
Social Lives

- Rethinking Renewal of the Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area

in Public Urban Places









Author :                      Chiuki Lai

Title :                           Social Lives in Public Urban Places
                                     Rethinking Renewal of Tthe Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area

Department :              Architecture

Program :                    M.Sc in Architecture

Supervisor :                Karin Krokfors

Advisors :                    Tommy Lindgren

Year :                            2021

Language :                   English



Content

                              Abstract

                              Structure

Chapter  I.           Theoretical Framework
                    A.      Theoretical research
                               1.  Introduction
                               2.  Urban Evironment as Work of Art
                               3.  The Death and Life of Great American Cities
                               4.  A Pattern Language
                               5.  The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces
                               6.  Cities for people
                               7.  New Urbanism and Leon Krier
                               8.  Others
                               9.  Conclusion

                    B.      Public Spaces Study in Helsinki
                               1.  Studying Site
                               2.  Studying Method

                               3.  Observation

Chapter II.        Site & Competition
                    A.      Basic Information
                               1.  Location
                               2.  Traffic
                               3.  Topography
                               4.  Climate  
                               5.  Users
                               6.  Surrounding Buildings
                                7. History
                               8.  Characteristic
                               9.  Potentials

                    B.      Competition Analysis
                               1.  Basic Information
                               2.  Challenges
                               3.  Process

I

II

02
04
06
07
09
12
14
16
17

24
24
25

34
34
35
36
36
37
38
44
48
50

53
55
55



56

60
60
62
62

63
63
64
64
66
68
69

73
73
79
81

86
86
87

88

90

95

98

104

                               4.  Comment
                  

Chapter  III.        Design
                    A.      Framework
                               1.  Rearrangement
                               2.  Ratio
                               3.  Entrance & Visuality

                               4.  Irregularity & Hierarchy

                    B.      Ground Floor
                               1.  Interior
                               2.  Edges
                               3.  Centre Square
                               4.  Natural Elements 
                               5.  Sitting Area
                               6.  Pavement
                               7. Flexibility

                    C.      Form &Function 
                               1.  Form
                               2.  Visual Experience
                               3.  Underground Floor

                               4.  Office

                    D.      Analytical Information
                               1. Basic Information
                               2. Transportation

                               3. Sunlight

                              Conclusion

                              Bibliography

                              Figure List

                              Appendix

                              Acknowledgements



Abstract

People perceive cities through their spatial experience of public urban spaces such as 
streets, squares, parks, and public buildings. Different urbanists have studied how public 
spaces operate by using various methods such as observation and studying historical 
models. Their studies indicate that multiple factors, such as the shape and ratio of ur-
ban spaces, sitting areas, and the natural elements, are essential in influencing people’s 
choices. The combination of different factors influences people’s behaviour in public 
spaces. A well-designed urban space can invite people to spend time outdoors, encour-
age interaction between city dwellers, and ultimately revitalise the city and improve 
citizens’ well-being.
  
The Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area is located on the west side of the Helsinki Cen-
tral Railway Station, serving as a public urban area and a transportation hub for decades. 
It was subjected to competition in 2021 for its future development. However, its results 
caused controversies. The proposed large volume of buildings would damage the con-
text and the urban quality of the place.
 
Alternative proposals should be discussed before moving forward to respect the pre-
cious and complex history of the site. The thesis aims to put urban lives as the most 
crucial element among the design of the Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area. In order to 
create human-friendly cityscapes, the site was observed, recorded, and analysed to dis-
cover citizens’ needs as part of the research. The thesis aims to design the Elielinaukio 
and Asema-aukio area as a multifunctional, pedestrian-friendly, and memorable area, 
which is a crucial connector to its surroundings. Additionally, the design can be flexible 
for future developments.
 

Keyword: Public Urban Spaces, New Urbanism, Urban Design, Elielinaukio



Structure

The thesis is divided into three parts: Theoretical Framework, Site & Competition, and 
Design.
  
The first part focuses on discussing the theoretical background concerning the topic. Dif-
ferent urbanists have devoted their careers in studying public spaces. Their analysis and 
conclusions provide a theoretical framework of public urban space design. Additionally, 
observation of public space in Helsinki is used to verify if the theories are applicable in 
the city. This part shows an overview of the urban space’s design goals and strategies for 
achieving them.
  
The second part of the thesis is about the Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area’s back-
ground information and surrounding buildings. This part includes the history and current 
status of this area and the coming development. The value of the site for Helsinki can 
be understood by going through the history of its development. In addition to this, this 
part contains an analysis of current usage and information about the competition held in 
2021, as well as citizens’ comments and feedback. Following the background informa-
tion, design strategies can be proposed.
 
The third part is about the design, which relates to the conclusions of the previous two 
chapters. The design follows the theoretical framework as an instruction. It aims to cre-
ate a coherent combination of public space, buildings, and other urban features in the 
Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area. The chapter describes the different aspects of the 
design, including functions, the design process, and the new relationship to the sur-
roundings.





Chapter I   Theoretical Framework

This chapter adopts various urban design theories focusing on designing better 
public urban spaces for people. The urbanists purposing these theories have 
studied popular urban spaces in cities and observed people’s behaviour in their 
career. They discover that different elements in the space can affect people’s 
behaviour differently. By observing, comparing, and analysing the different 
possible factors, the theory today is complete and can be adopted into urban 
design.
 
The chapter discusses the theories in three different parts. The first part is to 
study the different theories in chronological order. Starting from Camillo Sitte’s 
study in 1889 to the New Urbanism nowadays. It shows the development of 
the theories and the various applications in real projects. The second part is 
the conclusion and comparison of the different theories. Inevitably, different 
researchers have studied similar topics. By concluding and comparing similar 
topics, the theories can be better discussed and understood.
 
The third part is to observe how people behave in urban public spaces in Hel-
sinki. The main theories were done in different areas worldwide with different 
climate and social backgrounds other than Finland. By doing a study in Helsin-
ki, we can validate the theories and discover cultural-specific factors.
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A.   Thematic Theoretical Research

The thematic theoretical research concen-
trates on the studies of human behaviour 
in public urban spaces within the chosen 
reference literature. Human beings have 
lived in cities for thousands of years, and 
public urban spaces have always been im-
portant for public activities, especially for 
commercial, political, and cultural activ-
ities. Studying how people act in public 
urban spaces can help us understand how 
cities function, and enhance the well-being 
of urban dwellers by better urban design.

However, not many studies explicitly fo-
cused on the experience of the public 
spaces until Camillo Sitte (1843-1903), 
an Austrian architect, published his book 
“The Art of Building Cities: City Building 
According to Its Artistic Fundamentals” 
in 1889. He analysed the public spaces in 
different cities of Europe to discuss how 
various factors can affect aesthetic value 
(Fig.1). He primarily discusses the physi-
cal aspects of squares in his book, such as 
the location of statues and the shapes of 
squares.  The American Journalist Jane Ja-
cobs (1944–1996), differently from Sitte’s 
perspective, studies human activities on the 
street and published “The Death and Life 
of Great American Cities” in 1961, criticis-
ing the urban planning policy in the United 
States at the time. She argues that modern-
ist planning neglects and oversimplifies

the diversity of human life in cities. She 
supports building walkable streets to en-
courage people back on the street and im-
prove safety in cities.

Since then, many urbanists and research-
ers have started to study urban public 
spaces by observation. William H Whyte 
(1917-1999), an American urbanist, had 
observed and studied different cities in 
North America, especially New York City, 
from 1970 for decades. He had written 
several books such as “The social life of 
small urban spaces” (1980) and “City: 
Rediscovering the Center” (1988) to sum-
marize his researches. He also cooperated 
with Jan Gehl (1936-), a Danish Architect, 
who started his research of public urban 
spaces by observing human behaviours 
in public spaces in Europe. Gehl’s books 
“Life Between buildings” (1987) and 
“Cities for people” (2010) helps various 
countries transform their cities in a pedes-
trian-friendly way. With his help, Copen-
hagen in Denmark is now one of the most 
livable cities in the world.

Besides observing people’s behaviour, 
many urbanists study public urban spac-
es through historical models. In 1977, the 
British-American architect Christopher 
Wolfgang Alexander (1936-) published his 
book “A Pattern Language”, defining the

1.  Introduction
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Figure 1. Reasearch of Square (Panin, Preamechai, 2017, p30)

basic rules in urban and architectural de-
sign. The book discusses 253 different fac-
tors, including various elements in public 
urban space such as Small Public Space 
(61), Positive Outdoor Space (106), Ar-
cades (119), Sunny Place (161), Tree Plac-
es (171). The book has been serving as a 
handbook for generations of architects. 
Similarly, Leon Krier (1946-) studies the 
historical plazas and proposes models for 
the reconstruction of “European” cities in 
the United States in his book “The Archi-
tecture of Community” (2009). 

In 1993, The Congress for the New Ur-
banism (CNU) was founded in Chicago. 
The New Urbanism movement aims to 
design diverse neighbourhoods, pedestri-
an-friendly communities, cities with ac-
cessible public spaces, and urban places 
that celebrate local history, climate, ecol-
ogy and building practice (Congress of 
New Urbanism, 1996). A significant in-
fluence on this association is Leon Krier’s 
theoretical framework. Currently, CNU 
is assisting cities in transforming from 
car-oriented to human-friendly cityscapes 
to improve citizen well-being.
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Camillo Sitte was a Viennese architect that 
initiated the idea of Urban Environment 
should be a work of art in cities. Intrigued 
by the medieval baroque squares in Vien-
na, he began to study the squares about 
how their shapes, proportions, surround-
ing buildings and other factors affect their 
ambiences. In his book Der Städtebau 
nach seinen künstlerischen Grundsätzen 
(The Art of Building Cities: City Building 
According to Its Artistic Fundamentals) 
(1889), he opposes the Ringstrasse devel-
opment at the time as the new city plan-
ning in Vienna. His central argument about 
the loss of artistry in public urban spaces 
is still relevant today. After studying many 
important squares in Europe, he concludes 
the fundamental factors that affect the art-
istry of the squares.
  
The first point the book mentions is the 
integration of buildings and plazas (ibid., 
pp.8-10), which can enrich the experience 
on the plaza. According to the relation-
ship between the squares and surrounding 
buildings, Sitte divided the squares into 
squares of depth and squares of width. 
He suggests that the two square types 
ought to have a rough proportion based 
on the main buildings. A coherence ratio 
of open space can improve the artistry of 
the square. The ideal width of the square 
should equal the height of the principal

2.  Urban Evironment as Work of Art

Figure 2.
Ravenna: Piazza 
del Duomo(Cami-
lo Sitte,1889, p.21)

building, whilst its maximum dimension 
should be twice that height (ibid., p.28). 

In addition, he suggests that there should 
be open spaces in the centre instead of 
buildings. He makes a statistical argument 
that 255 churches in Rome and only 6 were 
freestanding in the centre (ibid. pp.16-17) 
(Fig.1). The monumental buildings should 
be closely built to the other buildings and 
leave the central area open, allowing ac-
tivities to happen in the square whilst pro-
viding the possibilities to appreciate the 
beauty of the main building facade.

What’s more, Sitte suggests that the en-
closure of the urban spaces are ‘the most 
important and really essential prerequi-
site of any artistic effect’ (ibid., p.20). To 
achieve a desirable enclosed urban square, 
it needs to meet three principles. Firstly, 
the main access streets to the plaza should 
be at the corner of the square; second, to 
control the view of the entrances in right 
angles to attract people to enter the square.  
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The third suggestion is the entrances 
should be facing different directions to 
create a ‘turbine square’ (Fig.2) (ibid.).

Nonetheless, Sitte also emphasizes the 
importance of irregularity in shape. By 
studying the history of the concept, he ar-
gues that the modern obsession with sym-
metry using in urban planning at that time 
was misguided:

    Although [symmetry] is a Greek word, 
its ancient meaning was quite different 
from its present meaning.[…] The notion 
of identical figures to the right and left of 
an axis was not the basis of any theory in 
ancient times. Whoever has taken the trou-
ble to search out the meaning of the word 
[…] in Greek and Latin literature knows 
that it means something that cannot be 
expressed in a single word today.[...] In 
short, proportion and symmetry were the 
same to the ancients. (ibid., pp.32-33)

He believes symmetry means harmony 
in proportions but not simple bilateral 
reflection. He argues that the irregulari-
ty of the space allows for more welcom-
ing vibes, better proportioning, and even 
prime locations for civic art. Sitte also ar-
gues that the harmonious grouping of space 
is essential to the ambience of squares. 
In the old cities of Italy, having several

public squares grouped around the same 
principal buildings was not uncommon. 
Traditionally, monumental buildings were 
placed on the sides of squares connected 
to surrounding buildings rather than isolat-
ed from them. With different façades from 
different buildings, the squares could have 
various feelings and combine a harmoni-
ous group surrounding a building.

The influence of Sitte’s writing can be 
found in many places of the world, includ-
ing the Garden City movement, the City 
Beautiful movement and the New Urban-
ism movement. It also can be found in the 
design of the Töölö area in Helsinki. Lars 
Sonck and Gustav Nyström won the com-
petition for master planning this northern 
area of Helsinki, yet we can still see Sitte’s 
influence in Lars Sonck’s Bertel Jung’s 
and Valter Thomé’s joint proposal (Fig.3 
&4).

Figure 3. Competition 1898-1900 for the Töölö district of Helsin-
ki by Nyström and Norrmen (left)
Figure 4. Competition 1898-1900 for the Töölö district of Helsin-
ki by Jung, Sonck and Thome (right)
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3.  The Death and Life of Great American Cities

Camillo Sitte studied the morphology of 
the urban public spaces, Jane Jacobs, on 
the other hand, began her study from ob-
serving human behaviour. Jacobs was 
one of the pioneers of advocating peo-
ple-friendly design in urban spaces. Her 
book The Death and Life of Great Amer-
ican Cities (1961) plays an important role 
in developing pedestrian-friendly cities.

