van der Rohe’s Barcelona Pavilion or Philip Johnson’s Glass House) all have a certain 

sophisticated, white upper-middle-class aesthetic among which people of different cultural or 

socioeconomic backgrounds may feel uncomfortable. There is an echo of Frederick Law 

Olmsted’s theory that the lower classes would become “cultured” by interacting with and 

observing the upper classes in public parks.64 Its spaces are somewhat too confined, its industrial 

design too narrowly chic, to provide for or encourage full expression of cultural identity and 

tradition. It lacks any clear symbols of a diverse city culture, opting instead for generic, vaguely 

European and certainly contemporary design elements.

Yet this is the nature of an urban park of this size and gravity. A new, privately-funded 

public space nestled between two of the wealthiest districts and meant to be an emblem of the city 

would naturally be given the highest of treatments. It should, then, in conclusion, be considered a 

conditional triumph. Though not without its shortcomings, Klyde Warren Parks’s inventive, 

locally-responsive, and interaction-inducing spatial design, experiential buoyancy, and success in 

attracting a not-insignificant mix of ages, races, ethnicities, and socioeconomic levels indicate that 

by many standards, it does indeed gather Dallas and realize its unique “spirit of diverse place.”
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Chapter 2

The Square
Sundance Square Plaza, Fort Worth
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Figure 1   Sundance Square Plaza, a parking lot transformed into a new anchor for downtown Fort Worth. 

(Landscape Performance Series, Sundance Square Management Company)
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Image

Perhaps no other public space in Texas so unashamedly and effectively plays upon nostalgia as 

Sundance Square Plaza, designed by Michael Vergason Landscape Architects and David M. 

Schwartz Architects and completed in 2013. The image of famous Art Deco public spaces, such as 

New York’s Rockefeller Plaza, is palpable in this focal point for Fort Worth’s downtown (see Fig. 

1). This plaza is the most distinctly urban of the four case studies, with a hardscape design that 

almost exclusively stays within the “cosmic” rectilinear downtown grid it centers.65 On weekend 

nights, it comes alive with a density of urban vitality hard to find in Texas, as well as much of the 

United States. It projects an aura of cosmopolitanism and architectural evocations of mythical 

20th-century urbanism, but it also speaks with a down-to-earth, small-town spirit specific to Fort 

Worth, a historical and cultural frontier between the Deep South and the Great Plains.

Its high height-to-surface-area ratio — about 1:4 — gives it the distinct feeling of an 

outdoor room, in contrast to Klyde Warren Park’s greater openness, but the spatial and material 

design lacks nuance, causing some areas to feel constricted and others uncomfortably expansive. 

One feels the opposite of the lightness experienced at Klyde Warren Park: Here, there is a sense of 

being down inside heavy masses, characteristic of the 19th- and early-20th-century masonry 

architecture that the plaza and the entire Sundance Square district attempt to resurrect. This 

apparent yearning for the past makes the plaza a delight on the surface — as if one were stepping 

into an alternate universe in which the city had not excised life from its downtown for the better 

part of a century.

Looking further, however, there is a certain sterility about its image that, like much work 

of the New Urbanist movement, is conservative. This makes sense for one of the largest cities in 
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the country that consistently votes Republican,66 but it amounts to an alienation of citizens who 

do not identify with or have not reaped the economic rewards of the white, Anglo-American, 

industrial-capitalist perspective embodied by 19th- and early-20th- century architectural styles. 

This can be observed in the demographic composition of the plaza’s users, predominately white 

and affluent, with the city’s sizable Latino and black populations underrepresented. Sundance 

Square Plaza has neither the contemporary elegance of Klyde Warren Park, the earthen, tactile 

simplicity of Discovery Green, nor the quirks of Second Street. In this regard, despite its 

undoubtable liveliness, it too firmly roots itself in the past to appeal to a broad user base with 

more diverse ideas about the city’s future.

City

Fort Worth is known as the city “Where the West Begins” and brands itself “The City of Cowboys 

and Culture,” references to its history as the economic focus of the vast cattle lands on the high 

plains.67 The city has always looked more to the west than the east or south. Its very inception as a 

federal fort68 staked its claim as the interface between West and South, a legacy it continues to 

invoke. Sundance Square Plaza, then, serves as a symbolic gathering place for much of north and 

west Texas and beyond, from the southern reaches of the Llano Estacado north into the 

Oklahoma Panhandle and eastern Colorado. Historically, the city captured the smallest influx of 

Latino and Southern black cultures, which established themselves more firmly in San Antonio, 

Houston, and Dallas, instead experiencing mostly white Northern and Midwestern protestant 
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67 Meinig 76

68 Ibid., 46
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emigration.69 In recent years, Latino immigration has increased, and the growing Latino 

population now exceeds 34% in the city proper.70

The urban context of the plaza cements its role as the center of downtown and the city (see 

Fig. 3). It is the most central of our four case studies, the other three of which lie on the 

peripheries of their respective downtowns. The plaza occupies the midway point along the axis of 

Main Street between two major landmarks of different eras: the 1895 Renaissance Revival Tarrant 

County Courthouse to the north and the Modern 1968 Fort Worth Convention Center to the 

south. The courthouse fronts a sweeping bend of the Trinity River around which the earliest 

development of the city took place, while commerce migrated to the area around the convention 
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70 United States Census Bureau (2015). QuickFacts: Fort Worth city, Texas. [online] Available at: https://
www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045215/4827000 [Accessed 12 Feb. 2017]

Figure 3   Sundance Square Plaza is located at the center of the Sundance Square District and midway 

between the courthouse and convention center. The axis gathers the sweeping bend in the Trinity River.
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center after the Texas oil boom of the 1920s and 30s.71 This location places it at the nexus of a 

road extending north and west as far as Abilene and gives it a clear hierarchical gravity. It also 

represents the deconstruction of the commercial-civic hybrid of the courthouse square: The social 

center is pulled away from the political anchor. The plaza is the eponymous focus of Sundance 

Square, a 35-block “entertainment district” containing retail, restaurants, bars, and galleries. 

Because they are operated by a private management company, the district and the plaza itself 

tread a fine line between public and private space that calls into question the plaza’s nature. 

Although it functions as a de facto public space, restrictions on commercial activity, professional 

photography, and public demonstrations limit its ability to fulfill all of the roles that a true public 

space should.

Because the plaza bisects the length of Main Street, automobile traffic has been 

concentrated on Commerce Street, one block to the east, and Houston Street, one block to the 

west, allowing Main to become the primary pedestrian corridor, with continuous brick paving 

extending from the plaza in both directions to the courthouse and convention center. Despite the 

urban design improvements to the area, housing growth downtown has not been as dramatic as 

in districts such as downtown Austin or Dallas’ Uptown. There is, nevertheless, a sizable 

population living downtown, with close to 3500 units built and a further 2500 planned or recently 

opened,72  but the prevalence of non-“necessary” uses such as retail, food and drink, etc. in 

Sundance Square and the dearth of “necessary” ones such as groceries, drug and hardware stores, 

etc.73 reduces the variety and timeframe of activities taking place in and around the plaza.
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[Accessed 12 Feb. 2017]
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Space

As at Klyde Warren park, the plaza imparts a distinct sense of being in an outdoor room (see Fig. 

4), but instead of feeling apart from the surrounding city, one feels fully immersed in it. The plaza 

is a culmination of the city, not an escape from it. In a way, it does express the feeling of taking 

refuge in a fort, recalling the city’s frontier beginnings. Though much of Downtown Fort Worth 

has been cannibalized by parking lots and garages, it has in the Sundance Square district re-built 

itself. It is now characterized by mid-rise and a few high-rise buildings, with intimate street 

sections that include engaging storefronts and consistent, rhythmic trees. Arriving from any of 

the surrounding streets, most of which are lively in their own right, one emerges into the plaza to 

discover a more monumental “void” carved out of the city. Instead of occupying a single city 
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Figure 4   In section, we see the clear fronting of the adjacent buildings, creating a true architecturally-

defined outdoor room. The umbrellas are of a strange height and shape that feels out of place and lacks 

human scale.



block, it cuts through the halves of two adjoining blocks. This incision forms a rectangle of 

roughly 270 by 250 feet divided into symmetrical halves, each fronted by a new building: the red-

brick Commerce Building to the east and the Art Deco-inspired Westbrook Building to the west. 

Lining the ground floor of these buildings are a number of food and drink establishments 

— restaurants, a Starbucks, and a Jamba Juice (see Fig. 5).

The space is a combination of cosmic and classical in nature, adhering to the rectilinearity 

of the grid with absolute faith — even the umbrellas are square. This is to its own detriment, as 

the rigid symmetry creates a sense of confinement and a lack of balance that goes beyond the 

comfortable intimacy of an outdoor room. Primarily, this is because the plaza lacks a clear 

hierarchy of spaces that classical architecture emphasizes. We observed at Klyde Warren Park that 

the spatial stratifications created identifiable promenades for moving and intimate cells for 

staying and observing. At Sundance Square Plaza, there is no clear circulation space. Only the 
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Figure 5   The spatial structure of Sundance Square Plaza clearly adheres to the rectilinear grid. Its movement 

paths are less hierarchical, resulting in a lack of clear movement paths. Retail and dining frontage is also 

much more present, lining the square itself as well as the surrounding streets of the Sundance Square 

District.



central promenade, which continues the axis of Main Street and connects Third and Fourth 

streets across the plaza, serves as a clear path for movement. Otherwise, the design places a 

number of sub-spaces in direct conjunction with each other, creating clumsy bottlenecks — as at 

the northwest corner, where one is required to weave between tables and up a narrow set of steps 

to move in or out of the main space of the plaza (see Fig. 6).

While Klyde Warren Park’s design uses varied textures to distinguish spaces, the plaza 

employs a single red-brick texture throughout. This is characteristic of hardscape urban plazas, 

but where traditional Italian piazzas, for instance, would line the edges with tables, leaving the 

center open, Sundance fills its center with tables and chairs, creating highly diffuse staying space 

that overwhelms standing and moving space. Additionally, the height of the surrounding 

buildings — between five and twelve stories — is unmediated by lower “roof ” elements such as 

trees. Where surrounding streets have clear, rhythmic trees and low lanterns, the only such 
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Figure 6   A bottleneck occurs in the northwest corner, where too many poorly-defined movement paths 

converge through a small staircase, adjacent to Starbucks, where a line often forms.



elements on the plaza itself are the large square umbrellas and the floodlights, both of which are 

too tall to create a fully comfortable vertical space. The groves of trees on the south side of the 

plaza are the most comfortable spaces, with a sense of enclosure, but here there are fewer options 

for sitting. In sum, the plaza seems to confound the legibility of the surrounding grid instead of 

amplifying it, making it more difficult for diverse people to feel comfortable interacting with each 

other.

Character

The architecture of the plaza contributes more to its character than in any of our other spaces. The 

materials, motifs, and textures are clearly evocative of an idealized past version of Fort Worth, 

matching the historical legacy that the district attempts to capture. As in the plaza’s spatial 

organization, the architecture is classical, in that it emphasizes “imageability and articulate 
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Figure 7   The Beaux Arts-inspired Pavilion. (Sundance Square Management Company)



order”74 and a “family” of individual elements75 through solid materials — primarily, brick and 

stone — and at least the appearance of masonry construction. However, these feel more like a 

pastiche of styles than an articulated and coherent extension of the urban fabric.

On the east, the Commerce Building (see Fig. 1) is a sort of Chicago School rendition 

echoing the lower, preexisting Mural Building on the west side of the plaza’s north edge. Opposite 

the Mural Building is a Beaux-Arts pavilion, its tall windows evoking Grand Central Station and 

its green roof reminiscent of the patina on the copper dome of Paris’ Palais Garnier (see Fig. 7). 
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Figure 8   The Art Deco-influenced Westbrook Building, on the left, and the Chisholm Trail Mural on the face of 

the Jett Building, on the right. Also visible are the simple brick details. Notice the lines are rectilinear but do 

not denote clear movement paths. (WBAP/KLIF News)



On the west, the Westbrook Building represents the verticality of Art Deco, the clearest reference 

to the iconic 30 Rockefeller Plaza (see Fig. 8). Despite these attempts to “contextualize” the 

architecture, the buildings lack sufficient detail to overcome the feeling of artifice. There is also a 

strange juxtaposition in the sight of the Modern, black-glass D. R. Horton and Wells Fargo 

skyscrapers rising behind the red-brick facade of the Commerce Building and in the inclusion of 

the odd contemporary sculptural umbrellas on the east half. The result is an assorted yet generic 

architectural character that, while attempting to revive the past, instead highlights the disparity 

between past, present, and future.

