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1. Introduction

Photographs are widely used in planning and 
urban design:

•	 In recording places and buildings.

•	 In measuring buildings.

•	 In working with people to create a vision 
of a place. Photographs can provide 
references or benchmarks for future 
projects, and help people to think about 
what sort of buildings and places they 
value.

•	 In appraisal and analysis, taking 
photographs that show the place’s 
strengths and weaknesses.

•	 Illustrating the design process and 
telling the story of how the design was 
developed as a response to its context.

•	 As a basis for creating sketches and 
measured drawings.

•	 In accurate visual representation, creating 
pictures showing a proposed building or 
structure alongside what already exists, 
for use in evaluating a development 
proposal.

Film and video are increasingly used in planning 
and urban design:

•	 In recording places and buildings.

•	 In appraisal and analysis, showing a 
place’s strengths and weaknesses.

•	 Illustrating the design process and 
telling the story of how the design was 
developed as a response to its context.

•	 Keeping a record of a large amount of 
information about a place and its people 
for analysis later.

•	 In consultation, showing people the place 
where they live or have an interest in, and 
allowing them to portray the place, and 
illustrate its strengths and weaknesses.

•	 Using archives to show a place as it used 
to be, triggering thoughts about what is 
valued, and what people want to change 
or reinstate.

•	 In promoting potential developments, to 
attract potential investors or developers, 
or later to attract potential buyers or 
tenants.
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2. Urban photography

Photographs are widely used in built 
environment projects:

•	 In recording places and buildings

•	 In working with people to create a vision 
of a place. Photographs can provide 
references or benchmarks for future 
projects, and help people to think about 
what sort of buildings and places they 
value.

•	 In appraisal and analysis, taking 
photographs that show the place’s 
strengths and weaknesses.

•	 Illustrating the design process and 
telling the story of how the design was 
developed as a response to its context.

•	 As a basis for creating sketches and 
measured drawings.

•	 In accurate visual representation, creating 
pictures showing a proposed building or 
structure alongside what already exists, 
for use in evaluating a development 
proposal.

Recording and measuring:
Built environment students and professionals 
are constantly photographing, with a wide 
variety of types of camera and phone. They 
photograph, among other reasons, to record 
places, buildings and features of the world 
around them. They use their photographs in 
presentations and reports, and as a personal 
record. 

They also use photographs to measure 
buildings, comparing the scale of different 
buildings and judging scale by comparison with 
objects of known size, such as a car, a person 
or a brick. For example, knowing the size of a 
brick, we can estimate the height or length of a 
building by counting the number of bricks.

Representing buildings and places:
Any view can be photographed in many 
different ways, according to the message that 
the photographer wants to convey.

Buildings can be made to look larger or smaller, 
closer together or further away; attractive or 
less attractive; threatening or friendly; busy or 
unused. The scene can be manipulated by where 
the camera is pointed; how the composition 
is chosen; how the scene is framed; how the 
photograph is cropped; and how the image is 
manipulated digitally. 

There is no such thing as a photograph showing

a completely objective reality: someone has 
always made choices. We need to be aware of 
this both in taking photographs, in preparing 
them for publication and display, and in viewing 
other people’s photographs.

Photography in the planning and 
design process:
Photography is an important element of three 
distinct stages of the planning and design 
process: vision; appraisal and analysis; and 
design.

Vision:
Take photographs of places you visit as 
references or benchmarks for future projects. 
You, other professionals you are working with, 
or local residents who you are consulting, can 
look at photographs from other places and 
think about what sort of development they like. 
This can help them to decide and communicate 
about some of their basic values at the start of 
a planning or design exercise.
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A visioning process using photographs can help 
to lift people’s horizons from what is around 
them or what they are familiar with, and 
towards ways of building that they might not 
have thought of. The photographs might show 
different sizes, styles, details and types of 
building; layouts, landscapes and townscapes; 
and anything else. The photographs may 
be used in publications or presentations, 
or photographs may be passed around at 
meetings and pinned up with comments.

