
III. 

THE CITY IMAGE AND ITS ELEMENTS 

There seems to be a public image of any given city 
which is the overlap of many individual images. Or perhaps 
there is a series of public images, each held by some significant 
number of citizens. Such group images are necessary if an indi-
vidual is to operate successfully within his environment and to 
cooperate with his fellows. Each individual picture is unique. 
with some content that is rarely or never communicated, yet it 
approximates the public image, which, in different environments, 
is more or less compelling, more or less embracing. 

This analysis limits itself to the effects of physical, perceptible 
objects. There are other influences on imageability, such as the 
social meaning of an area, its function, its history, or even its 
name. These will be glossed over, since the objective here is to 
uncover the role of form itself. It is taken for granted, that in 
actual design form should be used to reinforce meaning, and not 
to negate it. 

The contents of the city images so far studied, which are refer-
able to physical forms, can conveniently be classified into five 
types of elements: paths, edges, districts, nodes, and landmarks. 

Indeed, these elements may be of more general application, since 
they seem to reappear in many types of environmental images, as 
may be seen by reference to Appendix A. These elements may 
be defined as follows: 

1. Paths. Paths are the channels along which the observer 
customarily, occasionally, or potentially moves. They may be 
streets, walkways, transit lines, canals, railroads. For many peo-
ple, these are the predominant elements in their image. People 
observe the city while moving through it, and along these paths 
the other environmental elements are arranged and related. 

2. Edges. Edges are the linear elements not used or consid-
ered as paths by the observer. They are the boundaries between 
two phases, linear breaks in continuity: shores, railroad cuts, 
edges of development, walls. They are lateral references rather 
than coordinate axes. Such edges may be barriers, more or less 
penetrable, which close one region off from another; or they may 
be seams, lines along which two regions are related and joined 
together. These edge elements, although probably not as dom-
inant as paths, are for many people important organizing fea-
tures, particularly in the role of holding together generalized 
areas, as in the outline of a city by water or wall. 

3. Districts. Districts are the medium-to-Iarge sections of the 
city, conceived of as having two-dimensional extent, which the 
observer mentally enters "inside of," and which are recognizable 
as having some common, identifying character. Always identi-
fiable from the inside, they are also used for exterior reference if 
visible from the outside. Most people structure their city to some 
extent in this way, with individual differences as to whether paths 
Or districts are the dominant elements. It seems to depend not 
only upon the individual but also upon the given city. 

4. Nodes, Nodes are points, the strategic spots in a city into 
which an observer can enter, and which are the intensive foci to 
and from which he is traveling. They may be primarily junc-
tions, places of a break in transportation, a crossing or conver-
gence of paths, moments of shift from one structure to another. 
Or the nodes may be simply concentrations, which gain their im-
portance from being the condensation of some use or physical 
character, as a street-corner hangout or an enclosed square. Some 
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of these concentration nodes are the focus and epitome of a 
district, over which their influence radiates and of which they 
stand as a symbol. They may be called cores. Many nodes, of 
course, partake of the nature of both junctions and concentra-
tions. The concept of node is related to the concept of path, 
since junctions are typically the convergence of paths, events on 
the journey. It is similarly related to the concept of district, 
since cores are typically the intensive foci of districts, their polar-
izing center. In any event, some nodal points are to be found in 
almost every image, and in certain cases they may be the dom-
inant feature. 

5. Landmarks. Landmarks are another type of point-reference, 
but in this case the observer does not enter within them, they 
are external. They are usually a rather simply defined physical 
object: building, sign, store, or mountain. Their use involves 
the singling our of one element from a host of possibilities. 
Some landmarks are distant ones, typically seen from many angles 
and distances, over the tops of smaller elements, and used as 
radial references. They may be within the city or at such a dis-
tance that for all practical purposes they symbolize a constant 
direction. Such are isolated towers, golden domes, great hills. 
Even a mobile point, like the sun, whose motion is sufficiently 
slow and regular, may be employed. Other landmarks are pri-
marily local, being visible only in restricted localities and from 
certain approaches. These are the innumerable signs, store 
fronts, trees, doorknobs, and other urban derail, which fill in the 
image of most observers. They are frequently used clues of iden-
tity and even of structure, and seem to be increasingly relied upon 
as a journey becomes more and more familiar. 

The image of a given physical reality may occasionally shift 
its type with different circumstances of viewing. Thus an 
expressway may be a path for the driver, and edge for the pedes-
trian. Or a central area may be a district when a city is organized 
on a medium scale, and a node when the entire metropolitan area 
is considered. But the categories seem to have stability for a 
given observer when he is operating at a given level. 

None of the element types isolated above exist in isolation in 
the real case. Districts are structured with nodes, defined by 

edges, penetrated by paths, and sprinkled with landmarks. Ele-
merus regularly overlap and pierce one another. If this analysis 
begins with the differentiation of the data into categories, it must 
end with their reintegration into the whole image. Our studies 
have furnished much information about the visual character of 
the element types. This will be discussed below. Only to a 
lesser extent, unfortunately, did the work make revelations about 
the interrelations between elements, or about image levels, image 
qualities, or the development of the image. These latter topics 
will be treated at the end of this chapter. 

For most people interviewed, paths were the predominant city 
elements, although their importance varied according to the 
degree of familiarity with the city. People with least knowledge 
of Boston tended to think of the city in terms of topography, 
large regions, generalized characteristics, and broad directional 
relationships. Subjects who knew the city better had usually 
mastered part of the path structure; these people thought mote in 
terms of specific paths and their interrelationships. A tendency 
also appeared for the people who knew the city best of all to rely 
more upon small landmarks and less upon either regions or piths. 

The potential drama and identification in the highway system 
should nor be underestimated. One Jersey City subject, who can 
find little worth describing in her surroundings, suddenly lit up 
when she described the Holland Tunnel. Another recounted her 
pleasure: 

You cross Baldwin Avenue, you see all of New York in front 
of you, you see the terrific drop of land (the Palisades) . . . and 
here's this open panorama of lower Jersey City in front of you 
and you're going down hill, and there you know: there's the 
tunnel, there's the Hudson River and everything. . . . I always 
look to the right to see if I can see the . .. Statue of Liberty. . . . 
Then \ always look up to see the Empire State Building, see how 
the weather is. . . . I have a real feeling of happiness because 
I'm going someplace, and I love to go places. 

Particular paths may become important features in a number 
of ways. Customary travel will of course be one of the strongest 

Paths 
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