
privacy

william lau
teddy luong

Studies on expressions of privacy in public



school of industrial design
carleton university, ottawa, canada

fall 2010
ides 4301 minor project a

instructor: adriana ross



1

table of contents
site analysis       2
progression       6
inquiry       10
studies
 part 1 subverting private space   12
  1.1 fortress     13
  1.2 peering through a window  14
  1.3 invasion     18
  1.4 fenced off    22
 part 2 good fences make good neighbours  24
  2.1 “mending wall”    24
  2.2 a wall of convention   25
discussion       29

© 2010  William Lau and Teddy Luong



site analysis

A Narrative

standing stationary i gaze upon 
the vast space before me, awaiting 
the imminent return of people. the 
sunlight flooding the space from 
across the way signals the beginning 
of another day. it’s not long before 
the first people enter the landscape, 
then another few. trickling in, and 
soon streaming in, all travelling 
with determination. in the usual 
timely fashion, the establishments 
open, retracting their shells to 
welcome people as they carry on 
their daily routines. in order to be 
recognized, people enter the queue 
arranging themselves neatly in the 
outlined paths. they are silent and 
patient, moving swiftly to fill the 
empty spaces. and, just as quickly as 
they are in, they are out. there’s 
nothing here for them—there are other 
things to do. people come here to 
perform business, to complete tasks, 
to enquire, to wait. not for leisure 
nor social activity, this area is not 
a destination; it is a transparent, 
forgotten space.

by the middle of the day, the stream 
of people becomes an impassable river. 
laughter and screams signal emotion 
from other corners of the space. but 
not here. it remains particularly 
quiet and dim for most of the day – a 
neutral space. but i feel safe in this 
corner. like looking through a tinted 
mirror i can peer out onto the expanse 
with anonymity. and no one looks back.

the day winds down and the sun sets 
behind me. the stream of travellers 
trail off and the space empties. 
when the sun is completely gone, the 
stark fluorescence of spotlights cast 
long shadows on the infinitely flat 
ground. doors are closed and pieces 
sit unmoved, as if abandoned with some 
undetermined urgency. only lone pieces 
of garbage remain, the only artefacts 
of human activity.
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the stark fluorescence of spotlights cast long 
shadows on the infinitely flat ground.



the site is located in the northeast corner 
of the university centre galleria at carleton 
university.

people travel and perform tasks with 
determination. very few moments are left for 
interaction. the behaviour is indicative of 
american suburban life.

plot 2
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the site as found in the galleria, day and 
night.



progression
American Suburbia, the 1950’s to Today

a visualization of the disconnected behaviour of individuals in the space as it 
relates to american suburban life.



progression
American Suburbia, the 1950’s to Today
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the end of wwii marked the development of suburban communities that supported the 
individualistic american dream. cold war fears created tension between americans.



public space became privatized as the automobile became a mobile living room. 
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the privatization of space both physically and psychologically is a reoccurring 
theme in american culture.



inquiry

the concepts of private space and 
public space were questioned. 
anonymous acts of what are typically 
private activities were performed 
in the galleria: sleeping, brushing 
teeth, chopping vegetables, and 
folding laundry.  

Questioning Boundaries of Private Space
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studies
part 1 | subverting private space
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1.1 Fortress

a physical envelope can provide a 
sense of privacy. what effect can be 
achieved on site? 

a makeshift shelter was built using 
the available tables in the space. the 
irregular activity attracted unwanted 
attention and the study was halted.

1.1.1



1.2 Peering Through a Window

though transparent, a window is a 
barrier. what levels of privacy do 
people hold in public spaces? 

photos of subjects were taken through 
windows as a method of encroaching 
onto their privacy. this was done in 
an attempt to provoke interaction 
between subjects and the photographer.



15



in both cases, the subjects avoided 
acknowledging the photographer. was 
this a method to avoid confrontation 
or were the subjects indifferent to 
the invasion?

1.2.1

1.2.2



17



1.3 Invasion

privacy is expected within a public 
environment. this concept is respected 
out of convention.

the study introduces a surprise 
guest who intentionally occupies the 
nearest available seat. the purpose of 
the imposition is to force upon the 
subjects an unexpected confrontation.