The book criticizes city planning in the 
1950s, mainly led by Robert Moses, 
which encouraged traffic to go into cities 
and build freeways connecting them all. 
During her observation, Jacobs studied the 
basic elements of the neighbourhood by 
comparing the different streets, aiming to 
determine how to build a community that 
is safe and welcoming. In her study in the 
neighbourhood, Jacobs planned to expand 
her focus to park-like open spaces. She 
argues that the mere addition of an open 
space does not make a delightful feature, 
people are not going to use the place just 
because it is there (ibid. pp.89-92). She 
emphasizes the need for information to be 
gathered from square studying of the phys-
ical manifestations of the users.

Jacobs emphasizes the importance of intri-
cacy in public spaces (ibid. pp.104-105). 
In her observation, she notes that people 
come to public spaces for various reasons.

They came to play, to rest, to get sunshine, 
and to do many other things. As a result, 
intricacy is necessary to meet the needs 
for various activities. The intricate detail 
should also be on the eye level: 

   Intricacy that counts is mainly intricacy 
at eye level, change in the rise of ground, 
groupings of trees, openings leading to 
various focal points – in short, subtle ex-
pressions of difference. The subtle differ-
ences in setting are then exaggerated by 
the differences in use that grow up among 
them. (ibid., p104)

Furthermore, Jacobs argues that the most 
successful small spaces usually have a 
climax area or a central area, recognized 
as ‘centring’. The centre does not need 
to be in the geometrical centre but should 
be easily observed from the square. It can 
be thought of as the main crossroad for a 
space. According to her observation, intri-
cacy is created through subtle variations in 
the space’s perimeter. (ibid. pp.92-93)

Besides, Jacobs (ibid.p.106) explaines 
how the sun affects the use of parks. She 
aruges that it is essential to allow sunlight 
to enter public spaces, especially to sitting 
areas. Her observation shows that parks 
beneath high-rise buildings usually have 
fewer people because of lack of sunlight.
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4.  A Pattern Language

Christopher Wolfgang Alexander is a 
British-American architect. He worked 
with his team on the book ‘A Pattern Lan-
guage’ and published in 1977. The book 
serves as a handbook for architects and 
urban designers. In his analysis of various 
elements, he regulates the rules applied in 
urban designing and planning. Compared 
to other urbanists, his work concentrated 
on a more specific level of design objects. 
This book defines practical rules through 
words and diagrams, but it leaves the de-
cision-making to the project’s specific en-
vironment. 

Regarding the shape of the public urban 
spaces, Alexander argues that there are two 
types of outdoor spaces: Negative Space 
and Positive Space (1977). One way to 
differentiate these two types is to observe 
the reversion of outdoor and indoor space 
(Fig.5) (Alexander, p.518). Positive Space 
still works as a decent city space after they 
reverse, but Negative Space does not. An-
other criterion is that a Positive Space is a 
convex space, defined as a line connecting 
any two points inside the space that lies 
entirely inside; otherwise, it is Negative 
Space (Fig.6). He argues that people will 
feel comfortable at Positive Spaces and 
stay there longer, whilst Negative Space 
do not attract people (ibid, p.519).

Figure.5 Negative Space(left) and Positive Space (right) (Alex-
ander, 1977, p.518)

Figure.6 Negative Space(left) and Positive Space (right) (Alex-
ander, 1977, p.519)

In addition, Alexander argues that space 
should be hierarchical. He emphasizes the 
importance of the transition between spac-
es in different scales. According to him, 
the entering experience can influence the 
perception of the building, and transitional 
space can work as a buffer area between 
the two spaces with different characteris-
tics. Meanwhile, people will feel comfort-
able in the outdoor transitional area with 
their back proctected and a view into a 
larger place  (Fig.7) (ibid, 112 Entrance 
Transition, 114 Hierarchy of Open Space). 
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Figure.8 Trees in different groups (Alexander, 1977, p.800)

Like other urbanists, Alexander also ob-
serves human in squares. Through his ob-
servation, he notices that the edge is the 
most important part of the square:

    The life of a public square forms natu-
rally around its edge. If the edge fails, then 
the space never become lively. (ibid, 124 
Activity Pockets p.600) 

Many people decide whether they will 
stay when they walk past the square so 
that an attractive edge will be necessary 
for the square. Places on edges should be 
similar to transitional space- have peo-
ple’s back protected, whilst should not be 
too enclosed so people can see the larg-
er open space. He also emphasizes that 
small spaces at the edge can be the place 
for social activities and draw the atten-
tion of the people walking by (ibid, 124 
Activity Pockets). Meanwhile, he argues 
that ambiguity is needed between the in-
doors and the outdoors, such as an arcade 
or porch. Additionally, small design de-
tails like coffee shops and stairs seats can 
help keep people in squares  (ibid, 115 
Courtyard which Live).
 
Additionally, Alexander believes that there 
should be different attractions for people to 
set as ‘goals’ in squares. The goals can men-
tally shorten the distance of destinations 

Figure.7 Hierarchy Space (Alexander, 1977, p.560)

to improve walking experience, whilst en-
rich the square to attract people to walk in 
(ibid, 120 Paths and Goals).

Meanwhile, he emphasizes the need of 
keeping buildings at a reasonable height 
to ensure that spaces are facing south to 
gain adequate sunlight. Also, he says trees 
in the square should be carefully consid-
ered in order to create social spaces. Trees 
should be planted according to their na-
ture, to form different types of spaces for 
different purposes (ibid, 171 Tree Space) 
(Fig.8). 
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5.  The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces

A noted urbanist and journalist from 
the United States, William Holling-
sworth Whyte organized a group of peo-
ple-watchers in 1970 to observe how 
people use public urban spaces such as 
Seagram Plaza and Paley Park. They did 
their recording by taking pictures and 
filming time-lapse videos, which enabled 
Whyte to publish a documentary in the 
same name as his book “The Social Life 
of Small Urban Spaces” in 1980. In 1988, 
Whyte published “City: Rediscovering the 
Center”, which summarizes his study of 
public urban space by different elements.

One of Whyte’s main arguments is that 
the sitting experience is a critical factor 
in the squares because most of the people 
come to sit. After observing and compar-
ing the different factors in various plazas 
(Fig.9), he found out that the places with 
more sitting place are normally more 
popular than those that have fewer. “Peo-
ple tend to sit most where there are places 
to sit” (Whyte, 1988, p.110). People not 
only sit on chairs and benches but also in 
other places such as ledges and low walls. 
He also studies how people like moving 
the movable chairs to make the seat com-
fortable for themselves. The amount of 
sitting place on the best-used plazas are 
between 6 and 10 percent of the total open 
space (ibid, p.127).

Figure.9 The Comparison of Different Factors (William H Whyte, 1988, 
p.111)
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Figure.10 People standing at the corner of the street 
(William H Whyte, 1988, p.96)

In addition, Whyte proposes the idea of 
Triangulation, which means that when 
novel events such as street performanc-
es, sculptures, artwork pique common in-
terests among strangers, they will initiate 
contact easily (ibid, p.154). He suggests 
that when people gather around the per-
formers, they watch the performance and 
watch other audiences simultaneously. 
He says that “What attracts people most, 
it would appear, is other people” (ibid., 
p19), which shows people tend to stay in a 
relatively populated place.

Furthermore, Whyte argues that natural 
factors can influence people’s choices. 
He studied various plazas, concluding that 
people prefer the sun in the winter; how-
ever, sun does not matter a lot when the 
weather turns warm (ibid., p.109). Mean-
while, they tend to have a close relation-
ship with natural elements, such as trees 
and water. People like to sit by the wa-
ter, sometimes playing in it; the sound of 
the water can serve as comfortable back-
ground noise for the plaza. Meanwhile, 
people tend to avoid the wind, which can 
cause discomfort. (ibid., pp.132-139)

Whyte (ibid. p.143) also suggests that food 
can be a great tool to attract people. He 
compared several squares with and with-
out food, and found a substantial increase

in customers when food was present.

Besides urban squares, Whyte spent much 
time studying pedestrians on the street as 
well. Whyte notices that the corners are the 
most populated area of the streets (Fig.10). 
People tend to stand there for social activ-
ities such as chatting. Also, Whyte propos-
es that people attract people. His obser-
vation on both squares and streets shows 
that people can be easily influenced by 
other people. For instance, they tend to 
go to populated places and shops. Mean-
while, he notices that pedestrians usually 
take the shortest cut to their destinations, 
which shows the necessity of considering 
the surrounding functions when designing 
a square.
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Figure.11 One-day study on the ledge of Seagram Plaza (William H Whyte, 1988, pp.168-169)

Whyte opposes the concept of separating 
pedestrians and cars by building concours-
es and skyways. He studies the streets in 
Minneapolis and argues that the skyways 
built for cold weather dullified the street 
level of the city. “Cities need more people 
on the street, not fewer people.” (Whyte, 
1988, p.195) Additionally, he mentions 
that the indoor pedestrian area is disori-
enting. People are easily get lost in the 
concourses or underground paths. Further-
more, the skyways can cause social divi-
sions. There are different groups of people 
using the skyways and the streets. Social 
equality may suffer as a result of the design. 

Whyte likes the chaos and the social events 
happen on the street. He believes those are 
the necessary conditions for the success of 
cities. I will conclude this chapter by quot-
ing him:

    The worst thing about dullification is 
the way people get used to it. They even 
get to like it. If there are no longer streets 
that are attractive to use, they will not use 
streets. (Whyte, 1988, p205)
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In the 1960s, a Danish architect, Jan Gehl 
began studying urban public spaces. Gehl 
strongly opposes modernist buildings and 
planning in his books, and claims that 
‘they are sculptures, not architecture’ in 
his lectures (Gehl, 2015). In his lifelong 
promotion of building people-oriented cit-
ies, Gehl opines that cities should be ‘first 
life, then space, then buildings’ (Gehl, 
2010, p.198). 

Different from other urbanists, Jan Gehl 
developed his studies firstly focusing on 
the biology of humans. He discusses the 
human sense and scale from the biological 
perspective and argues that human’s body 
has not changed drastically in millions of 
years. The human can sense the danger 
from front and sides, but it is hard to look 
up (Fig.12). We can recognize differenc-
es at eye level but hard to distinguish the 
contrast of high-rise buildings. Therefore, 
focusing the design on people’s eye level 
is essential.

Gehl claims that the appropriate distance 
can influence how people perceive space. 
According to him, we can differentiate 
other humans from animals in 300-500 
meters, understand body language in 100 
meters, exchange short messages in 25 
meters, and conduct conversations in 7 
meters. His study also shows that intimate

distance is usually less than 45 centime-
tres, personal distance with close friends 
is 45 to 120 centimetres, whereas social 
distance is 1.2 -3 meters (ibid., pp.34-35). 
As squares are mostly designed for activ-
ities between friends, they should be able 
to provide appropriate distance. People do 
not require big squares for activities.

Additionally, Gehl argues that most in-
teractions between people and plazas oc-
cur in a square’s edge area, not the mid-
dle. He names this phenomenon as  Edge 
Effect (ibid, p.137) (Fig.13). The edge 
connects the indoor and outdoor areas 
of the square. According to Gehl’s ob-
servation, he notices that people tend to 
stay near the edge to avoid pedestrian 
flow and lousy weather. He also refers 
to Christopher Alexander’s claim in “A 
Pattern Language” that most lively pla-
zas are rightly designed on their edges.
Furthermore, Gehl claims that there are 
Piano Effect (Fig.14) and  Niche Effect in 
urban spaces. Piano Effect is that people 
will find physical support for standing, like 
they do when standing by a piano. Niche 
Effect is that people like to find places like 
a niche that can protect them in different 
angles from wind (ibid, pp.139-140).

Gehl argues that the city should be a “good 
place for meeting” (ibid, p.148). The

6.  Cities for people
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foundation of human interactions lies in, 
so it is imperative to set up a friendly talk-
scape. This can be accomplished by posi-
tioning two- or more benches at an angle 
and perhaps adding a table in between.

Gehl believes that cities should be “fixed, 
flexible and fleeting” instead of being de-
signed with special places for special ac-
tivities (ibid, p.161). The term “fixed” re-
fers to the elements that define city space, 
the permanent fixtures that produce a daily 
framework for city life. The term “flexi-
ble” refers to temporary events and facili-
ties appearing all year round. Fleeting are 
minor events in cities. Bonfires, fireworks, 
waterfront festivals, and concerts in public 
squares are all possible, as well as more 
spontaneous events such as street musi-
cians, theatre, poetry, and parties.

Figure.12 Sense and tall buildings (Jan Gehl, 2010, p.40)

Figure.13 Edge Effect (Jan Gehl, 2010, p.136)

Figure.14 Piano Effect (Jan Gehl,2010, p.138)
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Insipred by the previous urbanists, the 
Congress of New Urbanism (CNU) was 
founded in 1993. In their manifesto Char-
ter of The New Urbanism, they wrote: 

  We advocate the restructuring of public 
policy and development practices to sup-
port the following principles: neighbor-
hoods should be diverse in use and pop-
ulation; communities should be designed 
for the pedestrian and transit as well as 
the car; cities and towns should be shaped 
by physically defined and universally ac-
cessible public spaces and community in-
stitutions; urban places should be framed 
by architecture and landscape design that 
celebrate local history, climate, ecology, 
and building practice. (Congress of New 
Urbanism, 2013, p.6)

The idea of New Urbanism centers 
around the principles that have used for 
many centuries to build cities: walkable 
streets, close proximity of places to live 
and shop, and public areas of accessi-
bility to the public. This New Urbanism 
can be traced to the theories of architect 
Léon Krier regarding the re-building of 
“European” cities in the 1970s and 1980s 
(Krier, 1993). One of the most notable 
projects of Krier is Poundbury, which is 
an experimental new town initialled by 
him and Prince Charles, which began the

construction in 1993. The design concept 
of the town has the same main idea as 
CNU: to build compact and mixed-used 
neighbourhoods with a close relationship. 

