
men move about, alternating the roles of straight man
and principal talker. There is a lot of apparent motion.
But if you plot the orbits, you will find they are usu-
ally centered around the 100 percent spot.

Just why people behave like this, we have never
been able to determine. It is understandable that con-
versations should originate within the main flow.
Conversations are incident to pedestrian journeys;
where there are the most people, the likelihood of a
meeting or a leave-taking is highest. What is less
explainable is people’s inclination to remain in the
main flow, blocking traffic, being jostled by it. This
does not seem to be a matter of inertia but of
choice—instinctive, perhaps, but by no means illogi-
cal. In the center of the crowd you have the maxi-
mum choice—to break off, to continue—much as you
have in the center of a cocktail party, itself a moving
conversation growing ever denser and denser.

People also sit in the mainstream. At the Seagram
plaza, the main pedestrian paths are on diagonals
from the building entrance to the corners of the steps.
These are natural junction and transfer points and
there is usually a lot of activity at them. They are also
a favored place for sitting and picnicking. Sometimes
there will be so many people that pedestrians have
to step carefully to negotiate the steps. The pedestri-
ans rarely complain. While some will detour around
the blockage, most will thread their way through it.

Standing patterns are similar. When people stop
to talk on a plaza, they usually do so in the middle
of the traffic stream. They also show an inclination to
station themselves near objects, such as a flagpole or
a statue. They like well-defined places, such as steps,
or the border of a pool. What they rarely choose is
the middle of a large space.

There are a number of explanations. The prefer-
ence for pillars might be ascribed to some primeval
instinct: you have a full view of all comers but your
rear is covered. But this doesn’t explain the inclina-
tion men have for lining up at the curb. Typically,
they face inwards, toward the sidewalk, with their
backs exposed to the dangers of the street.

Foot movements are consistent, too. They seem to
be a sort of silent language. Often, in a shmoozing
group no one will be saying anything. Men stand
bound in amiable silence, surveying the passing
scene. Then, slowly, rhythmically, one of the men
rocks up and down: first on the ball of the foot, then
back on the heel. He stops. Another man starts the
same movement. Sometimes there are reciprocal ges-
tures. One man makes a half turn to the right. Then,
after a rhythmic interval, another responds with a
half turn to the left. Some kind of communication

seems to be taking place here, but I’ve never broken
the code.

Whatever they may mean, people’s movements
are one of the great spectacles of a plaza. You do
not see this in architectural photographs, which typ-
ically are empty of life and are taken from a perspec-
tive few people share. It is a quite misleading one.
At eye level the scene comes alive with movement
and color—people walking quickly, walking slowly,
skipping up steps, weaving in and out on crossing
patterns, accelerating and retarding to match the
moves of the others. There is a beauty that is beguil-
ing to watch, and one senses that the players are
quite aware of it themselves. You see this, too, in the
way they arrange themselves on steps and ledges.
They often do so with a grace that they, too, must
sense. With its brown-gray monochrome, Seagram’s
is the best of settings—especially in the rain, when
an umbrella or two spots color in the right places,
like Corot’s red dots.

How peculiar are such patterns to New York?
Our working assumption was that behavior in other
cities would probably differ little, and subsequent
comparisons have proved our assumption correct.
The important variable is city size. As I will discuss in
more detail, in smaller cities, densities tend to be
lower, pedestrians move at a slower pace, and there
is less of the social activity characteristic of high-
traffic areas. In most other respects, pedestrian 
patterns are similar.

Observers in other countries have also noted the
tendency to self-congestion. In his study of pedes-
trians in Copenhagen, architect Jan Gehl mapped
bunching patterns almost identical to those observ-
able here. Matthew Ciolek studied an Australian
shopping center, with similar results. “Contrary to
‘common sense’ expectations,” Ciolek notes, “the
great majority of people were found to select their
sites for social interaction right on or very close to
the traffic lines intersecting the plaza. Relatively few
people formed their gatherings away from the spaces
used for navigation.”

The strongest similarities are found among the
world’s largest cities. People in them tend to behave
more like their counterparts in other world cities
than like fellow nationals in smaller cities. Big-city
people walk faster, for one thing, and they self-
congest. After we had completed our New York study,
we made a brief comparison study of Tokyo and
found the proclivity to stop and talk in the middle of
department-store doorways, busy corners, and the
like, is just as strong in that city as in New York. For all
the cultural differences, sitting patterns in parks and
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