Without a coherent framework, the details, even those that pay homage to the past in a 

literal way, come off as kitschy and unorganized. The mural on the south face does a handsome 

job of commemorating the Chisholm Trail (see Fig. 8), the major post-Civil War cattle route out 

of Texas, which passed through Fort Worth.76 But it feels pasted on, a sense that is compounded 

by the painted representations of facade articulation and its non-focal location. The clock atop the 

Westbrook’s eastern facade is digital, a sad mutation of what could be a resolute and stately feature 

echoing the courthouse’s clock tower to the north. The waterfall below the pavilion and the blocky 

concrete walls throughout the plaza strangely evoke famously inactive Modernist “plazas” (see 

Introduction), while the floodlights are glaring, clunky, and overly functionalist. The plain metal 

chairs and tables and backless wooden benches seem less a statement about an ostensible 

simplicity of life in Fort Worth than a lack of creative effort. They certainly do not add sparkle to 

the plaza as, for instance, the Parisian cafe chairs and tables do at Klyde Warren Park. Perhaps the 

most honest detail is a small fountain in the passage between the Mural and Westbrook buildings 

from the plaza to Third Street. It is tactile and understated, with sculptural longhorn heads, and 

tops a low wall enclosing a mosaic-tile pool. On the whole, the details indicate aspirations to 
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couple cosmopolitan elegance with Tarrant County cowboy homeliness. But the inhabitant feels a 

mismatch of character that achieves neither and fails to fully pay homage to the historic buildings 

it attempts to emulate.

Diversity

Our discussions of form and experience have touched on subtleties that, while perhaps 

indistinguishable to the visitor, are significant in establishing an overall image that will either 

attract or repel. Clearly, the plaza does many things correctly, as it buzzes with life for much of the 

week, especially on weekends. Mid-afternoon on a weekend, 1000 people per hour were recorded 

entering or exiting the plaza through the north promenade. In the evenings, the number of people 

within the space rises to at least an estimated 1000 in a hum of movement, frolicking, and dense 

humanity that rivals the Trevi Fountain in Rome. Despite the high volume of usage, incentivized 

by the range and density of activities within and around the square, demographic data reveals that 

the user base is almost entirely white. Despite the range of uses, the opportunities for economic 

interaction (within and around the plaza) and nonconforming uses are more limited, making it 

more difficult for citizens who do not identify with the clearly white, affluent cultural image of the 

plaza to feel a sense of dwelling.

To a degree, various demographics may claim certain areas. As we have examined, 

children are a key factor in drawing a range of inhabitants to a public space, and Sundance does 

include a number of elements that attract and hold children’s attention. Chief among them is the 

water fountain anchoring the west half of the plaza, an approximately 50-by-50-foot grid of jets 

that vacillate in height and intensity and provide ample interactivity. Families congregate at the 

tables lining the edge of the fountain, watching as their children run through and between the 

water and play with each other. Another attraction for children is the gravel pits between the rows 

of trees on the plaza’s south edge. Children delight in picking up, digging in, and throwing the 
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gravel, and also enjoy covering and uncovering the ground lights with it. A third element is the 

waterfall mentioned earlier. These are relatively evenly distributed throughout the plaza and allow 

families to “claim” these certain spaces and feel a sense of ownership. There is no specific dog 

infrastructure in the plaza, but this is natural for a space of this size and character, and the density 

of children’s activities is a sufficient catalyst for activity.

Older visitors enjoy the chairs and tables beneath the large umbrellas, where they can sit 

in relative comfort without an incessant intrusion of children, while the benches near the 

southeast gravel pit, less used by other demographics because of the designation as a smoking 

area, are often occupied by transients. The terrace to the northwest, directly in front of the 

Chisholm mural, serves as a de facto patio for the Starbucks located in the northwest corner, and 

solo visitors, reading or working on computers, are found here, where they can overlook the plaza 

from an elevated perspective. Parents with older children lean on the ledges fronting the north 

entrance ramp while their children run around the central open area. The restaurant terraces 

lining the east and southwest edges of the plaza are home to more affluent customers who can 

afford the upscale cuisine; they are removed enough that they enliven the plaza but do not 

suffocate it. Later into the evening, high schoolers and young couples fill out the mix, along with 

people taking headshot, wedding, and prom photos. Despite the lack of hierarchy, the rich 
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Sundance Square 

Plaza Sample

Count Proportion Confidence 

Interval (95%)

Travis County  

2015 Estimated 

Proportions

White 130 0.84 (78.21 , 89.79) 0.49

Black 5 0.03 (0.42 , 5.98) 0.16

Latino 13 0.08 (4.02 , 12.78) 0.28

Asian 6 0.04 (0.91 , 7.09) 0.05

TOTAL 154 1.0 0.99

Table 2   Aggregate data for the Sundance Square Plaza sample show a distorted proportion of white users 

and diminished proportions of black and Latino visitors, confirmed even with a 95% confidence interval. 

(Colombo, U.S. Census Bureau)



assortment of subspaces do amount to an overlapping and interacting population of users. In 

ensuring a density of surrounding economic uses and interior staying and playing uses, the plaza 

certainly does not feel barren as do many Modernist plazas.

Clearly, visitors of many types do use the plaza, and there are more examples of biker, 

cowboy, rural, and other such types that fill out the socioeconomic and cultural spectrum of Fort 

Worth than at Klyde Warren. Ethnic diversity at Sundance, however, is even more limited than 

that at Klyde Warren, with a much higher percentage of white inhabitants (see Table 2) 

— approximately 84% of the visitors in the sample. Latinos are the next most apparent ethnic 

group at the plaza, although they only make up 8% of the sample. This is a clear distortion from 

the approximately 49% of Tarrant County residents who are white and approximately 28% who 

are Latino. Of course, blacks and Latinos, who make up over 60% of Dallas County’s population, 

are underrepresented at Klyde Warren, as well, but that park’s contemporary urban design and 

landscape architecture, though infused with money, is not steeped in nostalgic, Anglo-American 

ideals of urbanism and culture, as is Sundance. There is a sense of possibility for the future at 

Klyde Warren. Here, the rigidity of the rectilinear grid and the architectural insistence of 

historical Euro-American styles suggests that assimilation of minorities is required and leaves 

little room for the perception that the “majority” culture is willing to welcome the ethnic diversity 

of citizens. As a result, it is far less welcoming to that varied citizenry.

Genius Varii Loci

In attempting to capture a perceived spirit of place that resulted in certain historical expressions 

of urbanism, Sundance Square Plaza denies the evolution of that spirit, which, from its origins as 

an interface between geographic regions and then cultural and political areas, is based 

fundamentally on exchanges of goods and people new and old. The creation of a fantasy public 

space embodying the 19th- and 20th-century urban realities of the city “Where the West Begins” 
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captures and evokes Fort Worth’s past through literal representation, but it does not embrace its 

changing present reality, which is shaped by a growing variety of ethnic groups. The plaza does 

succeed in its generation of activity, through an intense (perhaps too intense) juxtaposition of 

uses, although in a somewhat crude manner. Here we see the important distinction between 

success in liveliness and success in representing the genius varii loci. How will this public space, so 

firmly clinging to its past, grow and adapt into its future? Clearly the genius varii loci entails more 

than simple architectural emulation, which, as we see, often feels untrue, especially when 

executed as an amalgam of incongruent details and operated by a private management company. 

At least, perhaps, if the challenges of a privately-run public space can be overcome, the relative 

simplicity of the design details at Sundance Square Plaza may present a tabula rasa for developing 

layers of cultural influence in the future.
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Chapter 3

The Spine
Second Street, Austin
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Figure 1   Second Street, a desolate post-industrial and automobile-overrun street transformed into a vibrant 

pedestrian haven. The block face shown here, between Lavaca and Colorado streets, is often used as the 

photographic paradigm for what Austin’s streets could be. (Project Great Streets, Celebrate Austin)
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 Image

“Think of a city and what comes to mind?” writes Jane Jacobs. “Its streets. If a city’s streets look 

interesting, the city looks interesting; if they look dull, the city looks dull.”77 Second Street is 

Austin’s attempt to live up to this statement. With a master plan prepared by Page Architects and 

street design by Black + Vernooy and Kinney Joint Venture, the street is, by far, the city’s most 

successful, complete public space. So dramatic is its qualitative separation from most streets in the 

city that when a report on the state or future of urbanism in Austin is published, chances are the 

cover will feature an image of Second Street’s most iconic block, between Lavaca and Colorado 

Streets (see Fig. 1). This is indicative of the pedestal on which Second Street, its final stage 

completed in 2010, has been placed by the planning community in Central Texas. Indeed, its 

original three linear blocks, between San Antonio Street on the west and Colorado Street on the 

east — known as the Second Street District and upon which I will direct the majority of my 

attention — were intended to serve as the example of what human-scaled urban design and 

mixed-use development can bring to the city, and as a nexus for future development in downtown 

(Yetmen).

As the only street among our case studies, it has an identity distinct from that of the other, 

figural public spaces. It serves a predominately commercial function, encourages movement more 

than staying, and has far more permeable and gradual connections to the surrounding city. But 

the fact that the most prominent and successful contemporary public space in Austin is a street 

speaks to the identity that the Austin’s leaders have charted for the city, using Second Street as the 

north star — one driven by an economic perspective. Second Street is the icon of a new Austin 

that, for many longtime Austin residents, appears to undercut their way of life and the “old 

Austin.” In phenomenological terms, Second Street gathers the perceived cultural forces of 
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growing late-twentieth-century Austin, and the underlying genius loci of the state capital, forged 

by history and geography, and interprets them in a place that looks as much toward Jacobs’ West 

Village as South Congress Avenue.

It is an aesthetically superior public space, with handsome trees, burgeoning street life, 

and a host of uses for downtown residents and out-on-the-town Austinites alike. On the other 

hand, a gathering of cultural influences from east of I-35 — from Austin’s African-American and 

Latino populations — is absent. The civic plaza of City Hall turns its back on the street, depriving 

the district of a relevant and active democratic gathering space. And observational data indicates 

that the crowd here is hip, affluent, and predominately white. Of course, Second Street is a 

neighborhood anchor — but its aspirations of connecting the width of downtown, from the 

Seaholm District to the Convention Center, give it a considerably broader reach. Like Klyde 

Warren Park and Sundance Square Plaza, it certainly brings a range of people together but does 

not go the distance that Discovery Green does, as we will see in the next chapter. Second Street is 

representative of current trends in Austin’s city growth, with both its positive and negative effects.

City

Meinig observes that the hegemony of Texas is not concentrated in a single city that holds the 

economic, cultural, and political power78 — for instance, the relationship of London to the United 

Kingdom — but dispersed across a number of cities that border what he calls the Core Region of 

the state, which, today, we call the Texas Triangle.79  Here, in a diverse landscape of hills, woods, 

plains, and prairies, the varied cultural influences that fed the development of the state come into 

closest contact with each other: The hacienda and the plantation, the German and Anglo-
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79 Butler, K., Steiner, F. & Zhang, M. (2008). The Texas Triangle Megaregion. In Emergent Urbanism: Evolution In 
Urban Form, Texas, ed. M. Ballas & J. Gipson. Austin: The University of Texas at Austin School of Architecture, 2008. 
25–29.



American, the Lutheran, Catholic, and Methodist all overlapped and integrated. The cities at the 

vertices of the Core’s triangular shape — Dallas/Fort Worth, Houston, and San Antonio — serve 

as “mediating functions” through which the exterior areas of the state and continent are filtered, 

while Austin acts as the capital of the multifaceted Central Texas region.80 It has gained significant 

economic traction since the mid-20th century, attracting blossoming technology and media 

industries, and has become a hub of liberal, alternative culture81 that has grown out of the 

converging cultures of Central Texas, but it has neither the embedded capital nor the history of 

economic primacy of Texas’ three major cities.

Its urban fabric, however, indicates the opposite, as the most clearly hierarchical of Texas’ 

cities. Chosen as the seat of the state government so that it might direct expansionist momentum 

towards the west and to intentionally separate economic and political power, the city sits at the 

junction of the Hill Country, to the west, and the Blackland Prairie, to the east.82  The 1839 Waller 

Plan created an axial avenue between the Colorado River and the hilltop site of what would 

become the Capitol building, with a grid of square blocks extending across Shoal Creek, on the 

west, and Waller Creek. Later, an extension of the original plan at a 12.5-degree angle was built 

leading towards a hill farther to the north, which would become the site of the University of 

Texas. Embedded in the grid are four evenly-distributed public squares, one for each quadrant of 

downtown.83 84 In the plan, the symmetry and drama of the topography are capitalized upon to 

create an urban structure that exudes power (see Fig. 3).
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81 Griseles, C. (2016). Report: Austin’s booming economy No. 2 in nation in growth. The Austin American-Statesman. 
http://www.mystatesman.com/business/report-austin-booming-economy-nation-growth/
44uJu9AwH1VY9jNM6A905M/

82 Meinig 42

83 Black, S. (2008). DNA of Austin. In Emergent Urbanism: Evolution In Urban Form, Texas, ed. M. Ballas & J. Gipson. 
Austin: The University of Texas at Austin School of Architecture, 2008. 12–15.