Leon Krier is an architect based in Luxem-
bourg, well known by advocating for tra-
ditional city planning. He is also famous 
for his expression ‘I don’t build because 
I am an architect’ (Krier, 2011, p.415) to 
show his anti-modernist attitude. He main-
ly draws architectural diagrams to express 
his ideas in his books.

His expression regarding public urban 
spaces, ‘The city and its public spaces can 

7.  New Urbanism and Leon Krier

Figure.15 Res Economica and Res Publica, Leon Krier(2011, p.28)
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Figure.16 Different ambiences of streets, Leon Krier(2011,p.162) Figure.17 Limit of Post-Modernist, Leon Krier(2011, p.58)

characteristics. The geometric of pub-
lic space can be different based on their 
characteristics, such as linear spaces and 
nodal spaces. His diagram shows the dif-
ferent ambience of different street façades 
and the influence of focusing buildings 
(Fig.16).

Krier finds that the traditional architectural 
design is not only satisfying but also beau-
tiful.  He accuses modernism to innovate 
an end in itself but not towards a stable 
goal, which is turning our planet into a 
permanent construction site (Fig.17). He 
appreciates traditional building design 
and urban planning, which he believes are 
from the human perspective.

only be built in the form of streets, squares, 
and quarters of familiar dimensions and 
character, based on the local tradition 
(Krier, 1984)’, shows his appreciation 
towards traditional buildings. He argues 
the combination of Res Economica and 
Res Publica makes the social nature of 
citie (Fig.15). He believes that the build-
ings façades should match their functions, 
which means the facade of public build-
ings should enhance their importance in 
cities, whilst other building façades should 
meet their functions in economical ways. 
(Krier, 2011, p.29). 

Krier argues that public urban space is a 
void with specific dimensions, forms and  
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Besides the urbanists mentioned above, 
many others have influential ideas regard-
ing urban public places design in various 
aspects. More importantly, they incorpo-
rate the theoretical research of predeces-
sors, and use it as a basis for more detailed 
research.

Matthew Carmona (2003), an architect, 
planner and researcher from the United 
Kingdom, published his book “Public 
Places, Urban Spaces”, along with his 
team, in 2003. It explains public space 
design from social, visual, functional, 
temporal, morphological and preceptu-
al to makes a clear conclusion. The team 
believes sustainability is a determinant 
of urban regeneration and new urbaniza-
tion. Similarly, Maddalena Iovene (2019) 
and her team published “Of Streets and 
Squares” to summarize the different theo-
ries and rephrase them. 

Edward T. White is an American architect 
and author. In his article “Path-Portal-
Place”, he divides public space into three 
kinds as path, portal and place  (Fig.18). 
For different kind of space, they all have 
different characteristics. Path should be 
a pleasant road for pedestrian. The book 
discusses the ambiences of Portal can 
achieve in different design (Fig.19), and 
cliams that a good portal should be a good 

transitional space between path and place. 
Places in cities are plazas, gardens, court-
yards, and parks. He argues a good Place 
should be a place with strong character 
and has been well defined. He also ex-
plains that good places have historical 
weight and should be meaningful in cities. 
(White, E. T.,1999)

Figure.18 Path-Portal-Place, (Edward T. White, 1999), Re-
printed by Matthew Carmona, 2007, p.185)

Figure.19 Different Portals, (Edward T. White, 1999), Reprint-
ed by Matthew Carmona, 2007, p.189)

8. Others
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Studying theories from different urbanists 
reveals that some key elements can influ-
ence human behaviour in urban spaces. In 
order to fully comprehend their studies, 
I summarize different components of the 
theoretical framework. The conclusion of 
the theoretical framework can be divided 
into three sections: Morphological, Per-
ceptual, and Behavioral.

9.1  Morphological

The first section is about the morphology of 
public urban spaces. This section includes 
physical elements such as height, shape, 
ratio, and other elements that affect how 
urban spaces look objectively. According 
to the studies, the ambience of space can 
be influenced by its physical appearance.

Shape of Plaza
Camillo Sitte (1889) and Christopher 
Alexander (1977) study the ancient pub-
lic squares and conclude that the plaza’s 
shape contributes to its characteristics. 
In Sitte’s study, he mentions the impor-
tance of irregularity because he is un-
satisfied with the unnecessary regular-
ity of modern planning. According to 
him, the irregularity of the square can 
increase the possibilities for adornment 
and create a dynamic atmosphere. Ir-
regularity can give people a better sense 

of enclosure and more dynamic facades, 
but regularity can enhance the importance 
of the focus point. (Fig.20)

Meanwhile, regarding the shape of plaza, 
Christopher Alexander argues that the pla-
za should be positive rather than negative. 
He suggests that the Positive Space can 
provide a clear boundary for people inside 
and create a sense of security, encouraging 
people to stay. (p.07)

Enclosure
To give users a sense of visual control and 
security, Sitte (1889) showed that edges, 
corners, and continuous alignments must 
be clearly defined. Consequently, enclo-
sures are essential to provide clear bound-
aries for public spaces. Jane Jacobs also 
mentions in her book that enclosure is a 
crucial element of a good park design. Ad-
ditionally, she argues that one reason we 
often perceive a fine sense of enclosure in 
wide streets or boulevards is in the pres-
ence of rows of closely planted trees. This 
help visually to define the space. (1961, 
pp.380-383) 

Ratio
The studies suggest that the ratio of plaza 
has a direct effect on how people feel. It de-
termines how the sunlight will be and what 
people can see in the plaza. Sitte (1889) 

9.  Conclusion
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suggests that the plaza should be closely 
connected to the nearby buildings. De-
pending on the relation between the plaza 
and the main buildings such as churches, 
he divides the plaza into deep types and 
wide types. Visitors can clearly view of the 
building’s façade from a plaza of a suitable 
type, enhancing the building’s monumen-
tality.

The height-to-width ratio of a plaza is 
also important. Different ratios can lead 
to different feelings inside. According to 
Matthew Carmona (2003, p147), a British 
architect and urbanist, suggests different 
proportions as guidelines, which has been 
rephrased by Maddalena Iovene: 

    A height-to-width ratio of 1:4 or above: 
Little sense of ‘enclosure’, more sky is vis-
ible than buildings.
   A height-to-width ratio of between 1:2 
and 1:2.5: Reasonable sense of enclosure 
with equal portion of sky and buildings.
   A height-to-width ratio of 1:1 or below: 
Cannot have comprehensive view of build-
ings without looking up. A ratio of 1:1 ‘is 
often considered the minimum for comfort-
able urban roads.’ (Iovene, 2019, p.32)

Hierarchy of space
Creating hierarchies among different spac-
es can bring coherent feelings to people. 

According to Krier (2009), cities should 
have both Res Publica and Res Econom-
ica. The two types of buildings should 
be designed differently to emphasize the 
importance of public buildings. The hier-
archical urban space in city can combine 
functionality and aesthetic to achieve a 
well organized city. 

Jan Gehl (2010) emphasizes that walk-
ability should take precedence over 
traffic. Walking should take priority in 
urban spaces, which can attract more 
people to enter and stay. Meanwhile, In 
the article “Path, Portal, Place”, Ed-
ward T. White (1999) emphasizes the 

Figure.20 Examples of strong, medium and low spatial 
enclosure, Maddalena Iovene(2019, p.32)
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Camillo Sitte (1889) discusses visuality 
from different perspectives. The aesthetic 
character of the squares is the first con-
sideration. It is essential that surrounding 
buildings be joined to one another rather 
than standing alone. In addition, the square 
design should feature the most important 
building, such as a cathedral or other mon-
umental buildings. 

Second, the square’s centre should re-
main free. He drew an analogy between 
the choice of sites for snowmen and the 
placing of monuments to avoid the natu-
ral paths through space. Meanwhile, he ar-
gues that the logical function that follow-
people’s common sense can also enhance 
aesthetic value. (Camillo Sitte, 1889, p.13)
 
Jan Gehl has a more thorough argument 
about the visual value in urban space. He 
argues that both individual elements and 
their coordination are crucial to visual 
quality. He also refers to William Whyte’s 
(1988) concept of 100% place, which 
means ‘spaces and localities where all 
important city space qualities are pres-
ent’ (Gehl, 2010, p177). Designers need to 
consider the combination of different ele-
ments to build a coherent place. 

Additionally, green elements such as trees 
and monuments such as fountains can

importance of different ambiences to cre-
ate in the three hierarchichal spaces. Por-
tal can work as a transitional area between 
Path and Place. He discusses the different 
situations of public space as Path, Portals 
or Places. Arranging the three type of pub-
lic places logically can create coherence in 
urban spaces (p.16).

Christopher Alexander suggests that the 
entering experience can affect people’s 
feeling to the interior space. Also, the 
outdoor transitional space should be able 
to protect people’s back and see a larger 
space from it (p.08).

9.2 Perceptual

The second section is about people’s per-
ception to public space design, such as 
visual and thermal senses. People’s will-
ingness to remain in a particular place 
can be affected depend on their feelings. 
Therefore, various urbanists have bone re-
searches related to the factors influencing 
how people perceive a place.

Visual Elements
People’s impressions of a place are heavi-
ly influenced by what they can see in that 
place. Besides the square’s ratio and shape 
mentioned before, there are several other 
factors that can affect its visual appeal. 
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provide the visual focus to improve the vi-
sual quality as well as the other senses. He 
also mentions the importance of consider-
ing how the place will look like at night.

Microclimate
In particular, the thermal aspect of micro-
climate can affect people’s emotional state. 
People are more likely to stay where they 
feel comfortable. The feeling of people is 
a combination of different elements such 
as the sun, wind and temperature, which is 
mircroclimate.

Undoubtedly, the sun plays a major role in 
how people behave in public spaces. Peo-
ple enjoy squares with sunlight. In “The 
Death and Life of Great American Cities”, 
Jane Jacobs (1961) mentions that squares 
without sunlight are severely underused. 
Therefore, she opposes building highrises 
because their volumes can block sunlight 
from reaching public spaces (p.06).

William H. Whyte (1988) discovered that 
sunlight is vital in early spring for provid-
ing thermal comfort to people, which is 
why people prefer sitting out in the sun. 
However, as the weather warms, people 
become less concerned with sunlight and 
even take to hiding in the shade. At the same 
location, microclimates can vary accord-
ing to the season. In addition to sunlight,

Figure.21 & 22
Difference reac-
tion to sunlight in 
Australia(Fig.21) 
and Denmark 
(Fig.22) (Gehl, 
2010, p169)

he mentions that wind, water, and trees 
can be the factor that influences people’s 
moods. 

According to Jan Gehl, the same elements 
can play different roles in different cities. 
For example, in Denmark or in Australia, 
people have different attitudes toward the 
sun (Fig.21&22). Therefore, the strategy 
towards sunlight must be site-specific. In 
addition, he mentions that buildings and 
greenery can be protection for people in 
the square from the wind. A typical exam-
ple is that in old Scandinavian cities, the 
buildings provide protection from wind 
and create warmer weather than the sur-
rounding landscape. More sun and less 
wind can create “good weather at eye lev-
el” (Gehl, 2010, p169).
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Psychological Elements
Besides thermal feelings influenced by 
the microclimate, some factors can affect 
users’ psychological feelings. People tend 
to stay at places where they feel safe and 
relaxed. 

As mentioned earlier, Camillo Sitte (1889) 
and Jane Jacobs (1961) suggests that en-
closure can provide a good sense of secu-
rity in the public space. Within the public 
space, however, there are different options 
for people to stay. 

According to Whyte (1988), 80% of peo-
ple prefer to stay on the street level when 
there are sunken plazas. He called it the 
“Amphitheatre Effect” since sunken pla-
zas look like amphitheatres, and the place 
on the ground level is similar to audience 
seats.

Maddalena Iovene (2019) and her team-
have done a research about where people 
prefer to sit in an urban square, letting 
people choose options base on the pictures 
shown (Fig.23). The result shows that peo-
ple prefer to sit at the edge of squares, in 
the meantime away from the traffic. 

Whyte (1988) also argues that water is a 
good option to create sensory comfort for 
users. They can be in the form of waterfalls, 

pools, fountains and so on. Accessible wa-
ter can create interactions between the wa-
ter and people. Similarly, Jan Gehl (2010) 
and Christopher Alexander (1977) suggest 
that greenery in urban squares can provide 
sensory comfort to people. Trees can be 
designed in groups to create smaller areas 
for various activities. Meanwhile,  Gehl 
and Alexander argue that people tend to 
stay at the edge of urban squares, where is 
a safe place to observe others and can be 
protected from the wind. 

Gehl describes it as the Edge Effect. He 
also proposes the Piano Effect and Niche 
Effect, which says the edge should provide 
physical support as a piano and protection 
from the weather as a niche, so people are 
willing to stay longer. (p.12)

Figure.23 Visual preference survey ran on the position of benches in 
a public space., (Maddalena Iovene, 2013, p.146) 
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9.3 Behavioral

The goal of this section is to outline how 
people act in urban environments. It is dif-
ficult to imagine ‘space’ without human 
behaviour. Urban spaces can influence 
people’s behaviour, and vice versa; the be-
havioural elements can affect the design-
er’s decision. Various activities can occur 
in urban squares at the same time, and it 
has been a significant element in studies 
for decades.

