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“�It’s easier here to someone to take care of their bit. 
Englishman’s castle. And you can tell that people 
really do take care of their bit...

...that’s the difference. You can’t really take care of 
a whole tower block. Hale Gardens had a big stain 
at the side.” Tom

SIGNS OF LOVE/NEGLECT
TAVISTOCK TERRACE
RESIDENTIAL

SIGNS OF LOVE/NEGLECT
HALE GARDENS
RESIDENTIAL
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“�It’s preconceptions of a tower block. It’s quite 
anonymous, not particularly individual 
attention in the actual architecture, but you’ll 
see window boxes and little balconies and people 
have spent quite a bit of time individualising 
their own space as much as they can.” Simon
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“�Even the simple thing of the guy 
working on his car out in the 
open, that really changed the 
ambience of the place for me 
and made me think my immediate 
reaction was not valid. There was 
also some music. So my initial 
reaction was negative but by 
the time I left, it was a lot less 
negative.” Jon

“�The music blaring, cars going, 
young fellas .. that began being 
negative completely flipped and 
became quite positive.”Caroline
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“�The first 
really good 
sight was 
that great 
car. That 
was like 
‘oh wow’ 
that’s the 
best car 
I’ve seen 
all day. “ 
Simon

SIGNS OF LOVE/NEGLECT
HALE GARDENS
RESIDENTIAL
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“�It was filthy. There were chips, there newspapers, it 
could only have been worse if someone had vomited.” 
Mark

SIGNS OF LOVE/NEGLECT
ARCHWAY
TRANSPORT

“�On top of the tower block there was lots of mobile 
phone masts. If this was a middle class area they 
wouldn’t be there at all. It’s like you’re not valuing 
the people there in the first place.” Simon

“�Beam me up scottie! It looks like a surveillance 
tower on a prison camp.” Kathy
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“�The whole experience is  
slightly depressing. On a wet 
Wednesday afternoon it must  
be really soul destroying  
walking down that street.” Steve

SIGNS OF LOVE/NEGLECT
HOLLOWAY ROAD
COMMERCIAL
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“�Its like moving into a 
new house but no one’s 
cleaning up or taking 
care of it, so it quickly 
gets into a state.

... There is no sign of 
love. A sign of love 
is a clean place. It 
doesn’t need to be a 
pot of flowers.” Tom

SIGNS OF LOVE/NEGLECT
TOTTENHAM HALE
TRANSPORT
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“�It was the 
flowers, the 
very fact that 
there were 
flowers, the 
door was 
well painted, 
and that it 
was clean. 
It felt loved. 
More than next 
door, although 
it’s not much 
different to 
next door. It’s 
the flowers 
that do it.” 
Kathy
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“�Only very small things would made a difference.  
If only the grass had been cut that would have said 
to me that someone was taking a bit of interest. 
There were signs of disinterest all round, the grass 
wasn’t cut, the fence was in disrepair, there was 
rubbish outside the houses. Just cutting the grass 
and some flowers would have made a lot of 
difference to me.” Mark

What can we learn from  
unravelling our urban lexicon?

This project reveals a better 
understanding of how people react to 
city spaces, and how small things can 
make a big difference. Want to change 
the public’s perceptions of a place, or 
even how they use it? Try changing the 
little things first. Can a few more bins 
bring about greater pride in an area?  
Can a thoughtfully-placed bench 
encourage community life? Can a  
low hedge keep a park safe?
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You can’t design a place that keeps everybody happy, 
but there are plenty of common denominators that can 
help to create places that most people love. Signs of 
society and humanity were seen as universal signs of 
successful and well-loved spaces.  
 
Although ‘love’ from the local authority is important, 
allowing space for individual personalities to come 
through really says, ‘this place belongs to people.’ Social 
housing with opportunities for people to personalise 
and make the space theirs; a station that welcomes 
visitors with a sense of local character and community; 
a park with places for many different activities and 
the chance to get involved in caring for the space. This 
goes beyond passively using a place towards actively 
participating and shaping it. New places especially 
should encourage these opportunities to help create a 
sense of place.

However, changing details isn’t necessarily the easy 
option. Time and again our participants picked up 
on standardised solutions, the obvious options that 
created bland places. Details that had taken time or 
effort to create were overwhelmingly seen in the places 
that people reacted well to to. People notice that effort 
and appreciate it. We love places that others have 
loved first, and a small detail can help to kick-start that 
turnaround, changing a place that says ‘no’ into a place 
that says, ‘yes.’

We hope this research proves enlightening and useful 
for anyone involved in improving their public spaces, 
from residents groups to planning professionals to an 
individual who cares about their city. Keep these signs 
in mind when considering the city that surrounds you 
and see what a difference a detail can make.