84 MCCANN, J. (2008). Districts for Downtown Austin. In Emergent Urbanism: Evolution In Urban Form, Texas, ed. 
M. Ballas & J. Gipson. Austin: The University of Texas at Austin School of Architecture, 2008. 35–37.
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Second Street, conceived in 1999 after half a century of downtown decline and 

suburbanization, continues the legacy of spinal hierarchy by positioning itself as a perpendicular 

complement to the north-south thoroughfare of Congress Avenue. Against the old, north-south 
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Figure 3   The symmetric axial-and-gridded structure of downtown Austin, in which Second Street 

complements perpendicularly the primary axis of Congress Avenue. 



axis connecting the state institutions of the University and the Capitol with the natural backbone 

of the river, Second Street is an east-west, pedestrian-scaled axis connecting the expanding roster 

of new local institutions: the Seaholm District, surrounding the adaptive-reuse conversion of the 

Seaholm Power Plant; the Moody Theatre, home of Austin City Limits Live; the new City Hall; the 

Austin Convention Center. Historically, because the area of downtown closest to the river was 

most prone to flooding, economic activity clustered farther north, around Fifth and Sixth streets, 

north of the rail connection on Fourth Street. The mostly derelict Warehouse District was thus 

ripe for rejuvenation, and Second Street forms the intended spine of this area, where most of the 

economic development and new building has occurred over the past 20 years,85 literally pulling 

the city towards the water.

The Second Street District, the first and still most lively section of the street, occupies six 

square blocks in the southwest quadrant of downtown adjacent to the river. In both character and 

location, it serves as counterpoint to the also-lively East Sixth Street, a hodgepodge of bars, clubs, 

and restaurants within an older building stock, extending from Congress Avenue into the grittier 

east side of downtown. The Second Street District is anchored by the new City Hall, on the south-

central of the six blocks, which fronts a plaza and overlooks Lady Bird Lake to the south, a 

statement that while Congress Avenue and the Capitol may represent the state, Second Street 

represents the city. City Hall is given axial focus at the head of the South First Street bridge, but 

the bridge and site are currently host to noisome automobile traffic, and as a result, the City Hall 

plaza lacks civic gravity for the pedestrian.

The spinal structure is clear, but the district is also fully permeable. The primary transit 

trunk lines pass through it on Guadalupe (southbound) and Lavaca (northbound) streets, 

bringing pedestrian traffic within close proximity, although the bus stops are located several 

blocks north, perhaps intentionally to mitigate the amount of perceived intrusion from lower-
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class transit patrons. Nevertheless, although the concentrated program frontage, consistently 

newer buildings, and directory signage of the Second Street District’s three linear blocks 

demarcate that section as being of particular interest, there are no clear borders. The district is 

fully integrated with the surrounding fabric of the city, flowing seamlessly into the Warehouse 

District to the northeast and to the hike-and-bike trail immediately to the south. It seems both at 

the center of the action and also comfortably separate.

 Space

As we have seen, the concepts of line or axis and of natural symmetry are essential to the genius 

loci of Austin. As the iconic contemporary public space of the city, Second Street — which, from 

this point, we will use to mean the three linear blocks of the Second Street District — does an 

effective job of manifesting these characteristic spatial relationships. The six square blocks of the 

district are arranged symmetrically around two central blocks, upon which stands a civic 

building, City Hall (see Fig. 4). The binding agent is Second Street itself, which bisects these 

square blocks, running parallel to the Colorado River: the strongest linear water feature in any of 

our case study cities. The street, like the river, is fronted on both sides by urban buildings. 

Piercing the pedestrian-oriented axis of Second Street, Guadalupe and Lavaca streets run 

perpendicularly to either side of the central block, carrying steady streams of traffic in a 

symmetrical pattern much as the two primary creeks  — Shoal and Waller — and freeways — 

MoPac to the west and I-35 to the east — puncture the axis of the river on either side of 

downtown.

In contrast to our other spaces, Second Street’s gathering occurs along its axis as opposed 

to around a center: Its forces are linear rather than centripetal. In the approximately 1.93 acres of 

space comprising the three linear blocks of the Second Street District, the rhythm of the evenly-
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spaced trees, street lamps, benches, and banners encourage movement and promenade, while 

first-floor programs address themselves towards the primary movement paths at each point along 

the one-dimensional axis. To that end, the street’s section creates clear spatial hierarchy (see Fig. 

5). Two 11’, two-way traffic lanes are bordered by one 8’ parking lane; two 8’ curbside zones 

contain the aforementioned rhythmic elements. These are bordered by pedestrian zones of 10’, to 

the south, and 12’, to the north; and finally, a 12’ frontage zone, immediately adjacent to the 

building faces, allows room for street tables and chairs on the north, with another row of trees 

dividing it from the movement zone. Of the total 80’ right of way, a generous five-eighths is ceded 

to pedestrians, compared with the approximately two-fifths of the right of way allowed for 

pedestrians on the bisecting north-south thoroughfares. The breadth of the pedestrian space 

allows pedestrian life to stretch out perpendicular to the direction of the street, especially on the 
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Figure 4   The spacial structure of the Second Street District captures the symmetry and axis of Austin’s 

urban structure. We also see the strong spine of Second Street itself, with commercial program opening off 

it. Despite the ground-floor retail ringing all six blocks, the Second Street block offer the most coherent 

experience and are thus most active.



north side, where more activity occurs and where more people walk. There is thus a comfortable 

but nevertheless close juxtaposition between sitting and moving uses, creating opportunity for 

proximity between types of people who may feel more or less comfortable engaging in the higher-

end commercial activity that spills onto the street.

Despite the emphasis on linearity, there are a few “moments” where the urban design 

effects a more centripetal gathering of space and people (see Fig. 6). As is often the case with 

street grids, the corners at Guadalupe and Lavaca act as nodes, where paths cross and choices 

open up. 86 The bisecting streets are too wide to create an especially strong sense of place, but on 

the northwest corner of Lavaca, the building opens up slightly to create a smaller space with more 

figural than linear characteristics. The statue of Willie Nelson, at the foot of a flight of steps, acts 

as a distinctive marker, gathering the space around it. Charles Moore writes in his essay “You 
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Figure 5   In section, we see the well-defined edges of the street, as well as the “roof”-evoking trees. In 

addition, the various strips of street devoted to different uses can be seen.



Have to Pay for the Public Life” that a monument is a collective “marking of place as a 

society” (111–12).87 Despite serving this formal gathering purpose, though, this statue of the 

Austin cultural icon feels inauthentic, as if it were an afterthought. Farther down the street to the 

east, the aforementioned stretch of the street surrounding Jo’s Coffee Shop is oft-photographed for 

a reason: It is the only significant concentration of outdoor dining terraces, with three in the span 

of half a linear block. The commercial activity here gathers space more effectively than other parts 

of the street. Jo’s, in particular, has placed tables and chairs both in the frontage zone and the 

curbside zone, extruding the perpendicular tangential relationship between coffee shop and street 

to create a strong sense of place.
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87 Moore, C. W. (1965). You Have to Pay for the Public Life. In You Have to Pay for the Public Life: Selected Essays of 
Charles W. Moore, ed. K. Keim. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 111–12.

Figure 6   The most centripetal areas of the street are located around Lavaca. The clearer presence of 

perpendicular axes defines the second dimension, creating space from line. Visitors feel this and gather in 

these locations.



The height of the buildings, consistent and substantial — but not excessive — between 

three and seven stories, makes for a comfortable height-to-width ratio of about 1-to-1. This is the 

most well-defined street in Austin, with a true sense of being an outdoor room within the walls of 

the fronting buildings (see Fig. 5). Trees, awnings, and banners provide a diffuse overhead 

presence that strengthens the sense of vertical enclosure; walking between the rows of trees on the 

north side, one feels safe and at ease beneath the arching branches. By Norberg-Schulz’ definition, 

this is an excellent environment in which to feel that one dwells, “at peace in a protected 

environment.”88 Balconies on the Moody Theatre, at the Violet Crown Cinema, and the AMLI 

Downtown condominiums establish vertical human interactivity — something none of the other 

spaces exhibits — in different forms: a sense of human residential presence as well as, especially 

on weekends, a buzzing urban arts scene. This variety of denotations is critical to expanding the 

street’s register of diverse human life.

City Hall, designed by Antoine Predock, deserves special mention (see Fig. 7). The north 

face defines the street well but disrupts the strict linearity of the building walls, introducing 

undulating, fractal surfaces and a distinctive “spike” that cantilevers out over the street at the 

center of the block face. To either side, the building angles away from the street such that two 

triangular spaces are created. Unfortunately, the intense horizontality of the architecture, and a 

triangle of planters in the east space, separating Austin Java’s patio from the movement zone, 

make these triangles less comfortable than they might be: They lack distinctive vertical elements 

that would gather the space around them. 89  The building also turns its civic presence away from 

the street, creating a plaza on the opposite side of the building. Despite the plaza’s proximity, a lack 

of clear connectivity between it and Second Street, particularly due to the parking garage 

entrances on Guadalupe and Lavaca. In addition, the lack of vertical enclosure for the plaza, 
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Figure 7   City Hall’s north face, onto Second Street. It is disruptive but still defines the street. The intense 

horizontality of the ground floor, however, makes the Austin Java (to the left) a less comfortable space. 

(Antoine Predock)

Figure 8   City Hall Plaza, on the building’s south side, is poorly defined, and the incessant traffic of Cesar 

Chavez Blvd. is highly intrusive, creating a space that is generally unpleasant to inhabit. See also the Silicon 

Labs building in the background. (Google Earth)



which is poorly defined by the odd massing of the building, mean that the plaza sees far less 

traffic and is mostly devoid of stationary users (see Fig. 8).90 This is a significant missed 

opportunity: The urban design and architecture have stripped the true democratic, civic space of 

its activity and placed emphasis on the commercial corridor, instead of ensuring that the two are 

clearly linked and mutually supportive.

 Character

The Willie Nelson statue (see Fig. 9) provides a good example of Second Street’s cosmopolitan 

interpretation of Austin’s genius loci. The statue, a small, life-sized bronze sculpture, sits slightly 

elevated above ground level, with a plaque to its back: It is a representation of the old Austin, a 

place of informal interaction, free-flowing music, down-to-earth spirit. But behind it rises a high-
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Figure 9   The Willie Nelson Statue feels out of place, tacked on. (Junk Boat Travels)



rise glass-and-steel condominium tower, with a solidly-massed podium base clad in a matte gray 

surface and cement fiber board. As indicated before, the monument seems barely an afterthought 

in this context, an attempt to relate the sheen and glamor of a new urban typology to the whisper 

of the past. Second Street exhibits neither the polish of Klyde Warren Park nor the sanitized 

nostalgia of Sundance Square Plaza, but it does not approach the welcoming character of 

Discovery Green.

This is not to say it is without character, or devoid of distinctions that express the city’s 

genius loci. The street’s architecture, critical to the street’s identity to a similar degree as Sundance, 

demonstrates an eclecticism that is characteristic of the city that would like to “Keep Austin 

Weird.” The spatial consistency of the six buildings allows them to articulate diverse stylistic 

agendas. The two Silicon Laboratories buildings, designed by Page and symmetrical across the 

southwest and southeast square blocks, have a contemporary aesthetic, with clean lines and glass 
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Figure 10   On the ground floor of the Silicon Laboratories building, the limestone masonry is simple and 

evocative, while the sidewalk paving and benches are fairly simple, as well. (Page)



on the upper stories (see Fig. 8). The prevalence of limestone, however, the most pronounced 

material, firmly roots them in the Central Texas geological tradition. On the ground floor, 

storefronts are nestled within shallow bays where the columns meet the ground (see Fig. 10), 

evoking the masonry construction typical of older Texas buildings exhibited by the historic J. P. 

Schneider Store building on the southwest corner of Guadalupe. The Schneider Store, now home 

to the upscale Lambert’s Barbecue and the only preserved historic building, serves as a reminder 

of the city’s humbler beginnings. City Hall, meanwhile, with its pervasive limestone and 

cascading, stratified layers, plays emphatically on the striking topography of the Hill Country and 

the limestone bluffs found along the creeks of west Austin. The building succeeds more in its 

character than it does in its spatial organization.