Centring
Jacobs (1961) finds out that most success-
ful small spaces have places to be under-
stood as centres. She gives an example as 
the fountain basin in Washington Square 
in New York working as a centre and an 
attraction for people. People enjoy observ-
ing and interacting with the centre.

Sitte (1889) studied how the ancient plaza 
places the sculptures and concludes that 
centres do not need to be geometrically 
centred, but they should not block the way 
for people using the square. People like 
staying in the square with logical function, 
which can improve the ascetic value. 

Social behaviour
William H Whyte (1988) observes human 
activities in urban spaces for many years. 

Figure.24 Three types of Activities (Jan Gehl, 2010, p.21)

Figure.25 Survey of the city square,Ascoli Piceno, Italy: 
Standing people tend to congregate around the edges of the 
square. People can be found standing alongside facades, un-
der porticoes, in niches, and next to columns (Jan Gehl, 1987, 

p.148)

In five of the most-used areas, 45 per cent 
of people in groups were found, while in 
the least-used, only 32 per cent. He sug-
gests that a successful public space is one 
that encourages gathering and social inter-
action. 

Jan Gehl (2010) divides human behaviour 
in urban spaces into three different types: 
necessary activities, optional activities and
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social activities (Fig.23). The physical en-
vironment affects optional activities and 
social activities, he asserts. Gehl’s argu-
ment is that we need to improve the phys-
ical environment to attract more social ac-
tivities.

Sitting
Most of the people staying in the public 
spaces tend to sit. Whyte (1988) concludes 
from his observation that the number of 
people in the square increases with square 
seating. A successful design of a public 
place must include enough seats. People 
are also flexible in their eating options, as 
they can sit at different heights and in dif-
ferent positions. 

Jan Gehl (2010) suggests that a good 
seating place should consider four fac-
tors: microclimate, protection, view and 
placement. The microclimate aims for a 
comfortable temperature, while the Edge 
Effect refers to the placement of seats. Ad-
ditionally, views featuring architecture, 
nature, art, or other people are valued. The 
location of seats should be protected from 
noise or pollution. Seating should be lo-
cated in a way that fulfils the four aspects 
listed above. Furthermore, he suggests that 
strangers sitting next to each other should 
keep an arm’s length distance to avoid 
touching each other.

Triangulation
Triangulation is a term invented by Wil-
liam Whyte (1988). He defines as ‘the 
process by which some external stimulus 
provides a linkage between people and 
prompts strangers to talk to other strang-
ers as if they knew each other.’ (Whyte, 
1988, p154) This external stimulus can 
be a street performance, a speech or even 
a food cart. Usually, when people are 
watching the performance, they will stand 
around the actors. 
When Jan Gehl studied the performers, he 
proposes that the spectators tend to watch 
from a safe distance, resulting in a circle 
surrounding the performers (Fig.26). He 
defines this distance as public distance, 
which should be more than 3.70 meters 
(Gehl, 2010, p47).

Figure.26 
Spectators and perform-
ers at Pompidou Center 
(Gehl, 2010, p47)
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Various urbanists have contributed pro-
found studies that form the theoretical 
foundation for the design of urban pub-
lic space. However, the situation today in 
Helsinki may be different from the theories 
suggest. Therefore, I observe how people 
use the public urban spaces in Helsinki, 
trying to compare the difference between 
theories and the actual situations. 

here from time to time. It has a larger scale 
with fewer seats. Therefore, Plaza Narink-
ka is less promising than the previous one 
according to the thematic theoretical re-
search. Consequently, these two squares 
can be a good comparison to observe if the 
same theory can be applied in Helsinki.

B.  Public Spaces Study in Helsinki

Comparing to other European countries, 
Finland has a notably lower average tem-
perature. Public spaces in Helsinki can be 
covered by snow for months every year. 
The observation began in early February, 
when the temperature started to warm up, 
and people were more inclined to use pub-
lic spaces. The observation will last from 
late winter to early summer, covering most 
of the Helsinki weather conditions. 

Figure.27 Site for observation

1. Studying Site

2. Studying Method  

The first step is to select the observing 
sites. The principle of choosing the sites 
is to find the public urban space in use 
in the city centre, which is also the main 
background condition in the theories. I 
chose two urban squares for observation in 
Kamppi, in the centre of Helsinki (Fig.27). 
The two sites have different characteris-
tics: the first one is Tennispalatsinaukio on 
the north of the Kamppi centre. There are 
ample seats and a welcoming environment 
with trees and water, as well as two shops 
on the south side and one in the middle, 
which serve food and drinks to the public.

The other public square, Plaza Narinkka, 
is located west of the Kamppi Shopping 
Center. Located near Kampin Kappeli and 
Museum Amos Rex, this square is more 
accessible than the previous one. As a big 
square in the city centre, some public ac-
tivities such as weekend markets happen
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Comparing the two squares, the buildings 
surrounding Tennispalatsinaukio can pro-
vide a better sense of enclosure than Plaza 
Narinkka.

Regarding the hierarchy in space, Ten-
nispalatsinaukio has a wider variety of 
spaces with various hierarchies. The edg-
es allow people to sit next to the coffee 
shops (Fig.30, middle). In the meantime, 
the space in the middle of the square is 
raised to the importance of the centre. 
Trees are planted in the north area of the 
square, which enhances the sense of en-
closure in the square, meanwhile provid-
ing tranquillity spaces under the trees. By 
creating several hierarchical levels, people 
can find a space that meets their specific 
needs, ultimately increasing flexibility. It 
is a popular space for people to hang out 
in the summer.

Observation and recording was the main 
study method to the public square. The 
outcome was recorded by videos and pho-
tos. The study focuses on different aspects 
similar to the last chapter: Morphological 
such as the ratio of the square; Perceptual 
such as sunlight; and Behavioral such as 
usage of seats and edges.

The purpose of the study is to see if peo-
ple in Helsinki behave as the theoretical 
framework suggests. Comparing the ob-
servation and conclusion of the theoretical 
framework, we can better understand pub-
lic urban spaces in Helsinki.

37m
81m

91m

116m

Figure.28 Square Comparsion

Tennispalatsinaukio

Plaza Narinkka

3. Observation

The observation focuses on the three as-
pects as the conclusion of theoretical 
framework states: Morphological, Percep-
tual and  Behavioral.

3.1 Morphological
As previous theories suggest, a suitable 
height-width ratio of squares should 
be between 1:2 to 1:3 (Carmona, 2003, 
p147). Tennispalatsinaukio is surrounded 
by 25-meter-tall buildings on two sides, 
and its height-width ratio is about 1:1 
(Fig.28). In contrast, Narinkka Plaza has 
a 1:3 height-width ratio and is surrounded 
by buildings on three sides.
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3.2 Perceptual

Microclimate
At the beginning of the observation, the 
sunlight was the dominant factor determin-
ing how people acted in the squares. They 
tended to stay long in the squares whilst 
there was direct sunlight. Although the 
environment in Tennispalatsinaukio was 
welcoming, it was not popular because of 
lacking sunlight. Most of the sunlight was 
blocked by the Kamppi centre, but some 
area exposed to sunlight was popular. 
Similarly, the seats in the corner of Plaza 
Narinkka were occupied when they were 
exposed to sunlight (Fig.30, left). Mean-
while, the seats alongside the road between 
two squares were more popular because 
of the long sunlight hours (Fig.30, right). 

27th, Feb, 3-4oC

Plaza users in 1hour

75
25

180

224

354 (with temporary activity)

37

65

150

225

300

29th, Apr, 10oC 31st, July, 20oC

The space in Plaza Narinkka is homoge-
nous when comparing to Tennispalatsi-
naukio. A metal sculpture is standing in 
the middle of the square without people 
around it. The hierarchy of the space in the 
plaza is unclear, and not many activities 
happen in the area. 

Tennispalatsinaukio is wider in its variety 
of space, which can provide more opportu-
nities for different activities. Observation 
shows that people can stay here for dif-
ferent reasons: for lunch, for chatting, for 
coffee, and other activities. While Plaza 
Narinkka has people passing by, not many 
stop since there are not many suitable plac-
es for them (Fig.29). To conclude, a better 
sense of enclosure and variety in space can 
enliven squares.

Figure.29 Observation in three different times
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Figure.30 Observation in 27th, Feburary, 2021

Figure.31 Observation in 29th, April, 2021

However, during the summer, as the tem-
perature rose, people’s obsession with 
sunlight decreased. They were likely to 
sit anywhere with a comfortable micro-
climate. During this period, Tennispalat-
sinaukio was much more popular than in 
winter (Fig.25, middle). People even start-
ed to sit in the shade to avoid direct sun-
light. (Fig.25, right)

In conclusion, the microclimate in public 
space is determined by a combination of 
variables. People will choose to stay at 
places they feel comfortable. Since the 
climate in Helsinki is relatively cold, we 
should let more sunlight into squares and 
block the wind.
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Natural Elements
The theoretical framework shows that  nat-
ural elements play important roles in in-
fluencing people’s choices. In comparison, 
Plaza Narinkka has a few trees along its 
south edge, while Tennispalatsinaukio has 
plenty of trees and a water pool (Fig.33).

When the weather began to warm up, peo-
ple like to step on the snow themselves to 
break it, even though the main road had 
been cleared for pedestrians. The interac-
tion between people and snow brought a 
lot of laughter and fun. But the outdoor 
seats were still underused due to the cold 
weather.

When the weather became warmer, obser-
vations indicated that people preferred to 
sit close to trees and pools on Tennispalat-
sinaukio. Trees can block the wind in cold 
weather and block sunlight in hot weather. 
Meanwhile, the sound of water filled the 
square as background noise. On the other 
hand, the seats under the trees in Plaza Na-
rinkka could attract more smokers, since 
the smokers are the main users when the 
plaza is relatively empty.

To conclude, people like to stay close to 
the natural elements to create some inter-
actions. Meanwhile, the elements can pro-
vide various possibilities to develop suit-
able microclimates for people.
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Flexibility
Since Helsinki is located in high latitude, 
the weather in winter can be cold, and the 
square would be covered by snow for half 
of the year. The squares in summer were 
different from winter. In winter, the two 
squares were covered by snow with few 
seats, and few people wanted to stay in 
the squares. However, in summer, people 
were more willing to stay outdoors, and 
the squares can be flexible to become out-
door places for them. (Fig.30& Fig.31).

The large empty space in Plaza Narinkka 
provides flexibility for different events. 
Various activities were held in summer-
time, and people liked to stay to partici-
pate. The data from observation shows that 
although Plaza Narinkka had fewer users 
normally, it could attract more people 
with its rich activities in different events 
(Fig.29). In contrast, Tennispalatsinaukio 
could be transformed into squares with 
several shops in summer from space cov-
ered by snow. It was more populated than 
Plaza Narinkka during weekdays with the 
shops. The flexibility ensured the space in 
squares could be fully used in summertime. 

In summary, flexibility can provide pos-
sibilities in transforming the squares into 
different situations. It is necessary for Hel-
sinki because of the weather condition.

3.3 Behavioural

Edges
People used the edges of the two squares 
similarly during winter. In Plaza Narinkka, 
the only people who liked to stay on edge 
were smokers. They liked standing at the 
edges to protect themselves from the cold 
weather and not bothering others. Mean-
while, the ground floor shops in Tennis-
palatsinaukio provided shelters for people 
who wish to escape the terrible weather. 
People indoors liked staying close to the 
windows because of the beautiful view of 
snow. They could also enjoy natural light 
with a comfortable temperature. 

In summer, the two squares had differ-
ent situations. Smokers in Plaza Narink-
ka liked to stand at the edges to avoid 
bothering other people with their smoke. 
Meanwhile, they can enjoy a comfortable 
microclimate due to the shade provided by 
the buildings. However, smokers in Tenni-
spalatsinaukio prefer finding space in the 
middle of the square. The popularity of the 
shops on the ground floor left them little 
room on the outer edge. Therefore, they 
had to move to somewhere not occupied. 
The edge area next to shops became seats 
outdoors for people having drinks under 
the sunlight. People preferred to sit out-
doors when the weather was good. 
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3.4 Conclusion
Based on the observation, several factors 
influence how people act in the public 
squares in Helsinki. They need to be con-
sidered in the square design

The first one is Microclimate. People in 
Helsinki are sensitive to the change of 
weather. They will notice the nuance in 
temperature and try to find the best loca-
tion to stay. Microclimate can be affected 
by sunlight, wind, temperature, trees and 
so on. It is a combination of all the small 
elements. Increasing variety in weather-re-
lated features can provide different possi-
bilities of combination for users.

Secondly, the design of edges is import-
ant to the square. When the edges are well 
designed, the squares can always be pop-
ulated. The edges are the area where the 
interaction between people and buildings 
happen. When the edges can provide pro-
tection to people, they are willing to stay 
despite other conditions such as the ratio 
of the square. The edges need to be inter-
active with the square; otherwise, it will be 
occupied by smokers or homeless people.

Thirdly, squares need to be flexible. Since 
the temperature difference can reach 
50-celsius degrees between winter and 
summer, the usage of squares is different.

