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The thesis title ‘The Public Room’ is derived from my interest in the pubic spaces 
of the city, both past and present, especially those of which were borne from 
appropriation, alongside the current deterioration of public space in the overall 
city which has gradually worsened with time. The current focus on developing the 
city for transitory inhabitants is unsustainable and does not aid in the creation of 
resilient communities. The communities of the North East Inner City have been 
perpetually misunderstood resulting in negligent development which prioritises 
the addressing of antisocial behaviour over a more optimistic planning of the 
area. The culture which has developed in the North East Inner City has also 
not been respected and fostered, and is continually overlooked and ignored in 
decision making for these areas. This thesis seeks to reintroduce the lost public 
space of the Gloucester Diamond, making room for the local and wider public in 
a generous new pubic building.

Introduction
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I. The Public Room



1

History of Public Space in Dublin City
Historic public spaces for recreation in Dublin City were first created in the 
seventeenth century when the Dublin Corporation “had three reasons to promote 
the development of public spaces: first to encourage citizens to take part in 
wholesome recreational pursuits; second, the perceived health-giving nature of 
open spaces; … and third, a nascent regard by the city fathers for town planning 
and the aesthetic pleasures to be had from open space” (Costello, 2007, p160). 
Before these places were reserved for recreation, public green spaces tended 
to be places of commonage “used to graze horses, sheep and cattle ensuring a 
fresh supply of horses and fresh milk for the gentry when in town” (Costello, 2007, 
p161). The commons were belonging to and used by all peoples, regardless of 
class or background, its ‘common’ nature implied in its name. St. Stephens 
Green, one of Dublin’s most historic and well known public parks was referred to 
as the ‘citizens common’ in written records from the thirteenth century (Costello, 
2007, p161). Areas such as this and others across the city were “places where 
ordinary people could meet and parade and take part in games and lotteries” 
(Costello, 2007, p161), being used for public markets, civic functions as well as 
for capital punishment. Although not all functions are applicable (or advisable) 
today, the accounts recorded show the importance of such public spaces in the 
everyday lives of people at the time.

1.
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As these areas of commonage in Dublin were redesigned as pleasure gardens, 
transforming into places for the bourgeoisie to promenade, the true ‘common’ 
nature was lost and “from 1577 onwards various orders were made by the 
corporation in order to try and limit the use of the city’s green spaces to freemen 
of the city and to exclude ‘strangers and unfreemen’” (Costello, 2007, p168). 
The newly semi-privatised greens and gardens brought with them conditions of 
behaviour for what was deemed acceptable and unacceptable. These places 
became more controlled environments as a result, where upper-class activities 
and attitudes were applied. The privatisation of greens and gardens for the 
use of promenading as well as for sports use by the upper classes through 
the new entrance fees ensured their use only by those who could afford to. At 
this point, designated public spaces were no longer truly common or public, 
and undesigned or leftover spaces became the new public space for ordinary, 
working class citizens.

3.

1. St. Stephen’s Green, 
   John Rocque, 1758

2. People promenading at St. 
   Stephen’s Green, 18th century

3. The Beaux Walk, St Stephen’s 
   Green, James Malton

2.
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North William Street Flats
In the first weeks of researching and exploring this part of the city, I became 
interested in the stair cores of the 20th century Dublin Corporation flats, in 
particular the three blocks on North William Street. Their external circulation 
cores provide more than a means of circulation for residents and produce 
serendipitous points of contact between neighbours. The open and communal 
quality of the space allows for an appropriation of the stair core where the 
circulation route becomes an important place in the day to day lives of residents. 
After documenting the simple movement through one block from public to private 
space, I imagined building upon this appropriated social use by providing a new 
useable space adjoining the existing core.

1.
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1. Record Drawing of North   
   William Street Flats, Semester 1

2. Projective Drawing of North 
   William Street Flats, Semester 1
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Smithfield
Smithfield is an example of development within inner city Dublin in which the 
existing community was not prioritised within decision making for the area. The 
urban planning policies in place in Ireland are “intended to enable the physical 
transformation of cities in order to attract wealthy residents and investors … 
leading to the gentrification of industrial and working‐class districts” (Attuyer, 
2015). Smithfield shows the ways in which profit and extensive development 
have been prioritised over the creation of a sustainable community. Originally a 
17th century open market and commons, Smithfield was redeveloped in the early 
2000’s by McGarry Ni Eanaigh Architects after they had won a 1997 competition 
for the design (Myles, n.d.). Their proposal “breached the Dublin City Council 
development plan in terms of density, and Integrated Assessment and Planning 
guidelines on social housing” (Attuyer, 2015), as well as not adhering to the 
community facilities provision. The plans for the development were objected to 
by local councillors and activists who “required that the decision be postponed 
and that negotiations take place within the frame of the monitoring committee” 
but the scheme was nevertheless granted planning permission by Dublin City 
Council in 2000, within only one month of the community request (Attuyer, 2015).