The northern square blocks comprise a more sophisticated array. The AMLI Downtown 

condominiums on the northeast block, designed by Black + Vernooy, evoke the brownstones of 

89

Figure 11   The W Hotel and Residences / Austin City Limits Live building is clearly contemporary but uses 

simple materials.



the American Northeast, especially in their red brick, with balconies and exposed metal detailing 

reminiscent of that region’s iconic fire escapes. The trellises and deep eaves are features distinct to 

the warm climate of Texas. The buildings on the two northwestern square blocks — the AMLI on 

2nd, designed by Page, and the W Hotel and Residences/ACL Live Moody Theater, designed by 

Andersson-Wise Architects — are the most contemporary, utilizing blocky massing and 

sophisticated, muted materials (see Fig. 11). At their ground levels, the buildings are 

predominately concrete, glass, and wood, smooth in contrast to the highly textured limestone of 

the southern buildings. These two block faces lack the warmth of the others, especially that of the 

AMLI Downtown, whose residential, familiar character contributes to that block face’s oft-

mentioned popularity. In sum, the architecture displays an great variety, making it a meeting 

ground for both local context and foreign influences and effectively representing, at least in spirit, 

the diversity and idiosyncrasy of Austin’s culture.

The streetscape design is not overly polished, with simple bricks and concrete pavers 

arranged in interlocking patterns (see Figs. 1, 10) (That most popular block face contains the most 

fine-grained brick texture.) Bench designs are simple — wood in metal frames — and not 

overthought. On the City Hall square block, limestone slabs serve as locally-influenced seating. 

There are eclectic details that manifest Austin’s quirks: potted cacti, an abstract metal sculpture at 

the west end, and artistic designs of mosaic colored glass or swirls of bolts in the pavement at 

various corners. And the trees, of a local cedar elm variety,91  are graceful but not ambitiously 

exotic; when the fairy lights wrapped around them twinkle on at night, though, they take on a 

more markedly elegant character that contributes to a feeling of exclusive affluence as at Klyde 

Warren. In sum, the character of Second Street is partially successful, with some eclectic and 

locally-representative design features and others that evoke a more generic cosmopolitan 

atmosphere.
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austin-urban-forest-0 [Accessed 5 Mar. 2017]
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 Diversity

While the physical urban design on Second Street is not as flashy as Klyde Warren Park’s, the 

primary contributor to that feeling of exclusivity is the retail, which, more than the other case 

studies, defines the street. On the whole, it is upscale, catering to young professionals living in 

nearby condominiums or to older, established businesspeople out for a night on the town. Lower-

income workers who service the W Hotel or Moody Theatre, for instance, find few places they can 

enjoy an affordable cup of coffee or a sandwich. Food trucks take up residence on weekdays, but 

they do so on the south side of the Silicon Laboratory buildings, away from the central Second 

Street corridor. Moving their location to the north face of these blocks, actually on Second Street, 

might better serve various demographics and generate more activity; several interviewees 

indicated that more food trucks would make the street more attractive to them. The several 

restaurants lining the street display a clear refinement alienating to the vast majority of Austinites. 

One cannot help but feel that Willie Nelson, overlooking the cushioned sofas on the terrace of 

Trace, the W Hotel’s ground-floor restaurant, might neither approve nor feel at home. Jo’s Coffee 

and Austin Java, the lower-end establishments, are still no holes-in-the-wall: A single breakfast 

taco at the former will cost you $3.75. Nevertheless, they, along with Toy Joy, are more 

representative of local Austin small businesses than Urban Outfitters, which also occupies a 

generous unit at the corner Guadalupe, or Taverna, a stylish Italian chain with locations at the 

Domain and in Houston’s wealthy areas, Dallas, Laguna Beach, California, and elsewhere.

Observational data confirms the lack of inclusivity (see Table 3): Young, white visitors 

represent the overwhelming majority, with visitors of all other races combined comprising less 

than 10% of visitors in the sample. These are striking findings when compared to 2015 census 

estimates, which indicate a Latino population comprising 34.0% of the Travis County population 

and an African-American population comprising 9%; in total, white residents make up only 50%. 
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According to a report published by UT–Austin’s Institute for Urban Policy and Research Analysis, 

between 2000 and 2010, Austin was “the only major city in the United States to experience a 

double-digit rate of general population growth coincident with African-American population 

decline.”92  There is a strong case to be made for the correlation between this decline and the 

insistence on executing economic development policy that, while bringing elegance and style and 

a good dose of bustling urban life to Austin, has made the city less diverse in its inability to 

accommodate the cultural customs and socioeconomic realities of Austin’s minority 

communities.

The space’s users are also not particularly diverse in age, with the aforementioned young 

population dominating. Very few children or older visitors are to be seen. Jo’s and Toy Joy are the 

two most family-friendly storefronts, and children could be seen climbing on the limestone 

benches as they might climb on boulders along the Barton Creek Greenbelt. But the street has an 

air of adult sophistication not particularly comfortable for children or young parents, especially 

those, such as Latino Austinites, whose cultural family traditions do not necessarily fit into the 

mold of this urbanism. Had City Hall Plaza more effectively been connected to the street, this 
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92 Tang, E. & Ren, C. (2014). Outlier: The Case of Austin’s Declining African-American
Population. UT–Austin Institute for Urban Policy Research &
Analysis. 118. [online] Available at: http://sites.utexas.edu/iupra/2015/06/26/outlier-the-case-of-austins-declining-
african-american-population/ [Accessed 5 Mar. 2017]

Second Street 

Sample

Count Proportion Confidence 

Interval (95%)

Travis County  

2015 Estimated 

Proportions

White 154 0.82 (76.5 , 87.5) 0.50

Black 6 0.03 (0.56 , 5.44) 0.09

Latino 19 0.10 (5.7 , 14.3) 0.34

Asian 8 0.04 (1.19 , 6.81) 0.07

TOTAL 187 1.0 0.99

Table 3   Aggregate data for the Second Street sample show a distorted proportion of white users and 

diminished proportions of black and Latino visitors, confirmed with a 95% confidence interval. (Colombo, U.S. 

Census Bureau)
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might have filled a role as a more comfortable space for a diverse population and more family-

friendly activities. For older Austinites, the clothing stores may appeal, if the prices fit the budget; 

but especially for longtime Austin residents who have seen the city undergo vast transformation, 

the limestone and coffee-shop allusions may not diffuse sore feelings over the perceived loss of the 

old Austin. In fact, these aforementioned particulars may strike even harder in their attempt to 

compartmentalize or commodify “authentic” Austin culture.

One encounter with one visitor to Second Street was a good indication of what might be 

done to improve diversity. A Mexican-Greek-American woman I interviewed was sitting at the 

sidewalk tables at Jo’s on a Saturday afternoon with her mother and daughter: a three-

generational girls’ outing. The women were enjoying some cups off coffee, chatting and relaxing. 

The woman’s questionnaire and interview indicated that the three visit Second Street a few times a 

month — fairly regularly — to do just that. Furthermore, they drive from South Austin, a 

significant trek. It was encouraging to hear this family’s story, to see that the street is in many 

ways attractive to those we might consider to feel excluded. Indeed, she said that they enjoy the 

environment and the people-watching, as well as the cafe food. But the woman also indicated that 

Jo’s is one of the only places they are able to visit on Second Street because of its affordability, and 

that more affordable food would be something that would make the street more attractive. If a 

more concerted effort were made to ensure a more even balance of price points along the street, 

more visitors like this woman and her family might be attracted. Commercial rents would need to 

be subsidized, but economic diversity will likely not be possible without such a model. It is a 

choice that Austin as a city must make if it hopes to preserve its welcoming image. Whether there 

is sufficient political will is yet to be seen.
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 Genius Varii Loci

Of our case studies, Second Street most evidently embodies the conflict between economic 

development and social equity as it plays out in the creation of public space. As we have seen in 

our investigations of the social and phenomenological forces at work here, the street has a 

number of facets that successfully manifest the unique qualities of Austin’s geography, history, 

culture. Well-executed details also provide gathering places on a micro-scale, but this is clearly not 

enough. We see in Second Street a representation of a particular perspective on Austin’s future: 

one that pays homage to the city’s past, and attempts to maintain components of its cultural spirit, 

but also betrays aspirations to big-city urbanism. Beautiful streets are wonderful — but at what 

cost to the cultural life of the city, a life engendered by its racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 

diversity? This debate is consuming Austin, and this case study presents evidence of the effects a 

certain perspective may have on the whole of the city. Stylized architectural statements will not be 

enough. Hopefully, future public spaces in Austin will emphasize less a “branding” of the city’s 

“weirdness,” or an outward display of Jane Jacobs’ “sidewalk ballet”93 than a true embrace, in 

design and economic-development terms, of the spirit of Jane Jacobs’ call for diversity that 

supports that intricate dance.
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Chapter 4

The Green
Discovery Green, Houston
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Figure 1   Discovery Green transformed swaths of parking lots into a lively urban commons, anchoring 

significant new economic development in the eastern area of Downtown Houston. (The Cultural Landscape 

Foundation, Greater Houston Convention and Visitors Bureau)
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Figure 2   Plan of Discovery Green (Discovery Green Conservancy)



Image

The name “Discovery Green” is remarkably accurate in describing this new public space in 

Downton Houston, designed by Hargreaves Associates, with architecture by Page, and completed 

in 2008. There is a distinct feeling at the Green, while moving through its sequence of 

promenades, paths, gardens, and lawns, of perpetual discovery — not only of new spaces and 

activities, but of diverse and interesting people. As the best public spaces do, it acts as a stage for 

continuous civic self-discovery, an unfolding realization of the Houstonian identity in all of its 

facets. This role is also part of what makes it a true green, a typology taken from rural Britain and 

New England to which the name carefully alludes. “The major design characteristic of the New 

England green,” Paul Zucker writes in his book Town and Square, “is its openness.”94 

Furthermore, “lightness ... sunniness and space, human scale, natural beauty combined with a 

garden quality, formality combined with informality ... make it one of the loveliest of all American 

ideas”95 These characteristics all describe Discovery Green, which achieves a fine balance between 

natural and urban, an aspect that many interviewed visitors commented on, with contrast 

between expansive lawns, secluded gardens, and concentrated activity in smaller spaces framed 

by trees, buildings, and landscape contours.

Everything at Discovery Green feels tactile and tangible but not suffocating, distinct from 

both the effervescence of Klyde Warren Park and the heaviness of Sundance Square Plaza. Varied 

textures and plants contribute to a strong feeling of personal interaction with the landscape, 

drawing one into a fuller sensory experience of life. The Green makes present the varied ecology 

and topography of southeast Texas through representational landscape design and local materials, 

especially in the interaction of land and water that is fundamental to this coastal city’s identity. 

The architecture is neither ultra-contemporary nor nostalgic, but feels timeless and robust, a 
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95 Ibid., p. 244



buttress against the physical and stylistic barrages of the passing years. There is nothing showy or 

judgmental about the Green, and this reflects in its users, who are by far the most diverse of our 

case studies. The only “statement” the Green could be said to make is that there is no statement to 

make, that it has no agenda but to truly serve as a commons into which the energy and culture of 

Houston’s people can be injected. Coupled with its newness, however, this means that it yet lacks a 

full sense of its character and cultural identity, which must grow over time.

City

Houston’s location has tied it more strongly than Texas’ other cities to the Deep South and the 

Gulf coastal regions. At the intersection of Central, East, and coastal Texas, and having 

supplanted Galveston as the primary port city of Texas, it is the hub of economic activity from 

Matagorda Bay to the mid-coast of Louisiana and deep into the piney woods of East Texas and 

western Louisiana.96 As a national center for the oil industry, it wields the economic power of this 

coveted resource, which has fueled the city’s massive urban growth over the last century and 

bound it to oil production throughout the Gulf, Texas, and the U.S. It also feels the scarring effects 

of oil in the transformation of the southeast Texas coastal plain by fields of refineries.97

The city has long played host to a milieu of cultural influences: white and black Protestant 

settlers from the Lower South, Latino Catholics from down the coast, and European and Asian 

immigrants arriving from overseas.98 99 Today, it is home to the largest Vietnamese community 
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99 Binkovitz, L. (Sept. 2016). Asian Population is Houston’s Fastest-Growing Group. [online] The Kinder Institute for 
Urban Research, 20 Sept. 2016. [online] Available at: https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2016/09/20/houstons-asian-
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https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2016/09/20/houstons-asian-population-fastest-growing/%23.WLUs4BIrK1t
https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2016/09/20/houstons-asian-population-fastest-growing/%23.WLUs4BIrK1t
https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2016/09/20/houstons-asian-population-fastest-growing/%23.WLUs4BIrK1t
https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2016/09/20/houstons-asian-population-fastest-growing/%23.WLUs4BIrK1t


outside of Southern California.100 Historically, it experienced significantly less influence from 

Northern, industrial influxes than Texas’ northern cities,101 and its climate is warmer and more 

humid. These give it a distinctly Southern patchwork culture and feel that more closely mirrors 

New Orleans than Chicago, as Dallas does. This has played itself out in the less-stringent zoning, 

the result of which is a fine-grained juxtaposition of commercial, residential, and institutional 

uses in its inner neighborhoods.102 103 This is captured at Discovery Green in the intense mixture 

of activities within a rectilinear structure of “cells.” Socially, the historical agricultural hierarchy of 

landowners vs. land-workers has transformed into an intellectual one, with skilled energy, 

medical, aerospace, financial, and academic professionals now occupying the top rungs of the 

ladder (Meinig 96–97, Greater Houston Partnership). As the iconic public space of Houston, 

Discovery Green serves as a gathering place for the rooted and diverse cultures of southeast Texas 

and the South, a place of reconciliation for the racial discrimination that has plagued these 

regions’ history, and a place of integration for the diverse people arriving to find opportunity in 

growing industries.

