
Assessment of urban identity 
characteristics in public places: A 
case study of Ortaköy Square

Abstract
The city square is the best interaction point between various inhabitants and 

the city. It is the place where urban identity is well grasped. This study aimed to 
understand if it is important to have urban identity characteristics to be a success-
ful public place, or not. Therefore, urban identity and public place terms analyzed 
in the notion of identity and the notion of place. The significance of the city square 
emerged as a connection between urban identity and public place. To clarify the 
importance of the urban identity characteristics in successful public places, Or-
taköy Square is chosen for the case study. The study area is a public place that the 
richness of urban identity characteristics was defined in the researches before. In 
this study the relationship between urban identity, public place and citizens was 
explained by using the methods which are literature research and photo-analysis. 
According to these analysis, it is proved that Ortaköy Square is a successful public 
place. Binding on the studies before, urban identity characteristics were pointed 
out.  Ortaköy Square has all the components to reflect urban identity. It is cleared 
that urban identity is a necessity to be a successful public place and it exists espe-
cially in city squares.
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1. Introduction
Cities take place in minds with their 

urban image and identity features. 
These characteristic facts are focused 
in the city squares, which are public 
sharing arenas and attracting the atten-
tion. Hereby, users are faced with the 
elements which reflect the character of 
city and urban identity and feel these 
features while they are experiencing the 
city square. The city square- the arena 
of the public memorial events- which 
has clear defining characteristics, un-
derstandable elements, historical back-
ground and which is used actively, can 
make people feel the explicit urban 

In this study, which urban identity 
characteristics a successful city square 
should have, were determined. When 
understanding the importance of the 
urban identity characteristics and why 
a successful square is needed as a case 
study area, from general to specific, it 
was needed to understand the two ma-
jor concepts of urban design; place and 
identity.

Places are physical things, with 
some degree of permanency and con-
stancy of sensory impact. Their form, 
their content, and the organization of 
their parts both create and set limits to 
the functions they fill. Thus, the study 
of places is also the study of people, 
their needs and their life-styles, insofar 
as all human action occurs in one place 

Identity is found both in the individ-
ual person or object and in the culture 
to which they belong. It is not static 
and unchangeable, but varies as cir-
cumstances and attitudes change; and 
it is not uniform and undifferentiated, 
but has several components and forms 

 These two interpretive definitions 
show that identity is the key to relate 
people and the place. To become a sig-
nificant place either an empty space, 
the place needed to be attached by 
some people. The historical, physical, 
socio-economic or cultural elements 
combine an essence for a place. The 
essence of a place or the meaning is 
the identity of a place. It’s how people 
remember the place. Also, the identity 
of the individuals or groups in a place, 
create an ambience and give an identi-

ty to a place, too. Identity is a complex 
concept which provides people both 
to understand the difference between 
places, individuals, groups and the 
similarity between people who share 
the same place, features or cultural 
background.

On the other hand, the city has its 
own identity. The uniqueness of a city 
is the urban identity. The urban identi-
ty has various elements which diffused 
in city and its inhabitants. 

Place, identity and inhabitants are 
three major components of urban life. 
To perceive a place, inhabitants seek 
for some elements there, which make 
them feel “in” that place. Additionally, 
people have an instinct to attach some-
where. 

The city square is the center of the 
city which outlines all the details of 
the city and the inhabitants. It is like a 
demo – a smaller copy of the city, which 
enables people to experience the whole 
urban characteristics of that city. City 
squares give brief information about 
the city, because they are the significant 
places which reflect urban identity.

If the square has a significant iden-
tity, it also gives us the clues of ur-
ban identity of the city which it is in. 
City and urban identity feed the city 
squares, and city squares help users to 
understand the city and urban identity. 
It is a feedback system that both sides 

2. Why defining urban identity char-
acteristics?

This study aims to establish the 
weight of urban identity for being a 
successful city square, fundamentally. 
Urban identity characteristics are the 
defining elements of a city square. This 
study investigates how urban identity 
characteristics reflected on city squares 
and what is the interaction between 
city, city square and urban identity. 
While analyzing this interaction, indi-
viduals’ perceptions, observations and 
activities should be guides to reach the 
right answers. This study significant-
ly uses the former surveys, research-
es and literature about the case study 
area, reveals the common points and 
responds several questions. 

This study intent to explain the fea-
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tures to create a successful city square 
and to analyze urban identity features. 
At last the interaction of these two is 
determined.