In winter, squares work as places with crit-
ical paths connecting to the surrounding 
buildings. Effective paths can improve the 
efficiency of the snow-clearing in winter. 
During summer, the paths in the square are 
replaced by movable chairs and outdoors 
seats. The walking inside the squares be-
come more casually since people are will-
ing to stay outdoors.
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Figure.34 Kids playing with water

Figure.33 Tennispalatsinaukio in summer

Figure.32 Plaza Narinkka in summer





Chapter II.  Site & Competition

An architectural invited competition was held in the Elielinaukio and Ase-
ma-aukio area in 2020. The area has served as a transportation node and a pub-
lic plaza to citizens in central Helsinki for decades. However, the competition 
tries to introduce an office building in a large volume in the area. The huge 
building volume will block the sunlight to surrounding areas. It is incompatible 
with the surrounding environment, and it will damage the urban social lives by 
taking public spaces from citizens. 
 
The large volume building in the central area will undoubtedly bring economic 
benefit to the city. Nevertheless, it will also squeeze the urban life of the public 
into small streets with little sunlight. It is important to find a balance between 
preservation and development. We are not only building for economic devel-
opment but also for the well-being of public urban life.
 
This chapter discusses the background information of the competition, the 
competition programme and the future potentials of the site. The area is of high 
historical value and is also well situated for transforming into an urban square. 
The city’s central area represents the image of the city, and its future worth to 
be discussed in different aspects.
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The Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area is 
located in the heart area of Helsinki. One 
of the most important buildings in Helsin-
ki, Central Railway Station, is on the site’s 
east side. Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio 
area has been used as a transport hub out-
side the station and an urban public place 
for the citizens for decades.
  
Around the site, several significant build-
ings have been built. Famous public build-
ings such as Helsinki Central Library, 
Finnish National Theatre, Finlandia Hall, 
and Kiasma Museum are within ten min-
utes of walking distance. (Fig.35) These 
buildings attract thousands of tourists and 
city dwellers to come every day. Also, 
parks such as Toolonlahti, Kaisaniemi 
park serve as leisure areas for the public. 
The Citycenter shopping mall is popular 
to the citizens as well because of the heart 
location of this area.

The Elielinaukio is on the north side of 
the Vltava building. Elielinaukio has been 
used as a bus terminal for decades. The bus 
station will be removed according to future 
planning (City of Helsinki, 2020a, p.31). It 
was designated as a public urban space in 
the town plan adopted in 1996 (Helander 
et al., 2020a). Surrounding building Sano-
matalo and the hotel building on the north 
edges of the square represent the glass-

and-steel architectural ideas prevalent in 
recent decades. 

On the south side of the Vltava building 
is Asema-aukio, which is one of a series 
of squares surrounding the railway sta-
tion, the others being Rautatientori and 
the small square at the front of the railway 
station. 

Elielinaukio

Asema-aukio

Figure.35 Location of the Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio 
area, and surrounding public buildings

Figure.36 Relation between the site and surrounding buildings

A.  Basic Information

1. Location
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The Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area is 
in the transport core of Helsinki.  The dif-
ferent types of transportation: train, metro, 
tram, taxi, bus, private parking, and the 
unbuilt city Central Loop allow people to 
visit many places of the city or even oth-
er cities (Fig.37). The Central Railway 
Station next to the site is a terminal of all 
the train lines in Helsinki. As a result, the 
prosper transportation brings thousands of 
visitors every day. The train station serves 
approximately 400,000 people per day, of 
which about 200,000 are passengers (My-
Helsinki, n.d). This area is one of the most 
populated areas in Helsinki.

Figure.37 Different transportation system around the site  

The Central Loop 
Station (unbuilt)

The Central Loop
Line (unbuilt)

Metro Line

Metro Station

Railway Station

Railway Line

Underground Parking

Driving

Taxi

Tram Line

Tram Station

Bus Station

Bus Line

The metro station Rautatientori is in the 
underground area of the site. It was opened 
in 1983 and is one of the most populated 
metro stations in Helsinki. The metro line 
connects from east Helsinki to Espoo, 
which are the two largest cities in Finland.

There are two tram stations and two bus 
stations around the site; the tram lines 
and the bus lines connect to the areas that 
could not be reached by trains or the sub-
way.  The Central Loop underground line 
is planned to be built, which will connect 
to Pasila and Töölö area. (Appendix1, 
12290A)

2.  Traffic



36 Site & Competition

Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area is 
characterized by a relatively even topogra-
phy (Fig.38). The flat terrain makes walk-
ing around the site easily. There are more 
flat areas up north that lead to Töölönlahti 
park. The site’s height is continuing to rise 
on the west side of the site, which provides 
a good visual line to the station from the 
Kamppi Area. People can see the Central 
Railway Station as a prominent landmark 
far away. Square Rautatientori is on the east 
side of Central Railway Station, which is 
relatively lower than the Elielinaukio and 
Asema-aukio area. However, due to the 
lack of attraction of the east side, it is less 
popular than the western square of Central 
Railway Station. Generally, the topogra-
phy of this area is relatively flat, and the 
site has the potential to provide a pleasant 
walking experience.

Helsinki has a humid continental climate. 
The winter in Helsinki is notably warm-
er than in the north of Finland. The snow 
normally comes in November and ends 
in March the next year. As a result, snow 
covers the ground almost half of the year. 
During the winter, the daytime is relative-
ly short. Days last 5 hours and 52 minutes 
around the winter solstice with very low 
sun. (Tukiainen. n.d.) The cold weather in 
winter makes people in Helsinki long for 
the sunshine.

However, the sunshine hour in Helsinki is 
297 hours monthly in June, and the high-
est weather of 33.2°C has been recorded in 
2019.7 People prefer staying outdoors in 
summer with the long daytime and com-
fortable weather. 

Sunlight in this area varies in different 
seasons. Because of the high latitude of 
Helsinki, the sun can create long shadows 
in winters. According to the analysis, the 
site can receive 8 hours of direct sunlight 
in spring equinox and autumn equinox. 
There will be more than 13 hours of direct 
sunlight a day in the summer solstice, but 
there is barely any sunlight in the winter 
solstice. (Fig.39)

3.8

4.0

4.3

6.6

6.7
4.0

3.0

2.6

2.2

2.4

4.0

3.4

5.26.37.0

8.9

9.9

10.1

7.5 3.9

Figure.38 Topography of surrounding area, information from 
Helsinki Map Service

3.  Topography 4.  Climate
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There are now mainly four different groups 
of people using the site regularly. The first 
group are commuters. Since the site offers 
various traffic methods, including working 
as the terminal area of the trains, commut-
ers come here to transfer between different 
transportations every day.  

The second group are city dwellers. The 
nearby popular places and famous public 
buildings such as museums and librar-
ies attract them to the site. Moreover, the 
convenient transportation allows people to 
gather for social activities.

The third groups are sellers, propagandists 
and performers. This group of people usu-
ally find the most populated area to maxi-
mize their selling opportunities. Normally, 
they gather out of between the entrance of 
the subway and the train station on Ase-
ma-aukio, where most people have to pass 
by. On the premises, they sell food, pro-
mote their products, and sometimes give 
speeches or shows.

The fourth group are tourists. The Cen-
tral Station is usually the first stop from 
the airport or the harbour. Tourists need to 
come here to transfer to their destinations. 
Meanwhile, the museums and famous 
public buildings around this area attract 
thousands of tourists every day.

spring equinox

autumn equinox

summer solstice

winter solstice

0

0 0

012

12 6

19

Figure.39 Sunlight analysis of the site

5.  Users
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6. Surrounding Buildings

The surrounding buildings of the 
Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area were 
built in different periods. It is an ensem-
ble of Finnish historical buildings. The 
oldest existing building in this area is the 
Finnish National Theatre, built-in 1872, 
and Central Railway Station was built in 
1919, fifteen years after Eliel Saarinen 
won the competition. The two different 
styles of the buildings show the transition 
of Finnish architectural style. The Vltava 
restaurant building in the middle of the site 
might seem lonely today, but it was built in 
1886 as a storage house within the old in-
dustrial area (Helander et al., 2020b, p31). 
Other buildings such as Postitalo and Ka-
leva Commercial Building have been built 
in different styles as well. Although the 
Oodi Library and Kiasma Museum seem 
to be young in this area, they are popular 
among tourists. The buildings around this 
site are significantly meaningful to the 
development of Helsinki. Traces of the 
architectural development can be found 
through the different styles of facades, ma-
terials and volume compositions.

6.1. Central Railway Station
The railway network in Helsinki expanded 
rapidly during the late 19th century; thus, 
the city of Helsinki needed a more practi-
cal railway station than the original one. 
A competition was held in 1904, and Eliel

Saarinen won the competition. It took 15 
years to finish the process of design devel-
opment and construction (Ibid., p26).

With its massive volume and tower, the 
Central Railway Station links with the ad-
jacent spaces on three sides of the build-
ing. The new main façade turned towards 
Kaivokatu, where the old station building 
was demolished during the building pro-
cess of the new one. (Fig.39) The street 
was widened to create an open square 
with greenery on the south of the station. 
Buildings to the west of the station were 
demolished in the 1920s to make room for 
the new Asema-aukio square. The square 
connected to the station via its western en-
trance provided a diagonal view towards 
the station’s main façade from Mannerhei-
mintie (Ibid., p34).    

The station serves as the terminus for all 
trains in the Helsinki railway network, lo-
cated in the same building. The two sta-
tions serve more than 200,000 passengers 
per day.

Figure.40 Construc-
tion of new station. 
(Erik Sundström, 
1914 / Helsinki City 
Museum)
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1. Holiday Inn Helsinki City Centre (APRT Architects, 2003)

2. Sanoma Oyj (SARC Architects, 1999)

3. Postitalo (Erik Lindroos, Jorma Järvi, 1938)

4. Kiasma Museum (Steven Holl, 1996)

5. Sokos Department (Erkki Huttunen,1952)

6. Vltava Restaurant (Bruno F. Granholm, 1906)

7. Cental Railway Station (Eliel Saarinen, 1904-1919)

8. Finnish National Theatre (Onni Tarjanne,1902)

9. Oodi Library (ALA Architects, 2018)

10. Kaleva Commercial Building (Armas Lindgre,1914)

Before 1900

1910-1920

1930-1940

1950-1970

1980-2000

2010-

2

Figure.41 Year of Construction
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6.4. Kaisantunneli
The Kaisantunneli is a pedestrian and 
cyclist tunnel built under the yard of the 
main railway station rails. The ends of the 
tunnel will be on Töölönlahdenkatu and in 
the southwest corner of Kaisaniemenpuis-
to (Fig.42). The tunnel greatly facilitates 
cycling and pedestrian in the east-west di-
rection.

The tunnel is about 220 meters long, about 
8 meters wide and 3 meters high. The bike 
lane is 4 meters wide, and the pedestrian 
lane 3.5 meters wide. The lanes are sepa-
rated by curbs (Helsingin kaupunki, 2021) 
(Fig.43). It is now (05.2021) under con-
struction.

6.2. Asematunneli
During the 1960s, the soaring number of 
automobiles gradually took priority from 
pedestrians. The Asema-aukio area was 
occupied by cars and parking. The under-
pass Asematunneli was built to provide a 
safe pedestrian area for people. (City of 
Helsinki, 2020a, p.21) It connects from 
the station to the Kauppakeskus Citycen-
ter, Forum shopping mall, and Sokos to the 
south. (Fig.41)
 
The interconnecting areas provide possi-
bilities to move from one building to an-
other on the underground level in central 
Helsinki. It also protects pedestrians from 
the rain, snow, and cold weather during the 
long winters in Finland.

6.3. SOKOS Asema-aukio
SOKOS Asema-aukio (Fig.42) is the un-
derground area that connects the Sokos 
building and Asematunneli. Most of it is 
in the Asema-aukio area. It is taken up by 
a waiting room for taxis, a ramp to the car 
park under Elielinaukio and one of the 
main entrances to the railway station, with 
a public space in front of it. 
 
The construction has not started yet. This 
underground development incorporating 
business premises and a service tunnel is 
planned for construction but has not been 
approved yet. (Ibid. p.34)

Figure.41 Axonometirc Drawing of Asematunneli (Helander et al., 
2020a, p.21)

Central Railway Station
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Figure.44 Kaisantunneli , image from Helsingin kaupunki

Figure.43 Location of Kaisantunneli  , image from Helsingin kaupunki

Figure.42 Plan of SOKOS Asema-aukio (Helsingin Kaupunkisuunnit-
teluvirasto, 2016, p.53)
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6.5. The Vltava

The building of Restaurant Vltava was 
initially a warehouse and part of the ex-
tensive railway yard. (Fig.45) Today, it is 
the last vestige of the industrial heritage 
of the entire Töölönlahti area, which has 
been entirely replaced during urban de-
velopment. The Vltava, built in 1909,  is 
also the oldest part of the Central Railway 
Station. Designed by the Railways Board, 
the building differs from the rest of the 
station designed by Saarinen in its style. 
The warehouse was a utility building, but 
as the northern marker of the Asema-aukio 
square, it was given a controlled architec-
tural exterior. The atypical orientation of 
the understated west façade of the building 
is a throwback from the area’s layout be-
fore the railway station, which aligned its 
streets and blocks anew (Helander et al., 
2020b, p.33).