1.
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This deterioration and limiting of public space in cities has also “placed the 
social and cultural functions of city space under siege” where the “traditional 
function of city space as a meeting place and social forum for city dwellers 
has been reduced, threatened or phased out” (Gehl, 2010, p3). The reasons 
for this deterioration are multiple with the dominance of the motor vehicle and 
individualistic ideals of modernist planning playing a central role (Jacobs, 1961). 
“For the first time in the history of man as a settler, cities were no longer being 
built as conglomerations of city space and buildings, but as individual buildings” 
(Gehl, 2010, p3). This shift from community settlements to individual buildings 
means that public spaces and street life are now separate from the new isolated 
and introverted designs. “The interrelations of common spaces of the city to 
individual buildings” (Gehl, 2010, p3) has been completely overlooked, and 
the isolated nature of building design has paved the way for developer driven 
construction which prioritises capital over the creation of a city for people. The 
public room can be read as a counteraction to the development of the city as 
it has developed in the past fifty years, which seeks to reintroduce common, 
public space, sparked by the depletion of public space throughout the city. 
The development which has taken place from the latter half of the twentieth 
century onwards has left behind a fragmented urban environment with no place 
for community. “Public space is produced through public discourse, and its 
representation is not the exclusive territory of architecture, but is the product 
of the inextricable relationship between social action and physical space” 
(Torre, 2000, p145). This inextricable link between communities and the built 
environment needs to be central in our planning of the city, which this thesis 
seeks to do.

The Public Room

1. Smithfield, 1952/3
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The definition of the public room is understood in this thesis as a space or series 
of spaces that are truly open to all, that is, free in the monetary sense as well as 
in the use of the space. Building on the history of Dublin’s commons, as well as 
the more recent historic public spaces used by everyday people, the public room 
can be defined as being part of the ‘social commons’. Using the concept of the 
social commons as presented by Guy Standing in his 2019 text ‘Plunder of the 
Commons’ the public room fits within this concept as something which maintains 
a standard of living within a community and raises the quality of life obtained 
by those who use them (Standing, 2019, p133). The social commons include 
spaces such as public playgrounds, which “reflect commoning” (Standing, 
2019, p153) through the shared activities taking place which are open to all, 
regardless of background. Standing classes these playgrounds as “integral” to 
the social commons, along with public allotments which “fulfil several socio-
economic roles and images, being both sources of family food, and thus implied 
income, and sites of cultural activity” (Standing, 2019, p167). As allotment sites 
become more and more threatened by developer driven planning, this historical 
continuation of the commons is under threat. “Selling allotments may increase 
measured ‘economic growth’, but it does so to the detriment of ‘public wealth’” 
(Standing, 2019, p172). Standing goes on to say this deterioration of the social 
commons has had more negative impacts for the precariat than those who 
are better-off, as the privatisation of this public resource increases the cost of 
living for the ordinary person in a number of ways and calls this privatisation a 
“form of historical vandalism” (Standing, 2019, p176). The public room can be 
considered a part of the social commons, as it is intended to improve the lives 
of those who use it and provides much needed space for the public in the face 
of the mass privatisation of the city.

1.

2.
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Urban Elements which are the antithesis to privatisationUrban Elements which are the antithesis to privatisation
Urban Elements which are the antithesis to privatisation

Antithesis to Privatisation
The Public Room seeks to be the antithesis to the privatisation of the city and 
its spaces. I applied my understanding of Standing’s social commons to my 
research of the city and I believe these elements reflect activities and public 
places which support the creation of resilient and sustainable communities. 
Within each of these urban elements there is a group of city dwellers, whether 
intentional or not, using the built environment in a way that shows care towards 
the city and forming strong communities as a result. Allotments bring people 
together in an informal manner, resigning fancy clothes for work clothes, 
putting everyone on the same level and forming relationships around the shared 
interest. Skateboarders use the urban environment in a way more creative than 
most in the city, appropriating their environment in a way which was likely never 
intended. Their intimate use of the built environment sees a personal attachment 
to the city formed, fostering a strong community of people who care deeply 
for their built environment. The parish hall is a public space without formally 
assigned use and their absence in the city leaves no other space with quite the 
same role. 