The hypothesis is;
Physical, cultural, historical and so-

cio-economical features are the facts to 
understand the effectiveness of a public 
place design. The variety of activities 
and users compose a remarkable public 
place which exhibit the urban identity. 
And the square is the most significant 
public place of the city. Therefore, it is 
the best place to define and understand 

The significance of the study is to 
define the features of good public plac-
es and urban identity. Afterwards, the 
interaction of these features will be re-
vealed and it will be shown that urban 
identity is the most important feature 
for being a good square-a good public 

This study is materialized in the 
boundaries of the assessment of the 
perception of urban identity and urban 
identity characteristics in

Ortaköy Square, in pursuit of gener-
al scanning in context of square-iden-

3. Determining urban identity char-
acteristics

Urban identity is a notion which 
is not physical but can be related to 
physical, cultural, socio-economic and 
historical features of the city. To un-
derstand the impact area of the urban 
identity, it is needed to grasp the roots 
in literature. In this study, urban iden-
tity is deeply researched in light of the 
earlier studies which are about the no-
tion of identity. Hence urban identity 
concerns the place and individuals; the 

-
eral to specific, urban identity and city 
square terms cleared by help of litera-
ture.

In this study former researches 
about Ortaköy Square were analyzed 

and the common points of these re-
searches used as data about the case 

about the researches please see the 

researches and especially deeply in 

Ortaköy Square is the most significant 
city square of Istanbul. According to 
the features in these studies, Ortaköy 
Square was chosen as the case study 
area to understand the characteristics of 
urban identity.Additionally, this study 
investigates the approaches to evaluate 
urban squares and the importance of 
identity in successful ones. Therefore, 
the former perspectives of different re-
searchers and research groups were an-
alysed and the “ten principles for suc-
cessful squares by PPS” is chosen for 
discussing the success of the case study 

-

PPS present a deep and compre-
hensive approach to create and sustain 
public places. Project for Public Spaces 

and educational organization which 

-
ban Spaces. They are working on parks, 
transportation, markets, downtowns, 
civic centers, multi-use, campuses, 
waterfronts and squares all over the 
world. The following diagram shows 
which features are examined by PPS, 
when they evaluating a place. These 
features are used for all places that PPS 

-
ysis, observations and data collection 
methods to confirm the hyphothesis 
which was mentioned above. In short, 
Table 1 presents the route of the study.

Method Practice Consideration
Searching the literature Analysis of the data

Case study
Photo-Analysis  
Observation Analysis and confirmation of 

hypothesis

Table 1. The methodology of the study  (Erdoğan, 2011).



118

4. Assessment of principles for suc-
cessful squares and urban iden-
tity characteristics in Ortaköy 
Square 

 The case study area, Ortaköy Square 
-

the important transportation hub of Is-
tanbul, where sea traffic and car traffic 

Ortaköy Square is located near the 

to the Bosporus Bridge where Asia and 

In history, Ortaköy has been a settle-
ment since antiquity but became more 
significant in Byzantine Period. A 
church built near the Ortaköy Square 
and the place became a popular point. 
In Ottoman Period the popularity of 
the place existed and increased by buil-

-
ly developed an interaction point and 
lately as a square. Hence, the historical 
pattern of the place is protected till 
today; it’s a favorable place for inhab-
itants.

Places of The World” for PPS. That is 
why it is chosen as a case study area to 
define urban identity characteristics.

In the following, the existence of the 
ten principles for successful squares by 
PPS will be proved for Ortaköy Square 
by help of photo-analysis, observations, 
data collection and earlier researches.

4.1. Image and identity
Historically, squares were the center 

of communities, and they traditional-
ly helped shape the identity of entire 
cities. Sometimes a fountain was used 
to give the square a strong image (PPS, 

items in the square.

4.2. Attractions and destinations
Any great square has a variety of 

smaller “places” within it to appeal to 

-
gent attraction points, functions and 
destinations in Ortaköy Square which 
serve variant needs.

4.3. Amenities
A square should feature amenities 

that make it comfortable for people to 

Figure 2. Ortaköy Port, Ayios Fokas Church and Bosphorus view from the square (Erdoğan, 
2011).

Figure 1. Ortaköy Mosque and Damat İbrahim Paşa Fountain 
(Erdoğan, 2011).
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As it is shown in the following fig-
-

vides clean environment, enough waste 
receptacles, benches and good lighting 
equipments for its users.

4.4. Flexible design
The use of a square changes during 

the course of the day, week, and year 

Saturdays, Ortaköy Square becomes 

a bazaar where different ornaments, 
jewelry and etc. are sold. There is a per-
manent roofing system which is shown 

market place is created in Saturdays.

4.5. Seasonal strategy
A successful square can’t flourish 

with just one design or management 

In Ortaköy square, different solu-
tions exist to use the place even in win-

Figure  3. Temporary bazaar, waffle & baked potato sellers, secondhand booksellers and the 
playground (Erdoğan, 2011).