Rosanna Vitiello & Marcus Willcocks

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM 
UNRAVELLING OUR URBAN LEXICON?
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DETAILS AND THE URBAN LEXICON
When you first come across a new place in London, you often get a gut reaction as to whether you 
like it or not. That’s the city ‘speaking’ to you, and you understanding the city around you; an urban  
lexicon or language. We believe this communication between people and the city is down to the 
details; a freshly painted door, a graffiti tag, the smell of cut grass or spilt petrol, the feel of broken 
glass or cobbles underfoot. Details can be seen, and to a lesser extent heard, smelt and touched. 
Maybe its easier to show you what we mean by ‘details’ and the images below give you some 
examples. You can see more at our project blog:
http://urbanlexicon.blogspot.com/2008/04/image-cloud.html

CITY CLUES TO AN URBAN LEXICON
Details act like clues left around our environment. We interpret those clues and understand the 
places that surround us through them. It’s like reading the city, or its lexicon, with the clues building 
up a story in our heads of the place. They hint to activities that might have happened there, or might 
be about to happen. They help us to work out whether we want to stick around or get straight out of 
there.

We’re running street workshops called ‘Detail Detectives’ over the next week to find out more about 
these details.

EMOTIONAL CITIES
Some places immediately make you feel good and want to stay there longer, whilst others make 
you want to get out of there straight away. We’d like to know what your instinctive reaction is to a 
place, then will help you breakdown how details you’ve seen, heard, smelt or touched might have 
encouraged that feeling.

+ When you have a positive reaction to a place, it might make you feel:

Excitement / Calm / Curious / Energetic/ Comfortable / Amused / Clear-headed / Delighted / At ease / 
Energized / Empowered / Focused / Loved / Respectful / Proud / Close / Patient / Content / Thrilled / 
Surprised / Warmed / etc …

- When you have a negative reaction to a place, it might make you feel:

Scared / Disgusted / Nervous / Frustrated / Bored / Confused / Lacking control / Threatened /  Hurried 
/ Angry / Unwelcome / Ashamed / Disappointed / Apathetic / Distant / Stressed / Sluggish / Dullness / 
etc …

Detail Detectives | Unravelling the Urban LexiconDetail Detectives | Unravelling the Urban Lexicon
WHAT
With this project we’re attempting to unravel how details in an urban environment affect the way you 
feel about a place, and which details might trigger certain emotional reactions. We’d like to know 
what your instinctive reaction is to a place, then will help you breakdown how details you’ve seen, 
heard, smelt or touched might have encouraged that feeling. We’re trying to piece together those 
clues and see how they combine to create an ‘urban lexicon’ or a language of the city.

WHY
We believe that details, although small, could have a big impact on how people feel about a place, 
and that this will ultimately affect how a place is used. If we can  understand how they affect us, 
details could be managed in ways that transform an inhospitable place into somewhere lively and 
well-loved.

WHEN
The street workshops, ‘Detail Detectives’ will run on Friday 2nd, Sat 3rd, Sun 4th and 
Thursday 8th May. We suggest allowing two half days or one full day. Let us know when suits 
you best during those times and how long you’re able to spend with us, and we’ll aim to tailor the 
workshops to suit you. We’ll be in contact via email to confirm where and when to meet.

HOW
We’ll be visiting four diverse areas of London with you where you’ll play the role of ‘Detail Detectives’. 
We’ll give you a Detectives Investigation pack, a trail to follow and a digital camera to document the 
details you find. Once you’ve finished the tour, we’ll talk to you to work out what you felt and what 
details might have affected that. 

We'll cover travel expesnses, food and drink for refueling and pass you a small fee 
for your commitment.  

The results will form a series of visual stories documenting your journey, published and distributed on 
the project website and as part of the Bright Sparks seminar on public art and public space research 
in September.

WHERE
We’re visiting boroughs across north east, north, west and central London. We’ll meet in a central 
location and travel together to our destination, when you’ll find out where we’re going, as we’d like to 
keep an element of the place being unknown.

WHO
Marcus Willcocks and Rosanna Vitiello will be taking you on the street workshops.
They are designers and experts in how people use public spaces and work internationally,
There will be anything between two and six people taking part at one time.

If you want to know more or would like to take part please get in touch with us on 07966 505673 or 
at  rosvit@yahoo.co.uk by Thursday 1st May, and we can work out which days suit you best. 

You can see more about the project at 
http://urbanlexicon.blogspot.com 

To find out more about the project’s sponsors and where the final work will be showcased, go to:
www.gunpowderpark.org/brightsparks

Detail Detectives | Unravelling the Urban Lexicon
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Workshop Maps & Response Forms
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Project advisors and consultants 
Bright Sparks/ Gunpowder Park team plus mentor Andre Dekke 

Calum Storrie – Author/ artist and writer on situationism.  

Prof. Lorraine Gamman – Director Design Against Crime Research Centre 

Joyce Rosser – Tottenham Residents Association 

David Cottridge – Photographer  

Johanna Reich – Video artist 

Saga Arpino – 3D installation artist  

Chris Leung – Architect/ UCL doctorate responsive architecture,  

behaviour measurement 

Luciano Vitiello – Architect
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Further information

The project web site contains more  research 

material, interview transcripts, maps and background 

information 
www.urbanlexicons.com

The project blog tracks the setting up process of ideas, 

inspiration and experimentation 
http://urbanlexicon.blogspot.com
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