The Vltava is now used as a three-storey 
restaurant. Several renovation construc-
tions happened during the past decades, 
including the northeast part connecting 
to the underground parking under the 
Elielinaukio area. (Fig.46)
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Figure.46 Histoircal construction of Vlatava, (Helander et al.,2020b,  p.53)  

Figure.47 The building Vlatava

Figure.45 Location of Vlatava

The Vlatava
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7.1. Planning
Töölönlahti area was originally part of the 
strait, while it was closed when the city 
of Helsinki been built. It was an industri-
al area before the Central Railway Station 
was built. The Vltava was built as one 
of the warehouses of the industrial area. 
Shortly after the building’s completion, 
Eliel Saarinen proposed the future devel-
opment of Murtokatu; the west side of 
the station was designed as Asema-aukio 
square for the central railway station, in 
the front of the west entrance. (Saarinen, 
E. et al., 1990)

Töölönlahti area was the outskirt area of 
Helsinki city, while with the expansion of 
the city, this area and railway station grad-
ually became the centre of Helsinki. Sev-
eral plans had been proposed (Fig.48-59)
by different architects and urban planners 
in the following decades. The proposal 
of Oiva Kallio (1927), Berndt Aminoff & 
Brunila (1932), Lindegren & Kråkström 
(1954), Alvar Aalto (1961) and Kalevi 
Hietanen (1967) provided different possi-
bilities for the future development of this 
area (Stenius, O., 1969). However, none of 
these plans is accepted as the final solu-
tion. In the meantime, some significant 
buildings, such as Sokos Department, Pos-
titalo and Finlandia Hall, were built during 
this period. (Helander et al., 2020a, p.24) 

After the demolition of the extra railway 
line and the construction of the metro sta-
tion, the north side of the Vltava building 
became a transport hub. A new competition 
was held in 1986 again to discuss the fu-
ture of the Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio 
area. The plans were not intended to pro-
tect the old buildings and tried to rebuild 
the area.
 
It was not until 1991 that the government 
established a partial master plan for this 
region. In 1992 and 1996 master plan it be-
gan to plan this area in accordance with the 
neighbouring area. (Helander et al., 2020a, 
p.28)

7. History
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1912-1913 Eliel Saarinen

1954 Lindegren & Kråkström

1986 I. Valjakka and K. Mökkälä

1927  Oiva Kallio

1918 Eliel Saarinen

1986  J. Söderlund

1932  Aminoff & Brunila

1916 Eliel Saarinen

1961 Alvar Aalto 1967 Kalevi Hietanen

1986 A. Sipinen

1932 Berndt Aminoff & Brunila

Figure.48-59 Urban Planning in different period
 (Helander et al. 2020a. pp.25-28). 
Also in: (City of Helsinki. 2020c. pp.45-124 ). 
Also in: http://penttimurole.blogspot.com/2013/07/toolonlahti-kierroksessa-1.html
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1838

1932

1988

1878

1943

2001

1909

1964

2021

Source: Helsinki Map Services, https://kartta.hel.fi/?setlanguage=en#
Figure.60-68 Urban Planning in different periods
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During the 1960s, however, the number 
of automobiles increased drastically. The 
square was occupied by car traffic and 
parking. The government built an under-
ground pedestrian area for the pedestrian, 
and it connected to the Helsinki Metro in 
1983. Automobiles used most of the square 
was for parking until the 1990s. (City of 
Helsinki. 2020c. pp.105-130)
 

Finally, around 2000, the centre was grad-
ually developed as walking and public 
transport area. The Holiday Inn Helsinki 
City Centre was built in the early 2000s 
after part of the railways were demolished. 
The Elielinaukio area has been surrounded 
by buildings constructed in different peri-
ods from then on.

7.2. History of Actual Construction
Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area is lo-
cated at the Kluuvinlahti area. During the 
1830s, Kluuvinlahti area, which had al-
ready been largely filled, still had a bot-
tom connected to Töölönlahti. The cur-
rent Elielinaukio area was a beach park in 
Kluuvinlahti. In the 1850s, a large part of 
this area was reserved for the industry in 
the town plan. 

There were tracks, passenger canopies, 
workshops, and industrial buildings on 
the west side of the first station building 
(1878). The current Elielinaukio area had 
served as a VR’s maintenance and logis-
tics area for more than one hundred years.

The new railway station competition was 
held in 1904 and built in 1919. According 
to Eliel Saarinen’s new plan, spacious and 
open urban spaces were needed to repre-
sent the new entrance on the south and 
west side. A new square was being out-
lined on the west side of the station build-
ing, serving as a station square in front of 
the west entrance. (Ibid., p.33)

The competition of the post office building 
in 1938 created a new coordinate system 
of the surrounding area. At this time, the 
prototype of today’s station square was 
created. 
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The site has different roles to play in the 
daily lives of Helsinki. Based on basic in-
formation analysis, the Elielinaukio and 
Asema-aukio area has four typical charac-
teristics when people are interacting with 
the site.

8.1  Transfer area for commuters
The first typical characteristic of the site is 
that it is a transfer area for commuters. The 
Central Station is the main terminal of rail-
way lines in Finland. Because the diverse 
transport systems such as metro and tram 
provide convenient transportation meth-
ods to commuters, many come to transfer 
every day. This group of people is a large 
proportion of total users. Most come on a 
daily basis, but not many stay long.

8.2  Historical area of Helsinki
This area, especially the buildings around 
the site, have important historical mean-
ings for Helsinki. The Central Railway 
Station is a legacy of the famous architect 
Eliel Saarinen, whilst representing a new 
style of Finnish architecture at that time. 
The Vltava building also represents the 
industrial history of the Töölönlahti area 
as it is the only building from that time 
that remains undemolished. The surround-
ing buildings such as Postitalo and Sokos 
Department built in the modernisation pe-
riod also represent the architectural style

8. Characteristics

of that period. Meanwhile, Sanomatalo 
and the hotel building on the edges of the 
square represent the glass-and-steel archi-
tectural ideas prevalent in recent decades. 
Therefore, the buildings built in different 
periods create an ensemble of architectural 
history surrounding the site. It is a live his-
tory museum of Finnish architecture.
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8.3  Attraction for tourists
Because of the rich history and surround-
ing famous buildings, the site also attracts 
tourists and serves as a gate to Helsinki. 
Tourists arriving at the airport can get to 
this area conveniently by train, let alone 
those coming from other cities by train. 
Also, because the famous public buildings 
such as Oodi Library and Kiasma Museum 
are within walking distance, tourists are 
attracted to this area for the famous build-
ings. Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area is 
where they will pass through when going 
to their destinations.

8.4  Leisure area for citizens
The site is in the centre of the city and 
serves as a leisure area for citizens. The 
central location and convenient transpor-
tation system bring thousands of people to 
this area daily, which means high commer-
cial value for developers. Different shop-
ping malls and the small shops in the area 
prosper here; they serve as places for cit-
izens’ leisure activities. According to Jan 
Gehl (2010), a good physical environment 
can draw more social activities to urban 
space. The site has the potentials to im-
prove its environment.

Figure.69West Entrance from Asema-aukio area
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bus station and the insufficient width of the 
sidewalk area do not allow people to stop 
in this area; otherwise, they will block the 
walking flow. The commuters with specif-
ic destinations now dominate it, and few 
ground activities happen here.
 
With the popularity of this area, there can 
be many possibilities of activities happen 
here. This place is suitable for different 
purposes such as commercial, cultural, 
recreational or leisure activities.

9.3  Pleasant walking experience
The railway station serves thousands of 
people every day, so it is vital to create a 
pleasant walking experience in this area, 
which can easily enhance the well-being 
of citizens. The parking area for bikes 
separates the pedestrian, and the square, 
limiting the possibility of activities whilst 
cars can sometimes come parking on the 
sidewalk area. Almost no activities hap-
pen because of the insufficient width of the 
sidewalk area. The walking experience for 
citizens is monotonic since they have no 
view to see, no activities to participate and 
not even a sufficient place to walk. There 
is a potential for improving the situation 
of the pavement to bring a better walking 
experience.

All the characters show that the Elielinaukio 
and Asema-aukio area has the potential to 
be a popular area, but it is not. Its role in 
the city is more similar to a leftover place 
than a public space: people come and go, 
nobody stays. With the discussion of the 
ongoing competition, people started to 
notice the potential role it could play. The 
renewal of this area can emphasize its his-
tory whilst create a new vibe in situ.

9.1. Removal of the bus station
The bus station located in the middle of 
the site cut off the possibility of crossing 
pedestrians and wandering. People can 
only walk along the buildings on the nar-
row pedestrian lanes, whilst this bus sta-
tion occupies the area with the best view.

The bus station will be removed according 
to the Master Plan 2016 (Helsingin Kau-
punki, 2016), which provides possibilities 
for people walking across the site to their 
destinations (Fig.70), seeing the surround-
ing buildings from the middle of the square 
at the same time.

9.2  Area for Ground Activities
The underground pedestrian prospers in 
this area, whilst most of the ground area 
is used for transportation. The dominant 

9. Potentials
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9.4  Memorable place
The Central Railway Station is the legacy 
of Eliel Saarinen, which attracts millions 
of tourists every year. The architecture and 
the outer space of the building provide 
the historical vibe for this area. Also, the 
surrounding buildings with different con-
struction periods and different styles rep-
resent the development of the architectur-
al design in Helsinki. The site is the best 
place to observe the surrounding buildings 
whilst providing a new attraction for this 
area.

This area is now lack of monumentality for 
citizens and tourist. The view are blocked

by trees, buses, bikes. It is a waste of the 
historic building resource. 

Facades of buildings nearby can be a 
nutshell of the development of the archi-
tectural history in Elielinaukio and Ase-
ma-aukio, even illustrating the develop-
ment of the city of Helsinki. From the late 
19th century to the new millennium, archi-
tectural design had been through massive 
progress. The changes in the materials and 
design method can be a great collection of 
different styles. (Fig. 71-74)

Tölöviksparken

Oodi Library

Kiasma Museum

Train Station

Train Station

Vltava

Train Station/Metro Station

Kamppi Centre

Metro Station

Figure.70 Pedestrian Line of the Site
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Figure.71 Façade of Postitalo Figure.72 Façade of Hotelli building

Figure.73 Façade of Central Railways Station Figure.74 Façade of  Sanomatalo
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B.    Competition Analysis

A competition organized by Elielinaukion 
kehitys Ltd together with the City of Hel-
sinki was held in November 2020 to de-
velop Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area. 
Five Design Groups, including MVRDV, 
Snøhetta, JKMM Arkkitehdit, Anttinen 
Oiva Architects and K2S Architects, were 
invited to participate (City of Helsinki, 
2020a, p.10). Located in the pedestri-
an city centre, the Elielinaukio and Ase-
ma-aukio area will undergo a large-scale 
renewal project that will benefit the entire 
area’s development. 

The purpose of the competition is to im-
prove the area’s functionality, especially 
from the perspective of pedestrians and 
cyclists. The competition aims to deter-
mine the best design solution to satisfy the 
needs of the area, including efficient land 
use, high-quality streetscapes, and diverse 
workspaces. (Ibid.) 

The design requirements and outcomes 
created much controversy online. Citizens 
submitted thousands of comments about 
the competition, and many of the com-
ments criticized the high volume and the 
amount of building area. Some of the rep-
resentative comments have been selected 
in this thesis to show the main opinions of 
citizens.

1. Basic Information

Comments from citizens and Judges

If we think about which European cities attracted the most 
tourists before the pandemic, they are the cities that have 
managed to preserve their authenticity, history and ar-
chitectural identity in unity...As a tourist, I specifically 
want authenticity, spaciousness, a far-reaching presence 
in history... For many tourists, Elielinaukio is the first 
contact with Finland. 

-Anonymous

Elliina Square should not be built. All plans too massive 
and ugly for this little square. Could be developed into a 
park-like common urban space!

-Väljää rakentamista

The floor space required in the competition program is at 
least twice as much as what can be built on this important 
site without polluting the urban environment...(these ar-
chitects did not follow the competition program like the 
other proposals, this often leads to a loss as it means less 
return for investors)... If the square is built, the new proj-
ect should respect existing landmarks and create com-
fortable public spaces and city life...

-Huolestunut arkkitehti

Some features in all the entries are the same: Asema-aukio 
has been left practically unbuilt consisting only of metro 
entrance pavilions, the open square and/or greenery. No 
other solutions have been tested. The relationship to Vl-
tava building has unsurprisingly been problematic to the 
authors. Vltava has historical values, a dominant position 
on the square and is small compared to the new building 
volumes, which easily creates tension and has led to some 
awkward situations. Many entries lack fruitful dialogue 
and mutual respect in terms of their relation to Vltava 
building.  This needs further development.

-Eliel Panel of Judges
(Comments of the first phase)
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Figure.77 ELEIL

Figure.76 ELIELINSAARISTOFigure.75 KLYYGA

Figure.78 ALBERO

Figure.79 PLATTA Source:
https://kerrokantasi.hel.fi/elielinaukionkilpailu?lang=en
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There were different challenges the design 
team was facing. The first one was the re-
lationship between the new building and 
the historical building Vltava. The Vltava 
stands in the middle of the square and has 
historical values. The dilemma of preser-
vation and renovation was a challenge. In 
the meantime, they needed to handle the 
relationship between the new building 
and the existing buildings. Their relation-
ship would result in the new public urban 
space, which was also an important design 
aspect.

2. Challenges

3.Process

The result of the first phase of the competi-
tion was announced in June, 2021. Klyyga 
and Albero are selected for the next phase. 
The most important criteria for evaluating 
the competition proposals were the quality 
of urban space, functionality and feasibili-
ty of the designs (City of Helsinki, 2021).

All five proposals leave the Asema-aukio 
area practically unbuilt and use only 
Elielinaukio area for the main building, re-
sulting in the unfriendly urban space scale. 
Therefore, the Eliel Panel of Judges decid-
ed to reduce the target volume by a fourth 
to 30,000 m2, thus giving designers more 
freedom (Eliel Panel of Judges, 2021).
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The proposals of the competition fail to 
meet its purpose: to create high-quality 
streetscapes and diverse workspaces. The 
harsh competition requirements of the 
gross area make the large building on site 
unfriendly to citizens. The large volume 
will block the sun and block views of the 
west facade of Central Railway Station. It 
needs to be a better balance between ef-
ficient land use and high-quality streets-
capes.