Urban Elements which are the antithesis to privatisation

1. Rutland Street School, 2022

2. Current Condition NEIC
    Community Garden, 2022
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II. The Diamond
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The Gloucester Diamond is a block that sits 
between Sean McDermott street on the south and 
Summerhill on the north. The area has a rich history 
of appropriated space which was used by the local 
public in the latter half of the 20th century. Unlike 
the greens and pleasure gardens of historic Dublin, 
which were primarily designed for the use of the 
bourgeoisie, the public spaces of the Diamond were 
borne from the appropriation of leftover space by 
everyday people. These former public spaces of the 
Diamond were of huge importance to the residents 
who lived in the area at the time of the tenements, and 
the ghosts of these places still exist in the memory of 
the people who are there today. 

1.

Appropriation of Space by the Public
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The 27 Steps

Gloucester 

Diamond7-a-side Football Pitch

Turf Depot

2.

1. Overall area map

2. Former public spaces 
    of The Diamond
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The 7-a-side Football Pitch of the Diamond is probably the most well known of 
these appropriated public spaces. Each year, the Gloucester Diamond seven-a-
side football tournament would be held in which several teams would play over 
a number of weeks for the title, with medals and trophies being awarded on a 
Ford flat back truck at the tournament’s end. Some of those participating were 
renowned Irish football players at the time, such as Frank O’Neill, Ben Hannigan 
and Manchester United’s Eamon Dunphy (Croke, 2020). 

“For the seven-a-side tournament it wasn’t unusual for crowds in 
their thousands to gather around the Diamond, in the windows and on 

the roofs of the tenement buildings to watch the football while the 
turf depot, which was beside the pitch, was the place to go to 

hear any news from around the area”

Ruaidhrí Croke, ‘Ghosts and Goalposts’, 2020.

The 27 Steps

Gloucester 

Diamond7-a-side Football Pitch

Turf Depot

7-a-side Football Pitch

1.
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The Turf Depot was a place for the residents to buy turf and became “the 
place to go to hear any news from around the area” (Croke 2020). In this way, 
the depot was not only a place for residents to buy fuel but served another 
function as an informal meeting place. The neccessity of this resource meant 
that neighbours were bound to bump into one another throughout the week and 
maintain relations with one another, naturally creating a close-knit community 
within the area.

“The sounds of footballs being kicked, 
children playing and the gossip shared 

at the turf depot rang around the 
high walls [of the tenements]”

Ruaidhrí Croke, ‘Ghosts and Goalposts’, 2020

The Turf Depot

1. 7-a-side Football Pitch, c1960s

2. The Turf Depot, c1970s

2.
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The 27 Steps, or Hamilton’s Lane as it was also known, connected Summerhill 
to Gloucester Place through a generous archway in the former Georgian terrace.  
The steps were a central part of the Diamond and a placemarker in the area. 
Their placement and generosity ensured their continuous use and thus was a 
place for neighbours to stop and chat while passing through.

The 27 Steps

1.

Former 27 Steps Current 27 Steps
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The poor living conditions and associated mortality rates spurred on a 
development plan set out in August 1978 to demolish the tenement buildings, 
with no guarantees of being rehoused in the area were provided for families.

“The area where [Sean] O’Casey was born 
and reared and which gave him inspiration for so 

many plays and short stories will be blitzed by 
Dublin Corporation within the next few months” 

Joe Joyce, End of an Era for ‘Handbag Corner’, 1981. 

This plan took what was now considered to be valuable land for redevelopment 
and set out to demolish the existing built fabric with no regard for the community 
that resided within it. In the early 1980s the Diamond and surrounding areas 
such as the Monto were torn down, with over 400 families being rehoused in 
the suburbs of Ballymun, Coolock and other new developments outside the 
city. It was “one of the biggest mass movements of people in the history of 
the Irish State” with the news coming as a “shock to the residents” and, “while 
many were delighted at the prospect of moving out of the dreadful tenement 
conditions, many more were left heartbroken to see the community divided” 
(Croke 2020).

2.

1. The 27 Steps, c1970s

2. The 27 Steps, c1980s

3. Demolition of Summerhill,
   c1980s

3.
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The new urban condition, which has been chopped and changed numerous 
times in the 40 years since demolishment, has been planned and built with a 
pessimistic view on the area. The desire to address anti-social behaviour has 
meant that old routes are now blocked, and the 27 steps redesigned as a much 
less prominent route, more narrow and disjointed than before. 