The placement of the Green within the city distinctly bends it towards the minority 

communities of East Houston (see Fig. 3). On the eastern edge of downtown, it not only avoids 

the literal and metaphorical shadows of Houston’s skyscrapers to the west but makes a clear 

attempt to appeal to the primarily black and Latino populations who inhabit neighborhoods like 

the Greater Third Ward and the East End. It simultaneously eschews proximity to the affluent, 
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100 Zong, J., & Batalova, J. (2016). Vietnamese Immigrants in the United States. Migration Policy Institute. [online] 
Available at: http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/vietnamese-immigrants-united-states [Accessed 8 May 2017]
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http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/vietnamese-immigrants-united-states
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/vietnamese-immigrants-united-states
https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2015/09/08/forget-what-youve-heard-houston-really-does-have-zoning-sort-of/#.WLUtABIrK1s
https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2015/09/08/forget-what-youve-heard-houston-really-does-have-zoning-sort-of/#.WLUtABIrK1s
https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2015/09/08/forget-what-youve-heard-houston-really-does-have-zoning-sort-of/#.WLUtABIrK1s
https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2015/09/08/forget-what-youve-heard-houston-really-does-have-zoning-sort-of/#.WLUtABIrK1s
http://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Weirdest-images-from-Houston-s-lack-of-zoning-laws-9171688.php#photo-10795063
http://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Weirdest-images-from-Houston-s-lack-of-zoning-laws-9171688.php#photo-10795063
http://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Weirdest-images-from-Houston-s-lack-of-zoning-laws-9171688.php#photo-10795063
http://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Weirdest-images-from-Houston-s-lack-of-zoning-laws-9171688.php#photo-10795063


predominately white neighborhoods of the west side. 104 The Metro’s Red Line already serves 

Latino communities to the north, while the recent expansion into the east side provides 

substantially easier access to the Green, which is a block away from the first stop in downtown 

coming from the east. New residential development around the Green is also bringing more 

affluent, young-professional downtown residents to the park and increasing the daily use that 

makes it active (and thus attractive)105 throughout the week.

On the other hand, the Green’s curved-trapezoidal shape makes it appear to “face” 

northwest, towards the heart of downtown, thus gathering the west, as well (see Fig. 4). The 

rectilinear street network extends into the park, which captures the movement energy of the grid 

and makes crossing through it an easy continuation of urban walking. It is set amongst three large 

venues: the Toyota Center, which hosts Houston Rockets games, concerts, and other events; 

Minute Maid Park, home of the Houston Astros; and the gargantuan George R. Brown 

Convention Center, whose facade evokes a cruise ship (see Fig. 5). These venues provide a near-
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104 The recently-built Buffalo Bayou, extending west from downtown, serves more of this affluent population.

105 Jacobs, J., Death and Life, 152ff.

Figure 3   The Green is placed on the east side of downtown, closer to the minority communities of east and 

south Houston, serviced by the new Green and Purple Metro lines. (Cooper Center)



continuous slew of events that brings activity and visitors from around the city, state, and country. 

They also serve as a theatrical backdrop to the stage of the Green, where the life of the city can 

play out in the many events that it itself hosts. In contrast, from the other side of the adjacent 

freeway, the mass of the elevated freeway and the Convention Center behind it form a fortress 

wall that, coupled with the automobile-focused underpass connections, cuts the near-east side off 

from downtown and the Green. The Compass Stadium, opened in 2012 and home to the Houston 

Dynamo soccer team, and a wave of new development in so-called “EaDo” hail the advent of 

better connectivity but also exemplify the gentrification beginning to strike the minority 

neighborhoods served by the Green.106
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106 Binkovitz, L. (May 2016). Third Ward Looks to Shift the Gentrification Conversation. The Kinder Institute for 
Urban Research, 25 May 2016. [online] Available at: https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2016/05/25/third-ward-looks-
to-shift-the-gentrification-conversation/#.WLUwixIrK1s [Accessed 28 Feb. 2017].

Figure 4   The Green is set against the backdrop of the convention center, surrounded by several other large 

venues, and appears to “face” into the center of downtown.
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Space

Southeast Texas, of which we may call Houston the capital, is characterized by its low coastal 

plains — filled with prairies, bayous, and marshes — and by its integral relationship with the Gulf 

of Mexico, whose undulating coastline creates numerous interdigitated fingers of land and sea. 

Upon this flat and amphibious landscape, the metropolis of Houston has grown, and despite the 

rampant suburbanization and automobile-oriented development that have manifested Houston’s 

20th- and 21st-century growth, the urbanized area of the region is still relatively small in 
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Figure 5   The convention center, to the right, includes clear cruise-ship motifs. In this photo, we also see 

Kinder Lake (to the north), the hub of activity (to the northwest), and the Grove and gardens (to the south), as 

well as the clear path network of the Green along with the various “cells” of program. (Page)



comparison to the landscape. The sea is becoming an increasing threat as climate change effects 

sea level rise and stronger storms.107

In its spatial structure, Discovery Green miniaturizes the city’s geographic context (see 

Fig. 5), gathering the topography of the region and offering a vision for a more sensitive pattern of 

urban growth. To the southeast, the “cruise ship” Convention Center represents Galveston Island, 

which lies to the southeast of Houston, with its long, slender shape, northeast-to-southwest 

orientation, and nature as a tourist beach hub. (Cruise ships indeed embark from the Galveston 

Channel port.) To the northeast, the Kinder Lake re-present Galveston and Trinity bays and 

Buffalo Bayou, which form the primary arm of the Gulf cutting towards Houston from the 

northeast, with a naturalistic walking path following the Lake’s northern edge.

To the northwest, the densest cluster of buildings and activity — including the playground 

and kid-friendly Gateway Fountain, the Lake House, restrooms, central promenade, and the most 

characteristically urban space, the small plaza created between the two buildings — depict the 

urban center of the region. Finally, the upscale Grove restaurant complex and the formal gardens 

to the southwest symbolize the moneyed neighborhoods, suburbs, and Rice University campus of 

southwest Houston. The two major promenades, intersecting at right angles in the northwest of 

the Green, follow the paths of the two primary axes of economic and human movement 

— parallel to the coastline, between the South and Mexico; and perpendicular to it, between the 

Gulf and inland Texas — at the intersection of which Houston arose. In sum, we see the density of 

the “urban” node (see Fig. 6) allowing the remainder, rooted in the landscape, to breathe: a 

poignant suggestion that more prudent development can yield both more interesting urban life 

and better-preserved natural ecology.108  The gathering in spatial structure creates a clear sense, if 

unnameable to the casual inhabiter of the space, of dwelling in a place truly of its context.
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These dominant spatial gestures create balance and contrast among sections of the Green 

(see Fig. 7). At 12 acres, it is the largest of the four case studies but still much smaller than 

Houston’s 445-acre Herman Park.109 This medium size makes it neither too distant from the 

surrounding urban buildings nor too overshadowed by them. The Green combines elements of 

each typology, with classical hierarchy, a cosmic grid, and romantic landscape features, 

particularly around the lake. The most active spaces to the northwest flow naturally from the 

activity of central downtown, to which they are adjacent. There is therefore ample space for wide 

lawns and gardens that lend the Green spaciousness. Individuals may then “claim” sections for 

themselves or their demographic without feeling encroached upon. The mostly rectilinear path 

network, lined with now-robust trees, provides wide, clear circulation routes and “holds” 
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Figure 6  The most active area of the park is the northwest corner, where buildings and paths intersect to 

create a figural space. Ample space is allowed around paths for sitting and watching various activities or 

people passing.
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individual program cells in place. This yields recognizable outdoor rooms, some more distinctly 

bounded than others, that feel simultaneously “roomier” and “enclosed,” as one visitor remarked. 

The Great Lawn is the largest of these rooms; its placement at the center of the Green gives it a 

gravity and clear hierarchical dominance (see Fig. 8). From here, smaller spaces break off from all 

sides in a fractal-like pattern that creates legibility and comfort. Seating around the edges of these 

spaces, backed by protective trees, buildings, or topography changes, provides opportunities to 

see and be seen, to observe the main action in comfort from the sidelines, neither too near nor 

too far. The formal gardens to the southeast are more secluded, offering the possibility of more 

intimate interaction, while the central promenade is highly visible, a place to be in the heart of the 

action.

108

Figure 7  The Green’s spatial structure balances a cluster of high-activity programs at the northwest corner 

of the park, leaving room for wider or more secluded spaces in the rest of the park. There is also a clear 

hierarchy of paths, anchored by the central White and Brown promenades.



Character

More than any of our other case studies, and because of its more substantial size, the character of 

Discovery Green is driven by its landscape design, which, like its spatial structure, gathers the 

ecologies and topographies of southeast Texas. There is a distinct openness imparted by the wide 

lawns, which serve as the prarie-grass motif. But unlike the Great Plains, stretching far into the 

north, the coastal plains are marked by clusters of forest. So the Green includes scattered groves, 

most notably the long Brown Promenade, over which the branches of mature live oaks arch like 

cathedral vaults (see Fig. 9). A grove of loblolly pines is representative of East Texas, while 

Mexican sycamores, native to central Mexico, shade the central promenade and represent the 

Mexican heritage present in the city. Kinder Lake evokes the wetlands of coastal Texas, with beds 

of reeds connecting the lawns to the Lake and boardwalks jutting into it, gathering the transition 
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Figure 8  In section, we see the wide space of the Great Lawn fronted by the two restaurant buildings, which 

are balanced to indicate that their worth is equal.



between land and sea. Shaded by overhanging Montezuma cypress trees,110  the Lake has a distinct 

amphibious character (see Fig. 10). The variety of textures — including granite pavers of varied 

colors, dark and light brown concrete squares, wooden boardwalks, and gravel — are all earthen 

and tactile and eschew over-designed surfaces in favor of simplicity.

The architecture of Discovery Green plays the least prominent role of our case studies 

(due in part to the Green’s size) but the conscious choice to use architecture to support and 

complement landscape, and not the other way around, merits discussion. The materials, like the 

surface textures, are local and highly tactile: brick, an exposed matte (not polished) steel frame, 

wood slatting, and glass thoughtfully placed on the northern faces, away from the south sun (see 
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110 Discovery Green Conservancy (2017). Trees at Discovery Green. [online] Available at: http://
www.discoverygreen.com/trees-at-discovery-green [Accessed 28 Feb. 2017].

Figure 9  The grand Brown Promenade affords a beautiful walking path as well as ample space to sit 

comfortably back from the walking path. (Hargreaves Associates)
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Fig. 11). Angled metal roofs oriented to the sun capture solar energy and provide shade in 

optimal places, primarily for the southern terraces of the Lake House and Alkek Building. Small 

information kiosks throughout the park continue the material motifs.

Especially when juxtaposed with the lake, the architecture has a down-to-earth, 

“boathouse” aesthetic (see Fig. 10) that speaks neither of glossy, expensive urban culture nor of 

times gone by, but of a simpler life in the present. Uniform architectural character between both 

the high-end Grove restaurant and the inexpensive Lake House cafe make a clear statement about 

the dignity of each individual that visits the Green, regardless of income. The fractal mosaic motif 

of the spatial structure is also carried over into the glass panelling of the architecture as well as the 
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Figure 10  Kinder Lake features its own distinct ecology, complete with amphibious reeds and Montezuma 

cypress trees. The architecture takes on a simple “boathouse” aesthetic when juxtaposed with this 

landscape. This is just one of the many micro-ecologies embedded within the Green. (Hargreaves Associates)



colorful “art boxes,” called Synchronicity of Color, that cap the stairwells into the underground 

parking garage. This subtle, unique identifier across multiple scales creates harmony and distinct 

character. The “cruise ship” Convention Center is an ever-present reminder of the ocean nearby, 

and it is integral to the park’s playful character.