Figure 4. Touristic bosporus tour port, the elevated ground, children are feeding birds and 
people are sitting on benches and enjoying the view (Erdoğan, 2011).



in every season.

4.6. Access
To be successful, a square needs to 

Square is a focus point and a node of 
the city. It is close to the other nodes. 
It is accessible and pedestrian-friendly 
place but close to major traffic zones. 

4.7. The inner and outer square
The streets and sidewalks around 

a square greatly affect its accessibility 
and use, as do the buildings that sur-
round it. An active, welcoming outer 
square is essential to the well-being of 

Square is a welcoming place with the 

first, on the streets that open to the 
square, little shops and stands welcome 
the pedestrians and lead them to the 
square. At the square, little cafés, Or-

meet with users and welcome them 

4.8. Reaching out like an octopus
Just as important as the edge of a 

square is the ways that streets, side-
walks and ground floors of adjacent 

Ortaköy Square is a welcoming place 
by the Bosphorus view and attractive 

traffic flow slows down at the entrance 
of the square; this is another feature to 
be a welcoming place.

4.9. The central role of management
The best places are ones that people 

return to time and time again. The only 
way to achieve this is through a man-
agement plan that understands and 
promotes ways of keeping the square 

Ortaköy Square has always consid-
ered important for local government 
and municipalities. Since it has been a 
significant public place at all times, the 
historical buildings and pattern of the 
place is preserved, the pavements and 
façades renovated and the managers 
try to sustain its inviting features. See 

4.10. Diverse funding sources
A well-managed square is generally 

beyond the scope of the average city 
parks or public works department, 
which is why partnerships have been 
established to operate most of the 
best squares in the United States (PPS, 

Figure 5. Sample of several benches on the 
square, people alternatively sits on elevated 
ground (Erdoğan, 2011).

Figure 6. View of the bazaar on Saturday 
and view of the bazaar at night in weekdays 
(Erdoğan, 2011).
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in Turkey as proper as in USA, but In 
-

erman Protection Association aims to 
organize meetings and conferences to 
improve their town and community, to 
contact with local and international or-
ganizations and associations, either to 
organize activities about fishing. They 
support other social organizations’ 

5. Conclusion
By determining the Ortaköy Square 

depicting PPS’s ten of ten principles, 
this study proves that Ortaköy Square 
is a successful puclic place. 

Being related to urban identity is a 
key to be a successful public place. 

-
mary to realize and identify the fea-
tures of the place. And considering all 
these features related to the successful 
public places and urban identity; it is 
found that Ortaköy Square is a success-
ful public place which reflects urban 

Figure 7. Both indoor and outdoor usage, 
Outdoor cafés are crowded even it is winter 
and adjustable shading elements due to the 
weather (Erdoğan, 2011).

Figure 8. Important routes surrounding the 
square (Erdoğan, 2011).

Figure 9. Little cafés on the outer square (Erdoğan, 2011).

Figure 10. A street which is opening to the 
square and has the Bosporus view at the end 
of it and Another welcoming street which 
attracts people by food shops (Erdoğan, 
2011).

Figure 11. Good-looking façades are the 
result of the restoration (Erdoğan, 2011).
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To understand the powerful urban 
identity in Ortaköy Square, which 
characteristics of urban identity exist 
in the square will be discussed. Urban 
identity characteristics were defined by 
several researchers before. The com-
mon points of them were analysed and 
Table 2 occurred as a conclusion.

This study found that the urban 
identity characteristics in Ortaköy 
Square which are the same features 
that make this place successful. 

It is revealed that visiting “the city 
square” is not a daily routine for all 
Turkish citizens. The squares are usu-
ally used for ceremonies, meetings, 
politic activities, just passing by etc.  
They are not well designed and seem 
half-baked. The functional diversity 
was not important when designing the 
city squares. That is why they aren’t 
used for shopping, sitting, entertaining 

fact, Ortaköy Square stands out bind-
ing on the historical development pro-
cess. It was developed organically as a 
square and inhabitants always interact-
ed there. This organic structure, nat-
ural advantages like Bosphorus view, 
flat area, climate etc. made the place 
more popular. The diversity of visitors 
and inhabitants gave an ambiance to 
the place. Also, Ortaköy Square has 
three religions’ prayer places, handi-

craft stands, accessible and walkable 
area, touristic attractions, and wide 
food&beverage opportunities for ev-
eryone from different economic back-
grounds etc. It has facilities to serve all 

At last, this study proved that Or-
taköy Square is a successful public 
place, which has strong identity ele-
ments and urban identity characteris-
tics. Ortaköy Square tallies with urban 
identity well, this is the most important 
key to be a successful public place.
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