This pessimistic outlook on the inner city is also part of a wider problem in which 
public space is being squeezed out of the city in general. The privatisation and 
economisation of Dublin has put public space under great threat from developers 
and authorities. The economistic perspective focuses on the creation of an 
entrepreneurial city and “privileges private economic interest at the expense of 
the collective good” (Corcoran, 2012, p4).

Current Condition

Former 27 Steps Current 27 Steps

1.

2.
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Closed off route from Rutland Street 
to Gloucester Place

Area surrounding Lourdes Church, 
Sean McDermott Street

Closed off route from Rutland Street 
to Gloucester Place

Area surrounding Lourdes Church, 
Sean McDermott Street

3. 4.

1. The 27 Steps, c1970s

2. The 27 Steps, 2021

3. Blocked route from Rutland
   Street to Gloucester Place

4. Blocked routes surrounding    
    Lourdes Church
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III. Design
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Site
The site I chose to work on is the site of a former 
substation, located on Gloucester Place, just below 
Summerhill. The site is unusual in that it sits on a 
6.5m bank and thus, has the oppurtunity to create a 
new landscape through the block.

1.
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1. Site Map
2. Site Photos

2.



23

1.

2.
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1. Site Section
2. Site Model
3. Site Collage

3.

Concept
This early collage represents my initial decision to 
create a new stepped landscape through the area on 
the existing slope. The former 27 steps are pasted 
onto the site alongside a block representing what 
would become the built element of the public room.
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Network of Amenities
Within the block, there is an opportunity to connect 
the existing facilities and create a network of public 
amenities for the local and wider community. 

Chosen Site
Primary School & Creche
Lourdes Church
Swimming Pool
Elderly Day Centre
Taekwondo Club
Proposed Community Hub
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Poor Permeability
As aforementioned, this block has been planned 
with a pessimistic outlook on the area, resulting in 
closed off routes with a multitude of walls and gates. 
This creates poor permeability throughout the block 
and leaves the existing amenities isolated from one 
another.
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New Connections
By opening the block and reinstating old routes 
as well as creating a new stepped landscape, the 
existing and proposed amenities are bridged more 
closely together and create a more connected, whole 
territory where access from one area to another is 
much more efortless and pleasant.
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Former Places as Framework
Looking towards what made the community of the 
Diamond so close-knit and resilient, I used the former 
spaces as a way to understand how built space 
could create a resilient community. The three former 
appropriated spaces could be understood as having 
a theme which, all together, made a resilient whole. 
The turf depot could be understood in the modern 
sense as fulfilling the role of energy, the football 
pitch represents recreation and the 27 Steps are a 
landscape and placemarker. These themes became 
the way in which the public room was programmed.
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Given the site has an existing, disused substation, I 
decided to use this as a means to generate heat for 
the building and neighbouring houses. By reopening 
the substation and supplying new machinery and 
heat pumps, the heat from the generators could 
create heat via the heat pumps.

Energy
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Recreation
Given the strong historic relationship to football in the area, as well as its 
current importance and prominence in the North East Inner City, creating a new 
recreational sports hall was something the community could truly enjoy and 
benefit from. Although street football is still played throughout the area, there is 
little vast open space for matches and the Irish climate does not always allow 
for outdoor playing, thus having an indoor facility would be a major benefit to 
the community.
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Landscape

Idea about the landscape being used for appropriation

Central to the design, the landscape is informed by the existing site slope. 
Considering the central theme of appropriation in the area, as well as my early 
studies of the North William Street stair cores, the stepped landscape has the 
ability to become an appropriated element within the design and a unifying piece 
for the various elements of the public room. The landscape can be used to sit, 
play, walk, skate, chat, enjoy.
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Initial Design
Throughout initial designs of the project, the idea of the 

stepped landscape with main plaza was continuous, but 

previous iterations did not see as much of a generosity 

or feeling of the landscape and buildings being a ‘whole’. 

These early sketch models show a sustained desire to 

create a new public landscape, like that of the 27 steps.

Massing Model

Entrance from Gloucester Place
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Programme

Sports Hall

Community Rooms

Auditorium

Cafe

Public Roofs
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Grid & Landscape
The basis for the building is a grided landscape between 

which sit generous steps and various open air spaces, both 

fully open and covered.
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1.
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Accessibility
In designing a new stepped landscape, accessibility is an 

important and fundamental element of design to consider. 

The building is fully accessible at all levels with use of ramps 

and lift cores, ensuring everyone can use all areas of the 

building.

2.