The outdoor furniture at the Green is less overtly elegant than that at Klyde Warren Park, 

eschewing colorful Parisian cafe tables and chairs in favor of simpler, durable black metal tables 

and chairs (see Fig. 11). Benches are neither the plain wood of Sundance Square Plaza nor the 

cubic Klyde Warren style, but are organically-curving smooth wood held by steel frames, seeming 

to sprout from the ground. Nighttime lighting is provided not by sparkling fairy lights wrapped 

around trees nor by glaring floodlights, but by simple metal lanterns, at a comfortably low height 

112

Figure 11  This image captures the relative simplicity of the architecture, textures, and design elements such 

as tables and chairs. Nothing feels exceptionally glamorous, and as a result, it feels more welcoming. 

(Hargreaves Associates)



(approximately 10 feet). These line the pathways and provide a rhythm that complements the 

trees’. The playground equipment is contemporary but continues the theme of simple materials: 

matte steel and plastic, subdued accents in the blue poles, and a rubber floor. A rotating set of art 

exhibits and a number of multicultural permanent installations punctuate the Green, anchoring 

various sections. Overall, Discovery Green’s character is best described as tactile, simple and 

unobtrusive. Of all our case studies, it is the least prescriptive about the “aesthetic requirements” 

of its users, and as a result, its character is most universally welcoming.

Diversity

The inhabitants of Discovery Green are by far the most diverse of our case studies, presenting a 

true cross-section of Houston’s races and ethnicities (see Table 4). According to 2015 census data 

for Harris County, Latinos represent approximately 42% of citizens; whites, 31%; blacks, 20%; and 

Asians, 7%. Observational data indicate that the largest demographic present is Latino, followed 

closely by white, with blacks and Asians representing a lower but not insubstantial proportion, 

meaning that Discovery Green’s users comprise a nearly representative sample of metro Houston’s 

racial demographics, a far cry from the predominantly white inhabitants of our other three case 

studies. Socioeconomically, Discovery Green’s users appear to be more diverse, as well. A Latino 
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Discovery Green 

Sample

Count Proportion Confidence 

Interval (95%)

Harris County  

2015 Estimated 

Proportions

White 174 0.34 (29.9 , 38.1) 0.31

Black 57 0.11 (8.29 , 13.71) 0.20

Latino 222 0.44 (39.7 , 48.3) 0.42

Asian 56 0.11 (8.29 , 13.71) 0.07

TOTAL 187 1.0 0.99

Table 4   Aggregate data for the Discovery Green sample show a relatively undistorted proportion of all 

demographics, confirmed with a 95% confidence interval. (Colombo, U.S. Census Bureau)



man, wearing a wide-brimmed hat, riding a bicycle pulling a trailer with a child and a Latino-

music-blasting boombox seemed a perfect example of the comfort that diverse users feel at the 

Green. The presence of unpolished ice cream and snow cone trucks that would rarely be seen at 

the other, more upscale spaces do the same. An interview with one of the ice cream men, a Latino, 

said that the presence of “good people, family people” and a better sense of security at the Green 

had kept him doing business here for over a year. Many visitors interviewed or surveyed 

commented on the diversity at the Green, listing it in and of itself as a factor that draws them 

there. Parents commented on a feeling of safety and family-friendliness, and visitors from suburbs 

appreciated the level of activity and multiculturalism at the Green that they said was not as 

apparent at their local parks.

Various areas and programs certainly draw different types of users. The playground, 

Gateway Fountain, the hill at the northeast corner, and the Kinder Lake (especially when 

kayaking is available in the summer) are particularly popular with children. Concentrated 

towards the north side of the park, these create a distinct “children’s zone.” The presence of the 

playground and fountain, in particular, make the northwest corner of the park a hive of activity, 

and the concentration of the restrooms and cafe here brings all types of people in and around the 

building. In the middle, the Great Lawn and Picnic Lawn are expansive, mediating zones, popular 

with families picnicking, kids running around, groups throwing balls or frisbees, and other such 

activity. There is sufficient space for many people to establish their own private perimeter within 

the larger collage of blankets and ball games. The central promenade is the primary movement 

space in the Green, attracting larger families to the tables. The Brown Promenade sees the slowest 

walking speeds as the vaulting trees invite people to take their time.111 Couples and solo visitors 

enjoy sitting on the benches, which are given space by the width of the promenade.
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The southern area of the park contrasts with the northern area in its relative lack of child-

friendly activities, making it more serene. The Grove restaurant attracts a wealthier, more white 

clientele who enjoy sitting on the terrace. Surrounded by trees and elevated, the two-story 

building has a tree-house aesthetic that fits well into the surrounding park and does not flaunt its 

affluence, as Savor does at Klyde Warren Park. Weddings taking place on the upper level’s outdoor 

deck are secluded enough but observable from afar by those on the ground, who may not be able 

to afford such a venue. The Patio Deck across the Brown Promenade nicely mirrors the Grove’s 

terrace: another statement of equal welcome regardless of socioeconomic status. The formal 

gardens in the southeast often are the stage for wedding, prom, graduation, or other photos, for 

more intimate conversations, or for solo visitors seeking peace.

Interestingly, all areas of the Green attract players of the mobile-phone game phenomenon 

Pokémon Go, in which players explore real places to find virtual creatures. A February visit after 

an update to the game that released more new Pokémon saw an above-average concentration of 

Pokémon Go players. Throughout the Green, the amount of space allows transients to feel 

comfortable taking up residence at more secluded benches, and also diffuses discomfort that 

other visitors may feel. There is not as intense a juxtaposition of uses in as close a proximity as at 

Klyde Warren Park, but the variety and amount of space is such that various demographics can 

claim their turf without feeling overrun by each other. The pathways that connect the spaces are 

the primary meeting places for different groups.

Survey data show a few trends and show demographics that are not well-represented. 

First, the data show that visitors from out of town are mostly white and Asian, while conversely, 

the majority of Latino and black visitors come at least a few times a year and are local. This 

suggests that the park serves more minority visitors on a regular basis than white and Asian 

visitors, a positive finding for a public space that aspires to be a community center for all 

Houstonians. Second, the data show that most older visitors are white, suggesting that the Green 

 115



provides fewer attractions for minority older visitors not tied to younger families. These older 

minority demographics may feel stronger ties to native cultural traditions that are not represented 

at the Green. Discovery Green’s users do not appear to engage in activities such as those at New 

York’s Columbus Park, in the heart of Chinatown, where older men play chess and read 

newspapers, for instance. The data also show a concentration of younger Latino users, with few 

respondents above the age of 35, suggesting the Green is particularly attractive to young Latinos 

and young Latino parents but not to the older demographic.

Genius Varii Loci

As we have seen in our exploration of its various “gathering” roles, Discovery Green is the most 

successful both at embodying the genius loci of Houston through its representative landscapes and 

spatial design and in representing the genius varii loci with a widely diverse user population. 

Aesthetic simplicity, earthen and tactile materials and design details, and a breadth of activities 

and spaces linked by a clear network of paths all contribute to a sense of comfort for a broad 

range of citizens from near and far. The Green plays both the role of village backyard and civic 

icon and sets the stage for the self-realization of contemporary and future Houston without 

imposing any one cultural view on the city’s people. Diverse and well-run programming also 

keeps new visitors arriving and introduces new cultural perspectives for those stumbling upon 

them. Of course, some demographics are clearly left out, but we must ask whether, like 

journalism, a public space can truly be unbiased. There surely will always be some particular 

perspective embedded in any urban design. If Discovery Green shows us anything, however, it is 

that more careful urban design and concerted efforts to create a welcoming, comfortable public 

space can diminish the gravity of individual perspectives and encourage the blossoming of one 

representative civic identity.
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Chapter 5

Lessons on Diversity
In Texas Public Spaces

If it works, it doesn’t matter what it looks like.

— Ray Eames



From park to street, square to green, we have examined in detail the success of four landmark 

public spaces in Texas’ major cities. But none of these spaces or cities exist in isolation: All are 

part of the story of Texas’ emerging public life and are spun from the cloth of the state’s history 

and intersecting cultures. This chapter will synthesize analysis of Klyde Warren Park, Sundance 

Square Plaza, Discovery Green, and Second Street and derive a set of principles for the creation 

and adaptation of flexible, sensitive public spaces in Texas. It will avoid simply regurgitating the 

findings of the many writers who have identified their own criteria. The public spaces were 

chosen because of their clear success in attracting many people, and many of these urbanists’ 

principles can be seen at work: the relative density of program, good definition of space, and mix 

of seating types, to name a few.112 113114 115 But when analysis strongly corroborates or conflicts 

with their principles, this will be of particular note. Vague descriptors such as appear in other 

research — “accessibility,” “specificity,” “adaptability,” etc.116 — will also be avoided in favor of 

specific qualities, in design language. Some of the spaces are more successful in some regards and 

less so in others, and it should be reiterated that, as demographic diversity is a key component of 

this study, additional and alternative principles are necessary.

Preliminary Observations: Diversity and Typology

These case studies are of significantly varied size, character, and context. Here, already, we have an 

indication of the diversity found within the state. The new wave of public spaces do not follow the 
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order of Texas’ historical courthouse square typology, nor that of the urban square occupying a 

single block in the city. No space — not even the grounds of the State Capitol — can claim to be 

the gathering space of Texas. (Neither can the National Mall in Washington, D.C., claim to fully 

represent and gather the vast diversity of life in the United States.) So this should not be the goal 

going forward, but instead to cultivate a range of public spaces within Texas’ cities that serve 

various intersecting and overlapping populations and cultures. These case studies, however, as the 

groundbreaking contemporary public spaces of their cities, have a particular opportunity to set an 

example for future public spaces by serving an even wider range of users, and it is against this 

higher standard that they are judged. Each typology has certain identifiable strengths and 

weaknesses that future instances should learn from. Although certain differentiating 

characteristics of typology could be used to “excuse” lack of diversity at some spaces, this analysis 

considers typology a choice, not an inevitability.

Among the four, Discovery Green is by far the most successful at attracting diverse 

visitors (see Tables 5 and 6, Charts 1 and 2). While Houston’s Harris County has a more racially 

and ethnically diverse population than Austin’s Travis or Fort Worth’s Tarrant counties, compared 

to Klyde Warren Park, in a similarly diverse Dallas County, Discovery Green still has a 

significantly wider range of regular visitors. In addition, despite Austin and Fort Worth’s less 

diverse populations, neither Second Street nor Sundance Square Plaza approach the 
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Sample 

Proportions

Klyde Warren Sundance Second Street Discovery

White 0.50 0.84 0.82 0.34

Black 0.19 0.03 0.03 0.11

Latino 0.19 0.08 0.10 0.44

Asian 0.12 0.04 0.04 0.11

TOTAL 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0

Table 5   Aggregate proportion data for all four samples. (Colombo)
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2015 Census 

Estimates

Klyde Warren Sundance Second Street Discovery

White 0.31 0.49 0.50 0.31

Black 0.21 0.16 0.09 0.20

Latino 0.40 0.28 0.34 0.42

Asian 0.06 0.05 0.07 0.07

TOTAL 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0

Table 6  Aggregate census estimate data for all four counties. (U.S. Census Bureau)

Charts 1 and 2  Charts representing the above tables show how much more successfully Discovery Green 

attracts a representatively racial/ethnic swath of visitors. Each of the other spaces significantly under-

represents minorities. (Colombo, U.S. Census Bureau)
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representative ethnic diversity that Discovery Green shows. At Second Street and Sundance 

Square Plaza, in counties with whites comprising approximately 50% of the population, whites 

made up closer to 90% of the visitor population, with Sundance Square Plaza attracting more 

diverse ages and family types. This is a significant distortion of the census data.

In the more compact spaces — Second Street and Sundance Square Plaza — the quality of 

the space is more clearly shaped by the architecture fronting it. In these two, buildings serve 

primarily as figure for the ground of the space.117  Confusion arises when architecture takes on the 

quality of an object too much or attempts to make too many statements at once, as with Sundance 

Square Plaza’s pastiche of historical styles. In contrast, at Discovery Green and Klyde Warren 

Park, which are larger, architecture takes a back seat, with landscape serving as the primary 

mechanism by which the overall space is defined. The buildings outside those parks are less 

harmonious, but they do not necessarily need to be. Trees form a perimeter around each of these 

two parks and clearly distinguish in from out. While Sundance Square Plaza and Second Street 

are felt as single, continuous outdoor rooms, Discovery Green and Klyde Warren Park are broken 

up into sequences of rooms with varied size and character. Second and Sundance are also more 

permeable, with less distinct transitions between them and the surrounding city fabric. They arise 

out of that fabric instead of standing apart from it.

The influence of the Anglo-American grid on each space is unmistakable. Each adapts it 

to various degrees: Second and Sundance are more beholden to its rectilinearity, while Discovery 

Green and Klyde Warren Park take liberties with it, introducing curved paths and, in the case of 

Discovery Green, an overall curving shape that is a clear and effective disruption, denying the full 

primacy of the Anglo-American hegemony. At Discovery Green, programmatic elements 

intended more for the use of children (the playground, water fountain, and lake) are allowed a 

flowing, stylized-naturalistic form. Even in the larger spaces — Discovery Green and Klyde 
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Warren — there is an interest in creating street-like promenades to structure the space and 

demarcate “cells” of program. Klyde Warren, beholden to its linear freeway-dimensioned shape, 

has less flexibility in this than Discovery Green, but in both, there is an apparent central lawn 

surrounded by smaller spaces.