Local people can take photographs of where 
they live to highlight what they value or what 
they would like to change. 

This used to be done by giving people 
disposable cameras. Today most people have 
mobile phones or other devices with cameras.

Appraisal and analysis:
Take photographs that show the place’s 
strengths and weaknesses. Your photographs 
might illustrate the place under the following 
four headings. (The headings are taken from 



7

Handouts Series     B S P  G R A P H I C  S K I L L S  L A B    |

Design:
Many masterplans and other planning 
and design documents are illustrated by 
photographs of the local context. The 
photographs may show the form of the land, 
the townscape, and characteristic methods 
of vernacular building or architectural detail, 
among other things.

If the photographs are to communicate 
effectively, they will probably need captions. 
Sometimes a photograph can be used 
without a caption in a document to create a 
particular atmosphere, but usually the viewer 
is left wondering: what’s the message? The 
combination of a photograph and a caption can 
work well in telling a story. The two reinforce 
each other. 

After taking the trouble to examine and 
photograph the development site’s context, 
the architects, planners or urban designers 
should ensure that they make use of those 
images and that information in designing the 
proposed development.

They should look carefully at the images, 
interpret them, decide what aspects of what is 
shown is most important, and think creatively 
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Private land:

If you are on private land (which might include 
some places such as piazzas or malls that in 
many ways feel as though they are part of 
the public realm), the landowner or occupier 
may have a right to forbid you from taking 
photographs. 

It is usually impossible to imagine why you 
should not take photos, and often fun to find 
out what excuse the security people come up 
with.

Stations

Taking photographs on stations for personal 
use is permitted. But do not use flash 
photography on platforms as it may distract 
the attention of train drivers and other staff.

Subjects:
People

People generally give a sense of life to a 
photograph of an urban scene.

Formal architectural photography, on the 
other hand, often shows buildings without any 
people, so as to concentrate on the architecture 
without any distraction. 

This is achieved either by photographing 



9

Handouts Series     B S P  G R A P H I C  S K I L L S  L A B    |

Composition:
Think about the composition and character of 
the photograph.

•	 Rhythm and repetition: Emphasising 
repetitive forms, such as doorways viewed 
down a street, can create an attractive 
sense of rhythm. The compressing 
effect of a long lens can make this more 
pronounced.

•	 Leading lines: Make a feature of lines 
(such as a kerb or a roofline) that will lead 
the viewer’s eye into the picture. The 
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view from a position that does not actually 
exist; distorting the scale of some buildings 
or structures; and hiding buildings behind 
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3. Urban photography: Ideas and references

Photographers and ideas: extracts from The 
Dictionary of Urbanism

•	 Annan, Thomas (1829–87) Photographer. 
He documented the slums of Glasgow in 
the 1860s and 70s.

•	 Atget, Eugène (1856–1927) Photographer. 
He is remembered for his photographs of 
Paris.

•	 Barnard, George (1819–1902) 
Photographer. He recorded the 
devastation of cities in the American Civil 
War.

•	 Brassaï (pseudonym of Gyula Halász) 
(1899-1984) Photographer of Paris 
in the years after 1932. His favourite 
subjects included graffiti. Brassaï was a 
pseudonym taken from his home town of 
Brassó in Hungary.

•	 Creeping Exploring forbidden urban 
structures such as disused buildings, 
storm drains or catacombs. Practitioners 
claim to ‘take only photographs and leave 
behind only footprints’. Also known as 
urban exploration, a term said to have 
been coined by the US pioneer called 
Ninjalicious.

•	 Hardman, Edward Chambré (1898– 1988) 
A portrait and landscape photographer, 
he chronicled Liverpool. One of his best-
known photographs was his 1950 ‘Birth of 
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4. Urban film and video

Film and video are increasingly used by students 
of the built environment and professionals:

•	 In recording places and buildings.