1. Entrance Study Model
2. Landscape Axonometric showing 
   Accessible Routes
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1. 2.
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1. Floor Plan @2.1m
2. Floor Plan @4.4m
3. Floor Plan @8.8m
4. Roof Plan @18.5m

3. 4.
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+0m

+0m

+2.6m

+1.5m

+1.5m

+3.7m

+2.6m

1.
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2.
1. Floor Plan @4.8m
2. Floor Plan @ 8.8m
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Design: Section C-C
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Design: Section D-DDesign: South Elevation
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Roof 
50mm Concrete Paving Slabs
40mm Gravel
80mm Screed laid to falls
300mm Concrete Slab
150mm Insulation
18mm Plasterboard
700mm Concrete Beam

Floor/Ceiling
25mm Timber Flooring
75mm Screed with Underfloor Heating
150mm Insulation
500mm Concrete Waffle Slab
150mm Insulation
18mm Plasterboard

Ground
25mm Timber Flooring
75mm Screed with Underfloor Heating
Damp Proof Membrane
150mm Insulation
Radon Barrier
250mm Concrete Slab
200mm Hardcore
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Conclusion
“The built environment is a cultural artifact. It is shaped by human intention and intervention, 

a living archaeology through which we can extract the priorities and beliefs of the decision-

makers in our society. Both the process through which we build and the forms themselves 

embody cultural values and imply standards of behaviour which affect us all” 

Weismann, 2000, p1

The above quote can be applied to the development of the city as we ‘extract’ those beliefs 

which have shaped the built environment. The theme of critical care is both relevant and 

necessary in the field of architecture overall, and within Dublin’s North East Inner City. The 

development which has taken place has not put community, longevity, resilience or climate 

action at its centre. Instead, the capital-driven model implies that existing communities do 

not hold inherent value and ‘gentry’ (i.e. gentrification) or those from the ‘upper’ classes are 

needed to make the area better or more appealing to corporate entities. Gentrification sees 

land values sky rocket and local people no longer able to afford to live within their community. 

When land is viewed through the lens of development and capital attainment it does not 

support communities or their heritage, as we have seen “hundreds of families had been moved 

and the huge crowds which used to turn out to watch the seven-a-side tournaments at the 

Diamond had become a thing of the past” (Croke, 2020). Had the communities’ traditions been 

understood and respected, places like the Diamond seven-a-side football pitch would have 

been prioritised under new development. Instead, “in less than 12 months, this area – for long 

an independent Republic within a Republic – [became] just a memory, a chunk of nostalgia. It 

is, in fact, the end of an era” (Joyce 1981). 

In conclusion, the rich history of public space in the North East Inner City overall, and the 

Diamond specifically, is a great resource to apply the theme of critical care to the city. Resilient 

communities and public space are fundamental issues in caring for the city. The theory of 

the public room seeks to reengage with the rich heritage the Diamond carries, as well as the 

historic commons of the city, and use architecture as a tool to support the existing community. 
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Former 27 Steps Current 27 Steps
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Appendix
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Dublin City Council Development Plan 2022-28 Observation
Chapter 13: Strategic Development Regeneration Areas (SDRAs)

SDRA 10: North East Inner City

I support the creation of public open spaces in the NEIC in response to the deficit of such 

spaces in the current public realm. It is important that existing communities and residents are 

prioritised in the development of this area of the city which, along with many other areas of 

Dublin’s Inner City, are under threat from development which prioritises capital gain over the 

creation of sustainable communities. The development of public space is greatly important 

and necessary for local communities as well as for the city as a whole. The NEIC, labelled an 

SDRA, will be rapidly developed in the coming years and I am concerned that the setting out 

of principles for the maximising public space are not ambitious enough and do not properly 

consider the potential of these spaces for communities, as there is an opportunity to create 

more than simply squares and parks.

Those who use the city as meeting place greatly feel the effects of the privatisation and 

economisation of the city, and the prioritisation of the city as a place for tourism and economic 

opportunity. The creation of public space which is focused on the permanent, residing 

community is of huge importance in creating a sustainable city and should be of importance to 

the Council in the future development of the NEIC.

The importance of public space in the NEIC is evident in the legacy of the Diamond’s seven-

a-side football pitch, turf depot and 27 steps, which still live on in the memory of local 

residents. These important and iconic public spaces were a focal point for the community, and 

public space which fulfils that same role in a modern way is a key aspect in the creation of a 

sustainable and successful community dynamic. Focusing on the needs of communities and 

residents in the setting out of the development plan should be carefully considered so as to 

produce space that is addressing a set of specific needs and thus becomes an important and 

meaningful place in the city.
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