Principles

Use location to actively invite underserved populations

The location of future public spaces should be carefully chosen to ensure that certain populations 

are not disproportionately excluded by more difficult access. As minority and lower-income 

citizens often rely more on public transportation, proximity to bus and rail lines is critical. It is 

not enough for the space to simply be served by transit: Its placement needs to acknowledge that 

the space is for generally underserved communities. Simply stating that “downtown is for 

everyone” does not do the trick. Discovery Green’s location is on the eastern edge of Houston’s 

downtown; minority communities are concentrated on the east side of Houston. Klyde Warren 

Park is located on the edge of Dallas’ downtown, but instead bridges the culturally elite Arts 

District and the chic Uptown neighborhood. Its placement on the north shows its deference to 

the wealthy white communities of North Dallas, and this is apparent in its less diverse visitor 

population. Dallas’ Downtown Parks Plan calls for new parks throughout downtown,118  several 

towards the lower-income and minority neighborhoods to the south and east, and the high 

pedestrian volume of Uptown and the visitors drawn to the Arts District both contribute to the 

active success of Klyde Warren. But the creation of the first landmark public space in that location 

sends a message about the priorities of the city.
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Make the spatial structure clear

People need to feel comfortable in a public space if they are to be attracted to it, use it, stay in it, 

and return to it. This starts with the overall division of space, which must be clear enough for 

visitors to identify where various activities might take place: where movement, sitting, standing, 

playing, etc., can occur. A clear spatial structure allows individuals to develop understandable 

relationships to the space. They can be on a path and understand that they are moving through the 

grove of trees, looking out onto the lawn, while people on benches or tables know they are 

alongside the movement corridor. This is especially important when hoping to attract different 

types of people who may inherently be wary of people different from them. The space needs to 

present a legible story, of different component parts interacting in a harmonious way, onto which 

visitors can project themselves. In larger spaces, this can be done texturally, as well as formally, 

with the arrangement of buildings in the landscape; in smaller ones, with less landscape and 

textural possibility, careful placement of program — with not too much — must guide the users 

within the space.

Discovery Green and Klyde Warren Park are particularly effective at this, with a clear 

network of texturally distinguished paths that allow ease of circulation and direct visitors from 

entrances to important nodes within them. Even Second Street, which has considerably less space 

with which to work, creates clear divisions within its section, with automobile and pedestrian 

movement zones, street furniture zones, and outdoor dining zones. Sundance Square Plaza is the 

least successful, with a muddled overlap of program and a lack of clear circulation paths. The 

result is that fewer places feel comfortably contained within a legible system or cell. Discovery 

Green and Klyde Warren Park use textural differentiation to denote circulation and program: 

paths are usually stone or wood, while program cells include plants, grass, rubber, gravel, or water 

features. As Sundance Square Plaza is a plaza, it instead adopts that typology’s traditional 

hardscape, with red brick covering most of the surface, punctuated by lines of concrete. These two 
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textures are not employed as effectively as they could be, with the concrete arranged in an 

rectilinear system more akin to the cubic column-and-beam skeleton of a building than its 

finished hallway and staircase system. These confound the sense of order instead of augmenting 

it, suggesting delineations of space that feel forced. The placement of seating spaces generally 

follows this structure, leaving little room for circulation and creating bottlenecks in certain places. 

Consider a traditional Spanish plaza or Italian piazza: With one or two surface materials and 

often limited seating in their centers, they allow use of space to develop organically depending on 

the people inhabiting it, and there is ample room for circulation. At Second Street, a similarly 

confined space, ground texture is uniform and two strips of program define either side of the 

central movement corridor on each sidewalk.

Give balance to the spatial structure

Spatial structure should not, however, be excessively rigid. Instead of strict order, which projects a 

controlling system onto the space that may appear unwelcoming to those who do not perceive 

themselves to be a part of the “dominant” culture, asymmetry emphasizes the value of difference 

and the capacity for people with diverse characteristics, strengths, and weaknesses to work 

together to form a coherent whole. When more intense programs — playgrounds, food, water 

features — are concentrated in a section of the space, as at Discovery Green, not only is a hub of 

activity created, the remaining areas of the space are opened up for non-prescribed 

uses: picnicking, portrait-taking, ball-playing, etc. The tension between the two engenders interest 

and fluidity and allows various groups to “claim” areas of the park with enough room to avoid a 

feeling of encroachment. At Klyde Warren Park and Second Street, the asymmetry is expressed 

linearly: More intense program is concentrated to the north side of the park and street. On 

Second Street, the sidewalk is substantially wider to the north of the roadway: Most of the street’s 

outdoor dining terraces are here, along with the Austin City Limits Live Moody Theatre, which 
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brings significant activity to the street on weekend evenings. There should, however, be enough 

program mixed throughout that no area of the space feels empty or vacant — Jane Jacobs’ “border 

vacuums”119  — as are the areas of Klyde Warren Park to either end, where the noise of the 

highway and bordering streets is overwhelming.

In creating balance, Sundance Square Plaza is again the least successful. Its design and 

surrounding architecture are nearly symmetrical but have just enough variation to place the plaza 

in an uncomfortable middle ground. For instance, the preexisting Jett Building, three stories tall, 

is partially but not sufficiently balanced by the new, mirroring pavilion, only one story tall. The 

stage on the west side of the square, built into the wall of the Westbrook Building, used only 

occasionally for special events, is too large and prominent for the small size of the space. The 

large, strangely shaped umbrellas are of a style too distinct from the surrounding traditional 

architecture and urban design and are also out of scale with the total volume of the space, so they 

feel overbearing and unnecessary. These are minute criticisms, but added together, they produce a 

feeling of unease that, for some users, may compound discomfort produced by other elements, 

such as the relatively uniformly priced commercial program in and around the plaza.

Ensure a wide price range among commercial uses

All four effectively inject commercial activity to bring life to the space:120 Each has some form of 

food and outdoor dining space, as well as opportunities to purchase drinks and snacks. They 

differ, however, in the degree to which these options are of sufficiently varied price points — and 

varied target audience of branding — which is key to attracting visitors of different 

socioeconomic levels. The options at Second Street and Sundance Square Plaza are limited, with 

restaurants offering entrees costing at least $10, including several high-end dining establishments. 

126

119 Jacobs, J., Death and Life, 257ff.

120 Ibid., 143–51



Klyde Warren Park grants its most important focal point to the high-end restaurant Savor in a 

gesture that emphasizes the importance of the well-off. It does include a row of food trucks as well 

as a burger kiosk, but their branding and prices are clearly aimed at “foodie” middle-class visitors.

Discovery Green has fewer options in number, but they are of a wider variety. The Grove 

Restaurant is high-end and plays host to formal events, while the Lake House is a clearly 

democratic café, with inexpensive food and unstuffy branding. The latter is significantly more 

permeable, with an outdoor terrace at grade with the adjacent lawn and promenade as well as a 

deck overlooking the Kinder Lake to the north. The Grove is vertically removed and surrounded 

by trees, giving it a “tree-house” quality. In contrast to Savor at Klyde Warren, it is not given 

prominence in the park, and it does not encroach on the Lake House’s “turf.” Discovery Green 

also allows snow-cone and ice-cream trucks to visit and park in and around it— neither are 

remotely high-end. Visitors to both Sundance Square and Discovery Green indicated that the 

presence of food trucks would make those spaces more attractive to them, however, and food 

trucks are an easily implemented and well-liked opportunity for a range of food options. 

Management should ensure that the prices and branding of the food trucks are varied: $1.50 slices 

of pizza and $12 Asian-Mexican fusion bowls should coexist.

Besides food, retail is also a draw or deterrent and should similarly emphasize a range of 

prices and branding. At Second Street and Sundance Square Plaza, in more urban contexts, the 

public spaces are embedded within commercial districts. The Second Street District comprises 

mostly high-end shops and a few neighborhood uses that appeal to the mostly affluent residents 

of downtown apartments; while the Sundance Square District comprises somewhat less expensive 

but still clearly middle- and upper-middle-class retail. Second Street is effective in attempting to 

keep its commercial tenants local, while Sundance Square features a greater presence of chain 

establishments. Both lack the deliberate balance of Discovery Green. As noted in the chapter on 
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Second Street, this issue requires the implementation of various economic solutions that require 

concerted effort and political will.

Spaces should have humility of character

Comfort extends to the general aesthetic of a space: Is it attempting to impose a certain class 

identity on visitors? Particularly at Klyde Warren Park and Sundance Square Plaza, we see this is 

the case. Klyde Warren Park’s refined details and shimmering metals are an expression of wealth 

that is enjoyable for some who have a certain level of financial means but creates a psychological 

barrier to entry for those who do not. Sundance Square Plaza’s bold nostalgia expresses a yearning 

for a historical period familiar to the identity of certain citizens, but that history may not resonate 

with others who had no part in it — such as recent immigrants — or may have been actively 

oppressed by it. That is not to say a space should not represent the history of its place. Klyde 

Warren Park has very little cultural representation, to its detriment. But the approach to that 

representation should be from a place of humility. The finest aesthetic or the most literal 

evocation of history both manifest a conservative mentality regarding class that hinders attempts 

to welcome newcomers.

Second Street and, in particular, Discovery Green are more successful in this. Both feature 

materials that are plain and tactile, and neither attempt to freeze history with certain stylistic 

choices. Second Street’s varied architecture emphasizes a range of perspectives — some of them 

more moneyed than others — and the civic building, City Hall, is earthen and solid but does not 

emulate a historic style. The Silicon Laboratories buildings and the AMLI Downtown are 

interpretations of traditional masonry construction with a sense of timelessness. Especially at 

Discovery Green, the materials and designs of features, from sidewalks to benches to buildings, 

are basic, not flamboyant. There is a welcoming quality to these choices that is highly effective. 

Even the high-end restaurant does not attempt to outshine the other features of the park: Its 
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architecture is fully harmonious with the other buildings. The emphasis on equity here is 

palpable.

Root the space in, and represent, the city and Texas’ cultural variety

Public spaces should express the genius loci of their city and region and the overlapping cultural 

history of Texas. Texas public spaces should express some of the flavor of the Southwest, the 

Midwest, Mexico, and the South, to various degrees depending on the location. San Antonio’s 

public spaces should and often do have a proportionately higher expression of Mexican cultural 

heritage, while Dallas’ have the Midwest embedded in them. These are a result of the particular 

“filtering” qualities that each of Texas’ major cities exhibits,121  interpreting the approaching 

influences from various regions. Austin’s public spaces should manifest the city’s interest in 

natural symmetry and axis. Houston’s should manifest the relationship to the sea and the 

openness of the coastal region. Fort Worth’s public spaces should manifest the city’s gathering of 

the west, while Dallas’ should understand the city’s situation at the junction of the East Texas 

forests, the South, and the plains of the Midwest. Textures, materials, articulations, and landscape 

should pay homage to the past without avoiding the present and future, as in the range of local 

materials and plants at Discovery Green or the prevalence of local limestone on Second Street. 

Art should be chosen and included to represent the diversity of cultures in the city and region. 

Discovery Green is most successful in this, featuring a range of sculptures of varied style and 

cultural meaning. When diverse cultural representations are absent, as at Sundance Square and 

Klyde Warren Park, various cultures are excluded from view and the rich and complex tapestry of 

Texas history is denied its full expression.
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Make publicness a priority

The paradigm of public-private partnership that characterizes all four space has its benefits in that 

branding, programming, and operations are able to occur independently under the direction of a 

focused organization. On the other hand, the capacity for a public space to be democratic 

diminishes with increasing private control. The amount of privatization should be limited, and 

the range of activities allowed to take place should be maximized. Otherwise, constriction of use 

begins to constrict the ability for a truly public life to play out, with all its simultaneous grit and 

beauty. Sundance Square Plaza is not officially a public space. Instead, it is owned and managed by 

a private development company that shares a name with the Sundance Square district. Although 

the area was developed through a public-private partnership and using a tax increment financing 

district, the plaza itself was almost wholly financed by the Bass family and is built on private 

land.122 123 This presents significant complications to the notion of public space, especially when 

the plaza is marketed and operates as a de facto public space. Although it fulfills most of the 

functions of a public space, certain functions are prohibited, such as protests, commercial 

photography, and unauthorized commercial activity.124 The two parks are owned by their 

respective cities but operated by nonprofit management entities and, like Sundance, have a set of 

rules that prohibit certain activity.125126 Second Street was developed as a public project in 
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partnership with private developers; right-of-ways are owned and managed by the city, while the 

blocks themselves are private land and managed by the Second Street District.127

Diversity vs. Harmony

Jane Jacobs usually proves correct in her assessment of the complex urban ecology, and Texas 

cities are no exception. Diversity yields diversity. We want public spaces to include diverse 

program, texture, use, transportation access, landscape, so that they will speak to as many 

potential visitors as possible. These must be calibrated, of course: a lack of balance among uses for 

old and young, rich and poor, and a lack of careful placement — to encourage both the claiming 

of turf by various demographics and the interaction in various “neutral” zones — will render a 

space less successful. Diversity must not be too intensely overlapping, either, or the sense of 

comfort for each individual will be diminished.