According to the previous analysis, I be-
lieve that there are various possibilities 
and potentials for the site. Contrary to the 
competition’s requirements, I think the 
area should be priority designed as a hu-
man-friendly urban space to improve the 
well-being of the citizens. Urban lives 
with surrounding buildings are more im-
portant than the building in situ. My pur-
pose of design will concentrate on differ-
ent aspects:
 
4.1Place for social activities
There are squares of different sizes in the 
centre of Helsinki. (Fig.80) It is important 
to see what role should the Elielinaukio 
and Asema-aukio area play in the city. 
Three hundred meters to the southwest 
side of the site, Plaza Narinkka has a big 
and empty square, as mentioned in the pre-
vious chapter. It works as a big passing-by 

square with not many activities. East to 
Plaza Narinkka there is Lasipalatsinaukio, 
which works as a museum extension as 
well as a tourist spot in the city. Two hun-
dred meters to the east of the site, there is a 
Railway Square, an ice-staking field in the 
winter, and for big events in summer. 

The Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area is 
a part of the continuous public squares in 
the city centre, and it is essential to con-
nect different areas by providing public ur-
ban spaces. Since there are two big squares 
nearby the site for large events, it is unnec-
essary to have more large squares. The site 
should focus on being a place for public ac-
tivities serving the surrounding buildings, 
and more importantly, being a place for so-
cial activities while other squares fail to be. 
Meanwhile, as a transportation hub in the 
city, well-designed public space on the site 
can benefit thousands of citizens every day.

Figure.80Public spaces near the site

Rautatientori

Lasipalatsinaukio

Paasikivenaukio

Narinkkatori

Kaisaniemen puistoKansalaistori

Mannerheiminaukio

Cherry Tree Park

4. Comment
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4.2 Improving Physical Environment
The second purpose of the design should 
concentrate on improving the physical 
environment. Because of the convenient 
transportation, many commuters use this 
site every day. However, not many other 
people come to this area for other pur-
poses. The central-like area can only be 
efficiently used if it has suitable functions 
with a good physical environment at eye 
level. Optional activities and social activ-
ities are highly dependent on the quality 
of the physical environment, according to 
Jan Gehl’s theory (p.22, Fig.24). As a re-
sult, improving the quality of the physical 
environment is the strategy to attract more 
people to this area.

4.3 Place Flexible for Different Weather
Since there is winter for half of the year in 
Finland, it is important to provide flexibil-
ity so the area can be used in bad weather. 
There should be shelter protecting people 
from the windy and snowy weather in win-
ter, as well as providing shade against the 
strong sunlight in summer.
  
According to the previous research, the 
underground pedestrian system in this area 
has been well developed. It is possible that 
the underground area can be changed into 
a public space connected to the square and 
building surfaces on the ground level.

4.4 Tourist Spot
Since the site is next to the Central Rail-
way Station, it is the first destination of 
Helsinki for many tourists. It is a gate of 
Helsinki, and it can be an attraction for 
tourists. The Central Railway Station and 
the famous buildings surrounding it are al-
ready attracting millions of tourists every 
year. However, tourists here do not have 
information about this historical area, nei-
ther the buildings surrounding it. This is 
an excellent opportunity to introduce the 
development of Finland to the traveller.
  
At the same time, tourism also creates op-
portunities for businesses to thrive in this 
area. There are only a few coffee shops 
and restaurants on the site now, which fail 
to meet the location’s potential. A public 
square with seats will highly improve the 
physical environment of this place and at-
tract more people.



Figure.81 Masterplan 1:4000



Chapter III.  Design

This chapter discusses how to apply the theories in Elielinaukio and Ase-
ma-aukio area. According to the prominent urban design theories, there are 
elements in different aspects that impact people’s behaviour in public urban 
places. The design aims to create lively public urban space while meeting the 
needs of the competition requirements.
 
The chapter introduces the design from different aspects. Firstly, the design 
framework creates a coherent relation with surrounding buildings in the urban 
context. Additionally, the functions on different floors follow the needs of cur-
rent and potential users. The new design aims to create a harmonious relation-
ship between the new urban squares and the new buildings at eye level.
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The project aims to replace the current 
bus station with public urban places and 
new office buildings. The current site can 
be rearranged following the theoretical 
framework and determined by the relation-
ships between the site and the surrounding 
buildings. 
  
According to the site analysis, the Central 
Railway Station designed by Eliel Saarinen 
is important historically and functionally. 
As Camillo Sitte suggests, the shape of the 
square should provide a better view of the 
essential building next to the square (1889, 
p.28). Therefore, the current Elielinaukio 
can be designed as a square to provide the 
needed distance to admire the aesthetic of 
the façade of the Central Railway Station.
 
Meanwhile, Asema-aukio area, as a square 
in front of the Central Railway Station’s 
main entrance, can serve as the front plaza 
to the station’s users. It can provide a sym-
bolic meeting point to citizens in the city, 
and enhance the iconic railway station. 
The two squares separated by the Vltava 
building can serve different purposes.
  
Additionally, the west part of the 
Elielinaukio and Asema-aukio area can 
provide a direct connection between the 
south and north parts to guarantee the 
site’s efficiency. These site is divided into

A.      Framework

The theoretical framework shows that the 
ratio of the public urban spaces is essential. 
A good ratio can provide a good sense of 
enclosure and security to the users (p.17). 
Therefore, a building volume is added be-
tween Square A and C to achieve a better 
square ratio (Fig.83). The width of Square 
A is about 36 meters to reach a 1:2 height-
width ratio of the square, which is a ‘rea-
sonable sense of enclosure with an equal 
portion of sky and buildings’ according to 
Maddalena Iovene (2019, p.32).
 
The newly added building volume will be 
in similar height with the Central Railway 
Station. The height is also similar to the 
width of Square C. Therefore, Square C 
can achieve a 1:1 height-width ratio on the 
east side, which is an appropriate ratio for 
an urban pedestrian street (p.18, Fig.20).
  
Meanwhile, since the west facade of the en-
trance serves as the one of the main facades 
and can be seen from the Kamppi area, 
Square B remains semi-open to the city. 
Two volumes are added on both side of the 
square to enhance the symmetrical feeling.

1. Rearrangement

2. Ratio

Square A, B and C, and the three squares 
can meet the different needs on the site. To-
gether they can form a harmonious group 
of spaces. (Fig.82)
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Figure.82 Rearrangement

Figure.84 Entrance & Visuality

Figure.83 Ratio

Figure.85 Positive Irregular Space
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4. Irregularity & Hierarchy

The entrances to the square should have 
two different characteristics. Firstly, ac-
cording to Sitte, the entrances can create 
the ‘turbine effect’ (p.04, Fig.2), which 
means the entrances/exits all pointing in 
different directions can direct views in and 
limit views out. The turbine effect can in-
vite people to squares by showing the view 
inside and prevent them from leaving by 
visually hiding the exits. Meanwhile, the 
building volume added next to the Vltava 
building ensures the eye-level enclosure 
sense of the square.

Additionally, the entrances to the square  
A cut the new building volume according 
to the pedestrian flow to the surrounding 
buildings. The square connecting the sur-
rounding buildings motivate people to 
walk in. Therefore, passers-by are more 
willing to enter and they may stay in the 
square spontaneously (Fig.84).

3. Entrance & Visuality

a sense of security (p.07, Fig.6). There-
fore, the shape of the square is changed 
into irregular but ‘positive’ space (Fig.85). 
The irregularity of the places can add aes-
thetic value to the square. Meanwhile, the 
diverse sizes of places, especially the areas 
on the edges, provide the possibilities for 
different activities.

Meanwhile, following the principle of 
“path, portal, place” by Edward T. White 
(1999), the hierarchical spaces of the en-
trance can provide a pleasant transitional 
feeling between the two squares. Spaces 
between buildings allow social activities 
and small events to happen and create a 
harmonious relationship between the new 
and the old.

The irregularity of the square can increase 
the aesthetic value and create a dynamic 
atmosphere (Sitte, 1889). Also, accord-
ing to Christopher Alexander, the ‘posi-
tive space’ means the square space can be 
observed inside the square, can provide a 
clear boundary for people inside and create
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B.       Ground Floor

As Jane Jacobs (p.06) and Jan Gehl (p.12) 
suggests,  a good eye-level design can at-
tract people to the place and energize it. 
The ground floor design determines how 
people can perceive the public space. The 
ground floor design can be divided into 
different parts: interior, edges, centre, nat-
ural elements, sitting area, pavement, and 
flexibility.

entrance to the building and the serving 
functions such as toilets and logistic. The 
west-facing entrance to the building can 
prevent the chaos caused by the collision 
between the square users and the building 
users, and improve the efficiency on the 
site.

1. Interior

2. Edges

According to the previous study (page.22-
27) in Helsinki, the shops on the ground 
floor are always popular. During the win-
ter, people like to sit next to windows and 
enjoy the beautiful snowy view. During 
the summer, people enjoy sitting outside 
and enjoying the warm weather. Shops on 
the ground floor can also prevent smokers 
from standing on the square edge and im-
prove the air quality.
 
Therefore, the interior space on the ground 
floor is primarily designed for commercial 
purposes. The shops facing the square are 
mainly designed as cafés and restaurants, 
allowing customers to observe the square 
when they are sitting. Meanwhile, popular 
shops can attract other people coming in, 
and keep them on the site longer.
 
In addition to shops, the ground floor’s 
interior function is designed for the main

Several urbanists, including Jan Gehl 
(2010) and Christopher Alexander (1977), 
suggest that the edge of the public urban 
space determines how popular the place 
can be. People like staying at the edge area 
of the public space because of the suitable 
microclimate and the sense of security.
 
The edge facing the square has arcades as 
the transitional area between the shops and 
the square. It allows people to escape from 
the bad weather. The different widths of 
the arcade can create small space as Niche 
Effect (p.12), which can stop the wind and 
create a comfortable microclimate. Mean-
while, the staircases alongside the arcade 
allow people to sit on.
 
Looking from the entrance, people can 
see the arcade framing the view of the 
square, which can attract them entering 
to the square. In addition, the edge with 
a larger area can create the hierarchy of 
space, which can guide people to enter the
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square spontaneously. The south edge on 
Square A has an open stair integrated with 
the south building. The other edges remain 
open and flexible for the different weather 
and activities.

The edge facing Square C is separated 
from the rest part of the road by trees and 
seats. It allows people to walk next to the 
shops, whilst not affecting the efficiency of 
the square.

Jane Jacobs (1961) suggests that there 
should be a centre in the plaza to attract 
people’s attention and Sitte (1889) indi-
cates that the central elements do not need 
to be geometrically central. A monolith 
sculpture is put in the building with the 
fountains. The statue can serve as an at-
traction to the people using the square and 
a focal point to several entrances that can-
not see the train station.

The elements in squares are essential to peo-
ple’s feelings because people tend to stay 
close to them, such as trees and water.  As a 
result, the different elements are designed 
based on the characteristic of different areas. 
 
Trees in front of the west entrance of 
Central Railway Station are placed sym-
metrically to enhance the iconic feel-
ing of the station. Meanwhile, trees on 
square C are placed on the road’s both 
sides to limit the view of the pedestri-
ans and provide a sense of enclosure.  
 
Additionally, the tree plaza on the square 
provides shades in summer and allows 
people to sit under the trees. It creates an-
other scale in the plaza for activities that 
need smaller space.

3. Centre Square
4. Natural Elements 

People can pass through the square to 
reach their destinations. Sitte(1889) names 
it Snowmen Effect, which means the stat-
ues on the square are placed similar to 
the snowmen made by children,  normal-
ly avoiding the main path. Therefore, the 
main paths on the square should remain 
open and unblocked. 

Based on the division by the paths, Square 
A is divided into two main parts. The north 
part of the square is designed as a small 
tree plaza where allows people to sit un-
der the trees. Meanwhile, the south part of 
the square remains open to keep the view 
of the facade of Central Railway Station 
available. Several fountains are integrated 
into the ground, allowing people to walk 
on them while providing interaction be-
tween the square and people. 
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5. Sitting Area

According to William H Whyte (1988), 
most people tend to sit in urban public 
spaces. They can sit on seats at different 
heights and in different locations. There-
fore, comfortable sitting areas are essen-
tial for creating an inviting ambience to 
the square.

There are several types of seats designed 
on the site. Firstly, stairs in the arcade can 
serve as seats on the edge of the square. 
They allow people to observe the square 
in a comfortable area with their backs pro-
tected. Secondly, the big public stair in-
tegrated with the building volume on the 
east side of Vltava building serves as big 
outdoor seats on the site, providing plac-
es for public events such as speeching and 
outdoor movies. In contrast, the seats in the 
tree plaza can protect people from strong 
sunlight or uncomfortable wind, creating 
places for social activities between friends.

Additionally, there are movable seats in 
the square, which enable people to sit in 
the square under good weather conditions. 
The seats can be the extension of the shops 
on the ground floor. Meanwhile, benches 
are placed in the pedestrian street to the 
necessary relaxing area for the pedestrians.

Figure.87 Seats Design
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Figure.88 Different types of seat

4. Arcades

1. Tree Plaza

5. Street Seats

2. Outdoor Seats

6. Outdoor Benches

3. Outdoor Stairs
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3. Cobblestone

2. Slate Stone

4. Slate Stone

1.Grey Granite Plank 1m*1m

6. Pavement

Pavements are essential to the ambience 
on the eye level of the square. The three 
squares have different pavements accord-
ing to their characteristics.

