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Summary

The principles of modernist urban design are most clearly visible in the structure of newly 
developed neighbourhoods. In everyday life in Eastern Europe, these are most commonly 
seen in the housing estates of the 20th century, even if they were very simplified and 
cost-optimised.

These spatial structures, with their blocks of flats floating in the green, are essentially 
different from the Euro-Atlantic conventional urban fabric, where one moves through a 
network of linear spaces bounded by buildings or fences. It is different to feel like being in 
these spaces, and it is also necessary to orient oneself along different strategies in order not 
to get lost.

In the first part of this paper, I summarise the key principles of the environmental 
psychology of spatial orientation, accompanied by brief examples, in order to later use them 
to map out, through a case study, the visual references and spatial tactics that can help us 
to orient ourselves in fluid urban environments.

From here on, I focus my studies on the ‘Pók utca’ Housing Estate in Óbuda, where a series 
of odd coincidences have created an area where especially many people get lost. I examine 
the system of visual reference points that help people to find their way around from different 
perspectives, but always with a view to reaching general conclusions. I have worked with 
archive plans, relied on personal recollections, summarised my own local knowledge and 
experience, surveyed local people and made graphical analyses. 

The thesis is complemented by a series of individual booklets, available as appendices, 
which show the public spaces and buildings of the housing estate in more detail, as well as 
the results of the questionnaire research.
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The examinations are presented in linear order. Typically, one or two conclusions, perhaps 
less significant in themselves, can be derived from the results of a single research method. 
However, the major lesson of the research for me is exactly that the making of orientation 
easier or more difficult does not depend on the implementation or lack of a specific tool. 
To help users find their way around better, we need to offer as many resources as possible 
from a wider range of tools, so that everyone can find them to use as a reference point when 
creating their own mental map.

The aim of this study is to highlight the benefits of fluid environments and to explore the 
potential of developing public spaces in residential areas along their own values to support 
spatial orientation. Tools that, if applied consciously and consistently, can help users of the 
space to move around more confidently. 

The results are briefly summarised at the end of the study. I believe that the experience 
gathered from this research can be used both in the development of new neighbourhoods or 
in the comprehensive revitalisation of existing estates.

Keywords: 	 #spatial_cognition #housing_estate #pók_utca_housing_estate 	  
		  #reference_points #modernism #postmodernism

Large, spacious green spaces are a basicly providing good 
visibility, so creating balanced areas requires the use of tools that 
increase the possibility of concealment. These can be architec-
tural or landscape architectural tools. For example, corner modu-
les can be used to create courtyards and bays. In public spaces 
with multiple levels that allow for views, the right proportion of 
slabs and transitions can be used to create diverse spaces. In the 
design of the natural environment, creating geoplastics or even 
preserving tall trees can help to create an optimal ratio of visibility 
and concealment.

If a balance of vision and concealment can be 
achieved, the flowing spaces of modernist, free-
moving, floating neighbourhoods can become 
valuable spatial structures to be preserved.
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A comparison between the physical reality of the ‘Pók utca’ 
Housing Estate and its archival plans revealed that the different 
parts of the estate are organised according to different logics, so 
that the estate can only be understood as a whole in appearance, 
but in fact each smaller (unmarked) unit has its own rules for the 
layout of the master plan and the mass of the buildings.

It makes it more difficult to build our mental 
map and thus our spatial orientation if we find 
ourselves in an environment where we have 
to change the spatial rules we sat from time to 
time.
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Visitors can easily get lost in the ‘Pók utca’ Housing Estate, 
despite the fact that the buildings are not exactly the same, 
thanks to the use of the ‘E’ Type Building System. In order to use 
the differences between the buildings as a reference point to help 
visitors and new residents orientate themselves on the space, 
the differences between the facade character of the buildings 
should be increased to some extent. However, in an area of this 
size, the identification of districts helps to create a more accurate 
mental map, and it would also be important that the enhancement 
of facades is not the accidental result of individual decisions by 
residents, but rather the coordinated development of a district.

If we are not familiar with the visual language 
of a (prefab) housing estate, we will recognize 
the buildings as identical copies, which are 
same in their elemental kit but different in their 
details.
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Residential estates with independent buildings 
are not subdivided along roads, but along 
groups of houses. A verbal representation of this 
phenomenon can facilitate the development of 
our mental map.

The naming of the public areas of the ‘Pók utca’ Housing Estate 
is not coherent. The addresses associated with the individual 
staircases are often only nominal and do not bear a clear relation-
ship to the public spaces.

The inability to call things by their names makes communica-
tion about the housing estate very difficult. The lack of a system 
makes it difficult to understand, to set up one’s own rules, to 
reinforce the mental map and thus to orientate oneself in a space. 

It is more common in the way residents communicate with 
each other to describe a building than to identify it by its address. 
Informally, residents refer to buildings by the shops on the ground 
floor, the nearby public buildings or parks, or perhaps by the 
people they know who live there. 

Naming buildings is not generally a new practice, although it 
is not common in Hungary. Naming buildings can not only help 
to identify and thus orientate people, but can also be a means of 
identity and thus form a community, and can help to strengthen 
smaller neighbourhoods.
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The length of pedestrian routes and the number of intersec-
tions in the ‘Pók utca’ Housing Estate is several times higher than 
in the typical urban fabric, making it difficult to map the road 
network on a mental map and making it difficult to develop route 
knowledge due to the large number of turning opportunities. 

The analysis suggests that there are orienteering elements for 
which an optimal density exists. For roads (and intersections), 
a certain density must be reached to make buildings accessi-
ble, but above a certain density the road network becomes so 
complex that it is no longer or less suitable for supporting spatial 
orientation. 

For other elements, the focus is on quality: edges, distircts, 
landmarks work well if they are as distinct from their surroundings 
as possible, i.e. if they can be interpreted as signs by as many 
people as possible. 

In larger areas that are unfamiliar to us, a road-
based mental map can be an effective tool for 
initial spatial orientation. The creation of this 
simplified image is handicapped if the road 
network in an area is too dense.
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In the ‘Pók utca’ Housing Estate, the lack of common terminolo-
gy makes it difficult to guide visitors, even though as residents we 
have a clear picture of the route. 

A common pedestrian transport tactic is ‘heading in the right 
direction’, made possible by the spacious, ‘savannah-like’ envi-
ronment. This requires more environmental reference points than 
following the roads, but we only have local expressions for some 
of these. There are countless spaces that serve as landmarks in 
spatial orientation, even though they do not have a name, but can 
only be defined by the surrounding roads or buildings. Roads are 
often defined by their surface, layout and traffic management 
rather than by their official name. 

As a result, many residents have suggested the most easily 
followable route for visitors, rather than the most optimal.

In order to give or receive wayfinding 
instructions, you need to know the 
topographical characteristics of a given area.
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Among the flowing spaces of floating housing estates built 
along modernist urban planning principles, we cannot base the 
construction of our initial mental map on the road network if it 
differs significantly in density, complexity and character from the 
structure of the traditional urban fabric.

In order to enable residents and visitors to navigate confidently 
in this environment, they need to be provided with additional  
reference points to compensate meaningfully for the lack of ele-
ments provided by the road network. 

Due to the different depths of user perception of the environ-
ment, it is not necessary to find the best single solution, but to 
build as diverse a system of reference points as possible using the 
tools available.

Formal tools and informal supports for spatial 
orientation, which operate independently of 
each other, enhance each other. More is more.
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