This also presents us with the questions: How much diversity can a place handle? How 

much continuity do we need? It is clear from examples such as Second Street that too much 

continuity of commercial activity significantly reduces the diversity of people attracted to the 

space, especially when commercial uses have a larger share in defining the character of the space, 

as in the most compact of public spaces. Discovery Green is a good example of a public space in 

which uses are highly diverse: the high-end restaurants and formal gardens coexist with ice-

cream trucks and playgrounds. The experience of the Green does not suffer from it but is rather 

enhanced by it. The number of responses by interviewed visitors regarding diversity as an element 

attracting them to the park, as well as the relative comfort with which the author felt able to 

approach visitors, is significant.
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The answer seems clear, then: as much diversity as possible, within a legible framework. 

The harmonious massing of Second Street could play host to a much richer tapestry of 

commercial uses. It is fortunate that the physical design emphasizes diversity within harmony 

already; commercial use is more easily changed. The idea of creating high-end shopping districts 

may seem appealing, but a more diverse shopping district appears to invite more people and to 

feel more welcoming. Despite going the way of many Austin streets and becoming gradually more 

upscale, South Congress Avenue still retains such places as Home Slice Pizza, where cheap slices 

are available from the take-out counter, and quirky stores such as Uncommon Objects, where 

browsing is free and is as entertaining as any object one might purchase. And we need look no 

farther than any number of streets in metropolises around the world to recognize that grit is what 

lends “authenticity” to a neighborhood. The strength of Texas’ state identity was born not out of a 

single culture or economy but out of the profusion of overlapping cultures and economies butting 

heads at this peculiar junction of the world. To avoid sacrificing that spirit and history, public 

spaces must embrace this reality with humility and resolve.
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Conclusion
The Future of Texas Public Spaces

We must strive to emerge from self, to give, freely and obligatorily.

— Marcel Mauss, The Gift



I invite you to stop reading this, in a moment, and to go to your bookshelf, or your 

nightstand, and procure your favorite book. Rest in in your lap. Brush your fingers over the cover. 

Open it somewhere in the middle. Grip the binding firmly. Flip through the pages. Bury your 

nose in the spine and inhale fully. It may be thick and sturdy, or light and full of grace. It may 

smell deep and musty or sweet and sparkling, crisp or mellow. Notice that there is a particular 

quality to this book that makes it special. And notice the worn edges, the folded pages, the note 

on the cover page, perhaps, penned by someone from whom you received it, that mark it as your 

book. Now read a few paragraphs. Feel the texture of the cover and the pages on your fingers, the 

history of this object, that imbue the experience of reading it. It’s finite, it engages your senses, it 

binds you to the physicality of your being. In the moment, you are fully being. The book collects 

your memories and your sensory faculties, gathers them into a singularity of existence — here, 

now, but simultaneously many places and times.

Contrast this with the experience of reading text on a digital device. Where are the 

markings, the smells, the textures, the stories? They have been wiped away by the cool 

ambivalence of the screen. This is, of course, its revolution: its ability to present ideas through a 

wholly fluid, neutralized medium. It has no finite quality, no defined trail, no particularity. It can 

be everything. But of course, we recognize that this extraordinary capability is also an 

extraordinary flaw. For gone is the richness of the physical object, gone is the specific experience 

of reading as gathering, as an awareness of one’s place in the universe and in the story of one’s life. 

We recognize through this examination of the physical experience of reading that tangible things 

embody the lives we live and the structures we create in a way that intangible ones struggle to.

Now, recall a place — a public space — that is among your favorites. It could be a street, or 

a square, or an urban park. Somewhere from your travels you remember fondly. Or somewhere 

you encounter every morning. How does the light interact with the trees or the buildings there 

— harsh, soft, filtered? What are the smells — strong and pungent, from restaurants lining the 
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edges, or delicate, from the flowers or the damp soil? Who do you encounter — families, 

businessmen, students, people like you or unlike you? Are there monuments, textures, materials, 

that evoke the history and geography of the place, the people it serves, the neighborhood or 

region it anchors? Notice that, like your favorite book, this space is finite, textural, sensory. When 

you are there, it reveals something about the world around you, and it tells you about the way you 

fit in. Each time it may be different — different people, different light, different smells and sights 

— but there is a particular quality about it that makes it special, that speaks to you, that made you 

remember it. As the book did, the space gathers a way of life, a diversity of peoples, a particular 

perspective of a place and time; and your experience of the space is one of full being. You are here, 

now, but you feel the everywhere, the always.

Both the automobile and digital technology have diluted this type of “gathering” 

experience and in their exceptional ability to increase the directness with which we can navigate 

to or connect with a particular place, person, or piece of knowledge, have given us the illusion 

that these experiences are, at best, displaceable, and, at worst, unnecessary. In designing cities 

around the automobile, and in increasing our reliance on digital communications, the process of 

navigation or connection has largely become the experience itself. Driving in a car along a 

freeway, passing vast parking lots and identical chain establishments, encased in a protective 

barrier, as do many people for a large portion of the day, is the opposite of a gathering experience. 

There is no sensory engagement, no human interaction, no geographical context, no 

understanding of the past and present. It is, in fact, the friction created when efficiency is not 

prioritized that gives rise to gathering experiences — that meeting of times, places, and peoples 

that takes place in a great, human-scaled urban public space.

*        *        *
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Judging by the popularity of the four public spaces we have studied, Texans are 

increasingly aware of these merits. At Klyde Warren Park, older gentlemen read the newspaper 

under the grove of reading room trees as the shrieks of playing toddlers echo across the lawn, 

where a father and son play a game of catch. At Sundance Square Plaza, children race through the 

water jets, sparkling with color, while young couples wander aimlessly, happy to simply be, with 

each other. At Second Street, a mother, her daughter, and her grandmother enjoy a cup of coffee 

and a snack at the cafe terrace of Jo’s while people young and old wait below the Willie Nelson 

statue for a concert at Austin City Limits Live. And at Discovery Green, families enjoy snow cones 

while marriage ceremonies unfold on the roof of the Grove and a lively game of soccer plays out 

on the sloped performance lawn. These are mere glimpses of the public life the residents of and 

visitors to Texas’ cities have begun to discover.

But as this project has attempted to do, we must to push further on our public spaces, 

demand more of them and of ourselves. Demographic changes in Texas ensure that the 

populations of our cities will look much different in 10, 20, and 50 years, and if our public spaces 

are not adequately designed for and to inspire all of these people, new and old, they could become 

simply another growing pain of social inequity and protract the process of healing Texas’ 

conflicting identities. We must be wary of “supply-side” and “trickle-down” urbanism 

— prioritizing new urban places for the wealthy and assuming that this overall redistribution of 

urbanism will lift the poor128 — and take active measures to combat it, even if it means sacrificing 

a small portion of our income to subsidize targeted public spaces.

This study of these public spaces is inherently limited in its scale and scope. Field work has 

only taken place in the fall, winter, and spring, and, although the winter was uncharacteristically 

warm, the project lacks data on the most lively time of the year: summer. The sample size is also 
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relatively small compared to the possibilities offered by a more comprehensive, years-long survey, 

the results of which would be worthwhile. Such a survey might include more rigorous statistical 

analysis than this study was intended or was able to. This analysis also does not delve deeply into 

economic factors, which are clearly major forces at work in cities. A parallel study of economic 

models for public space, including affordable housing and commercial uses, in Texas would prove 

complementary and illuminating to this one. There are also a host of additional new and 

redesigned public spaces springing up around Texas’ cities, many inspired or spurred by the four 

examined here, which deserve to be evaluated as they mature: Bagby Street in Houston, Lowest 

Greenville in Dallas, the developing corridors of Burnet and Lamar in Austin. So, too, might a 

broad study of Texas’ older public spaces — the courthouse squares, San Antonio’s Riverwalk and 

Main Plaza, etc. — yield surprising and valuable insights. A third category worthy of investigation 

is new large-scale, mixed-use developments on the peripheries of cities — the Domain in Austin, 

the Pearl Brewery in San Antonio, CityCentre in Houston — the recently formulated model of 

which has significant roadblocks to diversity.

When I began this project, I expected to find that encouraging diversity was perhaps 

simply a matter of mixing program: placing a nice restaurant next to a lawn to create 

opportunities for interaction. The more novel discovery was that the welcoming spirit of a public 

space must emerge from the deep core, the very fibers, of its identity, that every design choice and 

economic decision must be precipitated by a commitment to that end. Sweeping formal gestures 

and stylized landscapes may create aesthetically pleasing places — but their spirit is not humble. 

Discussing his work on the High Line, in New York, James Corner spoke of asking what design 

will actually mess up.129 In that context, he was referring to the overgrown, spontaneous natural-

industrial hybrid of the elevated railroad. But this rings true for the gathering of diverse peoples, 

as well. Design can be a powerful agent of bringing people together, but it can also be an agent of 
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alienation. Finding the middle ground between excessive and insufficient design, whatever form 

that may take — Discovery Green is a good place to begin looking for inspiration — will most 

often yield the best results for the widest range of citizens.

In the opening pages of Virginia Woolf ’s Mrs. Dalloway, the eponymous protagonist, 

Clarissa, sets out through the streets of London to buy flowers for the party she is hosting that 

evening. Despite her sensation of imprisonment within stuffy upper-class British society, she finds 

liberation in her urban adventure. Woolf lights up the page with Clarissa’s thoughts:

Big Ben strikes. There! Out it boomed. ... The leaden circles dissolved in the air. ... Heaven 

only knows why one loves it so ... creating it every moment afresh ... the most dejected of 

miseries sitting on doorsteps ... do the same ... they love life. In people’s eyes, in the swing, 

tramp, and trudge; in the bellow and the uproar; the carriages, motor cars, omnibuses, 

vans, sandwich men shuffling and swinging; brass bands; barrel organs; in the triumph 

and the jingle and the strange high singing of some aeroplane overhead was what she 

loved; life; London; this moment of June.130

What joy she has! What visceral awareness of the fleeting beauty of life leaps from the page! It 

transcends literature and poetry, lifting one even as the eyes flash across the persistent phrases. 

Here, Clarissa is dwelling, as the people, sounds, sights, smells of her city are “gathered” before 

and around her. As these pages have shown, there is cause for great optimism that the growing 

array of public spaces in Texas’ cities will engender this feeling of belonging in the spirit of many 

Texans of all types. As public spaces guide, spur, and anchor increasing walkable urbanism, the 

opportunity should — and can! — be seized to design and plan them in such a way that they 

gather not only the well-off among us but, too, the sandwich men, the brass bands and barrel 

organs, all the bellow and the uprorar — life, Texas, this moment.
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Appendix: Sample Survey (Colombo)

Survey | Discovery Green

This survey is being conducted as part of a UT–Austin honors thesis project studying the 
success of Texas public spaces at bringing together a diversity of people. It should take 
about 5 minutes to complete. All responses are anonymous. The survey poses no risk to 
participants, but you are free to discard or return the survey at any time. Your informed 
consent to participate in the study under the conditions described is assumed by your 
completing the survey and submitting it to the researcher. We greatly appreciate your 
participation!

1     Please indicate your gender:
 ☐  M
 ☐  F
 ☐  Other

2     Please indicate your age:
 ☐  18–24 years old
 ☐  25–34
 ☐  35–44
 ☐  45–54
 ☐  55–64
 ☐  65–74
 ☐  75 or older

3     Please indicate your race/ethnicity:
 ☐  White
 ☐  Hispanic or Latino
 ☐  Black or African American
 ☐  Native American
 ☐  Asian / Pacific Islander
 ☐  Other:                                         

4     Approximately how often do you visit 
Discovery Green?

 ☐  Daily
 ☐  A few times a week
 ☐  A few times a month
 ☐  A few times a year

☐  I do not visit on a regular basis

5     In what neighborhood or other city 
do you reside?

6     Do you identify with any particular 
ethnic, cultural, or social groups? 
Which?

7     Which parts of the park do you use 
most often?

8     What additional features or activities 
would make the park more attractive 
to you?

9     What is your main reason for visiting 
Discovery Green?

Gabe Colombo
Plan II Honors and Urban Studies
The University of Texas at Austin
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