•	 In appraisal and analysis, showing a 
place’s strengths and weaknesses.

•	 Illustrating the design process and 
telling the story of how the design was 
developed as a response to its context.

•	 Keeping a record of a large amount of 
information about a place and its people 
for analysis later.

•	 In consultation, showing people the place 
where they live or have an interest in, and 
allowing them to portray the place, and 
illustrate its strengths and weaknesses.

•	 In children (or others) being recorded 
interviewing local decision-makers.

•	 Using archives to show a place as it used 
to be, triggering thoughts about what is 
valued, and what people want to change 
or reinstate.

•	 In promoting potential developments, to 
attract potential investors or developers, 
or later to attract potential buyers or 
tenants.

Keeping a record
Film or video can be a good way of recording a 
large amount of information about a place and 
its people for analysis later. The film or video 
can record in detail the state of buildings and 
streets, and interviews with people who have 
a stake in the area. This information can be 
analysed later to extract the most important 
details, or to incorporate some of the footage 
in film or video reports.

Consultation
Film and video is often used in consultations. 
They can be an effective means of 
communication, showing people the place 
where they live or have an interest in, and 
allowing them to portray the place and 
illustrate its strengths and weaknesses. Filmed 
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Editing
You can edit your video on your computer using 
free editing software such as

Microsoft’s Movie Maker for a PC or Apple’s 
iMovie for a Mac. This involves selecting still 
images and video files, and putting them on 
to the timeline in the order that best tells 
your story and conveys your messages. It will 
probably be best to use a 16:9 ratio widescreen 
format. You can add on-screen text, graphics 
and music as necessary. Usually it will be best 
to keep the video or film fairly simple, resisting 
the temptation to confuse matters by using a 
large variety of special effects. You can upload 
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Documentaries



17

Handouts Series     B S P  G R A P H I C  S K I L L S  L A B    |

Technical

For guidance of technical aspects of making 
films and videos, see the many tutorials on 
YouTube and other videosharing websites.

References

Consider whether you need to tell viewers:

•	 Who you are

•	 The purpose of the film or video

•	 How they can find out more about you, or 
about the subject of the film or video

Places:
(Note: this guidance applies to the UK)

Public places
If you are on a public right of way (such as a 
public pavement, footpath or public highway) 
you are free to film for personal or commercial 
use so long as you do not cause an obstruction 
to other users.

Property owners do not have the right to stop 
people filming their buildings, so long as the 
camera is in a public place, such as on the 
pavement.

Private land
If you are on private land (which might include 
some places such as piazzas or malls that in 
many ways feel as though they are part of the 
public realm), the landowner or occupier may 
have a right to forbid you from filming.

People:
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4.1 Films inspired by 
towns and cities 
Creative people are inspired by towns and cities. 
Some decide to become planners and urban 
designers. Some make films. Some may become 
planners and urban designers and also make 
films. After all, successful planning and urban 
design depends on communication, and there 
is no more effective way of communicating 
than through vision and movement: through 
film. Many filmmakers are fascinated by the 
idea of dystopias – places so bad that extreme 
things happen there. In some films these 
places are fairly ordinary suburbs, but people 
who feel that they are trapped there (by social 



19

Handouts Series     B S P  G R A P H I C  S K I L L S  L A B    |

gang-ridden urban wastelands of east Los 
Angeles. 

•	 Ridley Scott’s 1982 film ‘Blade Runner’ 
presents a dystopian future set in Los 
Angeles, with crumbling nineteenth-
century buildings and unremitting urban 
squalor at ground level, and modernistic 
ziggurats above. The 1995 Japanese film 
‘Tokyo Fist’, directed by Shinya Tsukamoto, 
shows a city whose population has been 
degraded by their inhuman surroundings.

•	 ‘Trainspotting’, a 1996 film directed by 




