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Experiencing built environments: learning from Milton Keynes

This seminar will present the results of an ESRC-funded research project looking at how people experience designed urban environments, focussing in particular on thecentre:MK and Midsummer Place in Milton Keynes.  

The project aimed to assess the impact of urban design projects on the everyday users of two towns, Milton Keynes and Bedford, and to develop new methodologies to access that urban experience.  The project addressed itself to two academic literatures:

•
work that makes claims about how urban design, 'spectacle architecture', festivals and public art are perceived by the inhabitants of ordinary urban spaces.  Much of this literature claims that people are dazzled and seduced by such aestheticising strategies.

•
work which, in contrast, emphasises the vitality of the everyday inhabiting of urban spaces, but which pays little attention empirically to that inhabiting, and tends to emphasise the visual as the sense through which urban spaces are perceived.

Using ethnographic observation and 'walk-alongs', the project explored how everyday users encountered two urban spaces with significant aestheticised components.  It aimed to get as close as possible to that everyday experiencing, and in particular to be sensitive to its diverse practices and its multisensory nature.

The project has also developed a website to convey its results to a wider audience and in different ways: www.urban-experience.net.  This carries both walk-along and sensory maps, which were developed in collaboration with a web-designer in order to challenge traditional geographical assumptions about experiences and representations of urban space.