The grey granite plank pavement with a  
square shape does not give clear directions 
on Square A and will not cause distractions 
to the users inside (Fig.89,1). As a result, 
people can focus on the harmonious com-
bination of the various elements in the 
square. Meanwhile, the square shape can 
provide flexibility for different activities 
on the square. In contrast, the pavement 
on the pedestrian street (east of the site) 
creates a clear direction between the south 
and north of the site, enhancing the am-
bience of the street (Fig.89,4). The cob-
blestone pavement between the enclous-
re square and the pedestrian street serves 
as buffer areas between the two squares, 
which allows small activities in the areas 
in between (Fig.89,3). Additionally, the 
slate stone pavement on Square B can en-
hance the symmetrical feeling in front of 
the west entrance to the Central Railway 
Station.

Figure.89 Pavements Design
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7. Flexibility

Flexibility is vital to squares in Helsinki 
for the various needs of citizens and the 
different weather. The square on the site 
has areas on different scales serving as a 
leisure place for multiple activities. Mean-
while, the small places can combine and 
transform into a large square for big events 
such as hay markets and festival gatherings 
on weekends and holidays (Fig. 90 &91). 
 
During winter, the square will be covered 
by snow. Places with snow can be the 
place for outdoor activities such as snow-
man building. The several main paths can 
be cleared to keep the walkability on the 
square. The harmonious relationship be-
tween the site and the surrounding building 
can reduce the workload of snow clearing. 
 
The two small volumes in front of the west 
entrance are the entrances to the under-
ground floor. The underground floor pro-
vides a shelter for people who want to es-
cape from the fierce weather. Meanwhile, 
the underground floor functions are similar 
to the ground floor, keeping the square’s 
character as a city leisure place in winter. 
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Figure.90 Axonometric Drawing- Ground floor on weekdays
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Figure.91 Axonometric Drawing- Ground floor on weekends
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C.      Form & Function

The building volume is divided into three 
main parts by the pedestrian flows. As the 
previous study shows, the sun plays a vital 
role in public urban spaces, especially in 
Helsinki (pp.26-27). The three volumes try 
to allow sunlight to reach the square, while 
find provide enough gross area for the of-
fice function. As a result, the volumes are 
lower in the east and north sides, allow-
ing more sunlight to reach the square in 
the daytime. Meanwhile, the connections 
between the volumes provide a continous 
facade looking from the square. They also 
can prevent strong wind but leave the en-
trance open on the ground floor.
  
Leon Krier argues that buildings are divid-
ed into Res Economica and Res Publica 
in cities (p.14). As an office building next 
to the Central Railway Station, the facade 
should follow the rule of Res Economica 
to be economical and straightforward. The 
humble facade can show the importance 
of the public buildings by comparison. 
Meanwhile, the white facade can visual-
ly decrease the attention to the building in 
winter and help enhance the iconic Cen-
tral Railway Station. The ground floor of 
the building serves as a public space for 
citizens, and the arcades with arches are 
iconic to attract people’s attention at eye 
level (Fig.92). 

1. Form

Figure.92 Form of the building
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Inside the square, different focal points can 
be set as the ‘goals’ proposed by Christopher 
Alexander (p.08). The protruding skylight 
windows on the ground floor can introduce 
light to the underground floor and allow 
people to walk in and lean on as the ‘piano 
effect’ (p.12). Meanwhile, the visual pos-
sibilities to the fountains next to the sculp-
ture can invite people to interact with them. 
 
In addition, the tree plaza in the square can 
create different sizes of activity places in 
the square (Fig.96). The trees can provide 
shade in summer and block wind in windy 
weather. Meanwhile, the combination of 
the building facade and the tree plaza pro-
vides a sense of enclosure at eye level, pro-
viding a better sense of security (Fig.97). 

The different squares on the site can pro-
vide different visual experiences for users. 
The West Plaza of Central Railway Station 
can be seen from far away. The new sym-
metrical volumes, trees on the plaza, and 
the pavement enhance the importance of 
the Central Railway Station in the city by 
emphasizing the symmetry (Fig.93).

Meanwhile, the pedestrian street on the 
east side of the site has trees on both sides,  
providing a suitable cityscape ratio for the 
walking experience (Fig.96). The shops 
and seats on the ground floor invite peo-
ple going in. Meanwhile, the new build-
ing facade cohere with the Vltava building 
in form, which provide a coherence street 
view. 

The station’s facade is framed by the ar-
cades on the entrances connecting the pe-
destrian street and the square (Fig.94&95). 
The iconic facade can attract people go in 
the square and explore. The shops facing 
the road can be popular with the pedestrian 
flows walking through the front door. 
 
A monolith sculpture is placed in the cen-
tre, creating a focal point of the plaza out-
side the square. People can see it from 
different perspectives as a symbol of the 
square (Fig.98). 

2. Visual Experience
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Figure.93 Perspective 1

Figure.94 Perspective 2

Figure.95 Perspective 3Figure.85 visual perspective
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Figure.97 Perspective 4

Figure.96 Perspective 5
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Figure.97 Perspective 6

Figure.98 Perspective 7
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The underground floor of the site pro-
vides opportunities for citizens to avoid 
terrible weather. There are two entrances 
to the underground floor on the site. The 
north entrance is the volume on the east 
side of Vltava building. The entrance with 
a two-storey height atrium introduce sky-
lights into the underground floor and indi-
cates the rich functions on the underground 
floor. The south entrance is on the south-
west side of Central Railway Station. The 
entrance was originally an entrance to the 
underground centre. Combining the new 
function of retail and tourist centre, the 
volume of the south entrance is symmet-
rical to the north entrance, enhancing the 
iconic feeling of Central Railway Station. 
 
There are various functions on the un-
derground floor. There are shops and re-
tails in the underground, some of which 
are connected to the ground floor shops. 
The shops provide places for activities 
in winter or bad weather. Meanwhile, the 
skylight can reach the place through the 
windows to strengthen the connection be-
tween the square and underground floors. 
 
Between the new underground area on the 
site and the original underground area, an 
exhibition hall is designed to display the 
place’s history. The exhibition hall can be 
used for temporary exhibitions as well.

The new underground area can be seen as 
an extension to the original Asematunne-
li area. Together with the future SOKOS 
Asema-aukio (p40, 6.3) area, the unde-
ground floor can be a comprehensive col-
lection of traffic, culture, commercial and 
leisure area, allowing citizens to come and 
relax in daily lives.

The underground floor connects to the 
main office building by elevators, which 
provide direct connection between park-
ing and office. The parking area is also 
connected to the underground areas of 
surrounding buildings and the Kaisantun-
neli on the north side. The connection pro-
vides a quick connection between different 
transport methods to increase efficiency.

3. Underground Floor
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Figure.99 Underground floor plan 1:1000
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Figure.100 Office floor plan 1:400
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The primary function on the upper floors 
of the new building is the office. Users can 
reach the different floors by the elevators 
or stairs on the ground floor. The flexible 
office plan can adapt to different purposes. 
It can be divided into several parts for dif-
ferent companies with shared places in be-
tween (Fig.100). The space in front of the 
elevators and the corridors connecting the 
different volumes can be the shared places 
for relaxing. It also can be an open office 
available for one company or a shared of-
fice.

The tilted roof of the building can create 
two-storey high office areas, which enrich 
the interior experience of the building. 
Meanwhile, some terraces are created to 
gain fresh air on upper floors (Fig.101). 
The terrace can reduce the building vol-
ume and create more space between the 
new building and the hotel building on the 
north side. Also, it allows more sunlight 
into the urban square. 

4. Office
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1. Café/ Restaurant
2. Logistic Room
3. Outdoor Seats
4. Office
5. Vlatava Restaurant
6. Underground Centre
7. Underground Parking
8. Stairs

1

6 7

1

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

23 3

Figure.101 A-A Section 1:400



84 Design

1

7

11

4

4

4

4
5

5

5

5

3910 8

4



85Design
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D.     Analytical Information

2. Transportation

1. Basic Information

The above-ground gross floor area in 
the proposal is 14,800 m2, which is 
almost half of the second phase com-
petition requirement as 30,000 m2  
(Eliel Panel of Judges, 2021). Mean-
while, the underground area on the 
site is 8,400 m2 for parking and 5,300 
m2 for other functions such as shops 
and technical rooms. There are 234 
parking places on the negative layer.  
 
The highest point of the building 
is 25m, but most of the building is 
around 22m in height. The different 
height of the building provides the 
changing interior height of the top-
most floor. The south volume has five 
stories, while the middle and the north 
volume has six stories. The ground 
floor is mainly used for commercial 
and retail functions, whilst the upper 
floors are office areas.

As the transportation hub in the city, the 
site has different types of transportation. 
The original roads for buses are removed to 
create a pedestrian-friendly public space. 
The new design allows temporary parking 
only for logistics and emergencies. Addi-
tionally, bikes are allowed to enter the site, 
but the main bike lane is going around the 
site to avoid the collision of the various

transportations. There are several park-
ing areas for bikes to replace the original 
parking area, which is an essential need for 
commuters (Fig.103).

The taxi stops in front of Asema-aukio and 
next to the Hotel building can meet the 
needs of tourists. Meanwhile, another taxi 
stop is placed on the north part of the site 
for the users from the hoterl. 

Figure.103 Transportation design
Private Cars
Taxi
Taxi Stops
Bikes
Bike Parking
Pedestrian
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The original connections between the 
train lines and other transportation 
methods are preserved, people are al-
lowed to find their needed transport 
method within walking distance.

Figure.104 Direct Sunlight in Spring Equinox

Figure.105 Average Direct Sunlight in September

0

0
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Sunlight is vital to the feeling of the 
users. The study from theoretical 
framework (p.20) and urban spaces in 
Helsinki (p.26) both show that pub-
lic places with sunlight are normally 
more popular than the places without 
sunlights. 

The sunlight analysis on the site 
shows that the new building volumes 
allow seven-hour direct sunlight to 
the square in spring equinox. Mean-
while, the average highest tempera-
ture in September is 15°C (Tukiainen. 
n.d.), which is when people facing the 
delimma of staying indoors or out-
doors. The average direct sunlight in 
the square can reach 7.5 hours in the 
center and 4 hours at the edge areas. 
The direct sunlight and the enclosure 
of the square can provide a suitable 
microclimate for the citizens.

3. Sunlight
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The thesis is motivated by a genuine in-
terest in understanding how public urban 
spaces are utilised and how they influence 
people’s behaviour. In the era of rapid ur-
banisation around the world, cities expand 
at fast paces. While fast-growing cities 
want to build denser for economic growth, 
they sometimes neglect to develop better 
for citizens. Many buildings ignore the 
urban context and harm the urban lives 
around their sites. Although new technol-
ogies enable the convenient construction 
of massive and complex buildings, they 
cannot change how people perceive cities. 
Cities should be built for human beings. It 
is essential to focus on creating positive 
spatial experiences for citizens in urban 
design. 

The theories applied in this thesis are 
from various urbanists who have studied 
public urban places in their lives. There 
are two main studying methods. The first 
ones are to study the historical model in 
old cities, such as Camillo Sitte and Leon 
Krier’s work. They notice the inviting am-
bience of the historic plazas, and conclude 
the principle of designing urban places by 
studying and comparing the different pla-
zas. The other urbanists, such as Jan Gehl 
and William Whyte, study public spaces by 
observing human behaviour in the square. 
They compare the different public spaces

Conclusion

in cities and determine the factors influ-
encing people’s choices. The two methods 
come to similar conclusions, which have 
been summarised in the thesis in three as-
pects: Morphological, Perceptual, and Be-
havioral.
 
Furthermore, the field study of public 
spaces can validate if the theories are suit-
able for public spaces in Helsinki. The 
study lasted six months and was recorded 
by photos and videos. The study shows 
that the sun plays a more important role 
in public spaces compared to the theoret-
ical framework. Additionally, flexibility is 
also crucial to urban public spaces. People 
long for sunlight and warmth because of 
the long winter with little sunlight.
 
The design in the thesis follows not only 
the theoretical framework, but also the 
primary condition of the Elielinaukio and 
Asema-aukio area. The site’s rich history 
documents the development of Helsinki. 
Central Railway Station, which can be 
considered one of Helsinki’s most import-
ant buildings, is located on the site’s east 
side. The station serves thousands of peo-
ple every day, and the site is a virtual pub-
lic urban space in Helsinki. The proposals 
from the architectural invited competition 
fail to make a good connection with the ur-
ban context.
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The design proposal in this thesis is an at-
tempt at another design direction other than 
focusing on the building. The public spac-
es in such an important area should not be 
‘leftover’ spaces of a design, but should be 
explicitly designed for efficient use. The 
design focuses on creating human-friendly 
public spaces such as squares and pedes-
trian streets.  Meanwhile, it tries to create 
a coherent relationship between the build-
ings and public spaces; the new and the 
old; the indoor and the outdoor; and the 
above-ground and the underground.

The purpose of the design is to create a  
multifunctional common area for the cit-
izens. The site can gather different groups 
of people from different generations and 
encourage communication between strang-
ers. A good design of public urban space 
can represent a city, and become common 
memories to citizens of different ages. It 
can also enhance people’s well-being.
 
The study method in this thesis can be used 
in different areas around the world. The 
theory study is suitable for human-friend-
ly cities. A good design can be created 
by combining the theoretical framework 
with the local condition and site infor-
mation. In the future development after 
the rapid urbanisation, the public urban 
spaces will show their importance to 

cities. Cities with good urban spaces de-
sign can attract more people and keep the 
vitality, which will benefit its future devel-
opment.  
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