1.3.1
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a meeting between two people was 
interupted by an uninvited guest. 
despite the guest’s advances, the pair 
was reluctant to confront him.

debrief



1.3.2
a subject had claimed an entire table 
with various personal items. as the 
uninvited guest imposed onto his 
property, the subject was evidently 
uncomfortable. nonetheless he did not 
challenge the guest.
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this time, the guest asked before 
occupying the seat directly across a 
subject in an otherwise deserted study 
hall. the subject amicably accepted 
despite the guest’s unconventional 
choice of seat. the subject showed no 
signs of discomfort.

1.3.3

debrief



1.4 Fenced Off

ownership of space is expressed in 
various ways.

three personal work enclosures 
were created to observe behaviours 
connected to ownership of space. the 
purpose was to observe if passersby 
would utilize the desks for sit-down 
work.
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after no activity, one cell was baited 
to encourage potential users. later, 
one person removed a chair from the 
setup for use elsewhere.

1.4.1



studies
part 2 | good fences make good neighbours

2.1 “Mending Wall”

something there is that doesn’t love a wall,
that sends the frozen-ground-swell under it,
and spills the upper boulders in the sun;
and makes gaps even two can pass abreast.
the work of hunters is another thing:
i have come after them and made repair
where they have left not one stone on a stone,
but they would have the rabbit out of hiding,
to please the yelping dogs. the gaps i mean,
no one has seen them made or heard them made,
but at spring mending-time we find them there.
i let my neighbour know beyond the hill;
and on a day we meet to walk the line
and set the wall between us once again.
we keep the wall between us as we go.
to each the boulders that have fallen to each.
and some are loaves and some so nearly balls
we have to use a spell to make them balance:
“stay where you are until our backs are turned!”
we wear our fingers rough with handling them.
oh, just another kind of out-door game,
one on a side. it comes to little more:
there where it is we do not need the wall:
he is all pine and i am apple orchard.
my apple trees will never get across
and eat the cones under his pines, i tell him.
he only says, “good fences make good neighbours.”
spring is the mischief in me, and i wonder
if i could put a notion in his head:
“why do they make good neighbours? isn’t it
where there are cows? but here there are no cows.
before i built a wall i’d ask to know
what i was walling in or walling out,
and to whom i was like to give offence.
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something there is that doesn’t love a wall,
that wants it down.” i could say “elves” to him,
but it’s not elves exactly, and i’d rather
he said it for himself. i see him there
bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top
in each hand, like an old-stone savage armed.
he moves in darkness as it seems to me,
not of woods only and the shade of trees.
he will not go behind his father’s saying,
and he likes having thought of it so well
he says again, “good fences make good neighbours.”

robert frost, north of boston, 1914

2.2 A Wall of Convention

the wall, as frost suggests, is a 
symbol of convention: the habitual 
way of people’s mind and behaviour 
which hinders communication. the two 
farmers construct a wall between 
their properties despite the fact 
that neither have anything to wall in 
or out. the conventional behaviours 
imposed by society are questioned. 



as a direct physical manifestation 
of the concept, a large translucent 
wall was temporarily erected in 
the galleria of the unicentre. it 
questioned the rationale of a wall, 
as it offers no particular barrier 
to light or sound. similarly, the 
subjects in the previous studies 
avoided confrontation, despite feeling 
uncomfortable.
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discussion

when designing public spaces, social 
norms must be acknowledged as a 
powerful and invisible force. very 
often individuals are impelled to 
comply to this force, behaving in 
accepted ways. these limitations 
are imposed to prevent certain 
actions. within american culture 
the respect for privacy has become 
conventionalized, greatly reducing 
communication and interaction. the 
fear is not of interaction but of the 
initial confrontation.

to create successfully integral and 
meaningful public spaces, the space 
must overcome the natural tendency 
for individualistic segregation-the 
building of invisible walls. this 
may either be by forcefully creating 
integral environments that instigate 
interaction or providing a comfortable 
level of privacy that naturally 
deconstructs the walls which restrict 
communication.

Considerations for Improving the Galleria




