The social ife of fabric spaces

Specialty fabrics bring life and movement to city parks and plazas

By Frank Edgerton Martin .

When the famed urban sociologist William-H. Whyte studied the social life of urban spaces,
he did something that few people take the time to do anymore: he sat still and watched. In
his 1970s-era research of street life in New York City’s Paley Plaza and other public spaces,
Whyte made films and notes of how people moved chairs, congregated in groups, followed
the course of sun and shadow throughout the day. His findings: people like to move things.
They like-moveable chairs, tables, umbrellas; and they like a choice of sun and shade. The
implication was that plazas and sidewalks fail to attract conversations and lingering when
they are too static—a condition typical of virtually every major New York building plaza
developed since the Kennedy era.

Fabric structures, both permanent and temporary, pre-engineered and custom-designed,
can help to provide these choices in the plazas,
courtyards, sidewalks, and parks of today’s cities.
From Bryant Park, the emerald green oasis that is the
setting for New York's Public Library to the riverfront
park in Stockton California, fabric café umbrellas,
music stage pavilions and collapsible exhibit tents for
artists continue to bring new and changing activities
to the landscape.

FABRITEC STRUCTURES

Yet, for today's urban designers and the industrial
fabric companies that work with them, the whole idea
of “the city” and “urban spaces” is growing much
larger and more diverse that the sidewalks that Whyte

studied. In scanning the Web sites of tent and pavil-
ion manufacturers, one finds an increasing number of
projects in the for-profit, privately-owned and simulat-
ed cities of our time. No longer are Americans flock-
ing just to state fairs and city parks for public gather-
ings. They are increasingly spending time and money
in casinos, theme parks, outdoor shopping malls and
resorts—all walkable, urban-scaled settings where

The University of California-Irvine student center terrace benefits from the
sense of intimacy provided by solar sunshades.
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FABRITEC STRUCTURES

Public spaces are softened (and in hot climates made more livable) by the introduction of shade structures.

suburbanites can explore the almost forgotten
traditions of walking, hanging out in sidewalk cafés
and window shopping.

Today's urban canvas is at once private and public,
simple and complex. Many leading industrial fabric
designers are responding to these new retail niches
with custom and off-the-shelf products to add com-
fort and flexibility to the emerging generation of
civic spaces.

Based in Costa Mesa, Calif., FabriTec has worked
with well-known designers and firms including
Antoine Predock, HOK, and Ove Arup to design
tensile structures for commercial, park and civic
spaces. As one of the largest design-build compa-
nies in the field, FabriTec offers full design and
engineering services. Their projects tend to be
large, visible and highly-public such as the Reid
Park Zoo in Tuscon, the UC-Irvine Student Center,
and the Durango Community Center in Colorado.

Yet, within these larger campus-scale settings,
there are many opportunities to create human
scaled urban spaces through the use of sunshades
and screening. One example of creating intimacy
within larger settings is the Legoland theme park in
Carlsbad, Calif. where FabriTec created a swirl of
canopies to screen a café court from both the hot
sun and to create a sense of enclosure appealing
for kids. Further inland from the coast, the Student
Center café within the modernist University of
California-lrvine campus is a quiet place of color
and retreat for highly mobile students and staff in
a hot climate.

Like FabriTec, Taiyo Birdair is a full-service
design/build firm that works at many scales.

For plazas, parks and fairs, Taiyo Birdair offers a
broad line of pre-engineered structures that fall into
three categories: architectural mesh often used to
span broad spaces, collapsible structures such as «»
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