
 

 

PASSAGES: transitional spaces 
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Geographical territory: Worldwide 

1. Connected meanings: 

The shortcut 

Like their 19th-century archetypes, the routes that shortened the distance through city 

blocks, today’s “passages” provide – physically or symbolically – access to isolated 

places. They make them more accessible by reducing the distance between home and 

the places of interest to city dwellers. A programme exploring the vision and 

contemporary conception of the passage – underground passages, walkways, 

escalators, urban elevators, cable cars, etc. – is perfectly in tune with IVM’s mission, 

because the construction of this type of infrastructure considerably enhances the 

mobility of the people it serves. Unlike the archetype, which was inspired by the 

“bazaar”, with its collection of specialist shops, the passages of our day are often dull 

and utilitarian, sometimes disturbing and frightening. 

The special route 

But there is more, because building the link also establishes the point of passage. Its 

location determines the route. Indeed, bridges, escalators, walkways, tunnels and other 

kinds of passage, serve primarily – if not exclusively – to link their entry and exit 

points. Unlike streets, which can be both a passage and a destination, most passages 

today are not lined with activities. They are used to cross a barrier, to shorten a journey 

or to pass over an obstruction. However, this crossing, often the only one available, is 

created for its users. The user has the choice to take it or to remain at home, not to opt 

for another alternative. Because in this kind of mobility system, there is no parallel 

route that users can take instead of the most direct passage. 

Transition 

Beyond movement from one place to another, the word passage also refers to the 

transition from one “state of mind” to another. This metamorphosis can be the result of 

a slow transformation or gradual evolution, but it manifests itself through certain 

incidents that mark the change. Thus the passage from adolescence to maturity, from 

vitality to age, from abundance to scarcity, generally stretches over a long period, but 

often it takes some key event for one to become aware of the transition to a new state. 

This is also true for the passage from the outskirts to the city centre, where the gradual 



transformation in atmospheres, in densities, in the appearance of the buildings, in the 

types of places and services,… becomes apparent through the thresholds that mark the 

different stages. For example, in the passage from the outskirts to the centre, it is 

breakpoints like the Les Halles RER station in Paris, that provide evidence of the 

transition. 

2. A theme that stands at the heart of IVM’s values 

The topic of “passages” places the focus on a set of richly meaningful themes that are 

nevertheless comprehensible to all, which inexorably lead us to the overlap between mobility 

and urbanity, and thus underpin the scope and relevance of IVM’s broader project. 

In the cities that characterise the modern world, catering for the mobility needs of all citizens 

necessarily demands a multimodal approach. In most cases, however, the existing transport 

networks have been designed as stand-alone systems, independently of the others. Therefore, 

the “passage” often becomes the missing link, allowing people to “pass” – as best they can – 

from one transport network to another. However, we know that the user will judge the quality 

of their travelling experience on the basis of the entire journey. The success of the total urban 

mobility system therefore depends on the quality (in terms of convenience, pleasure and 

efficiency) of its “nodes”, i.e. the transfer points between modes. And very often, the transfer 

points take the form of passages spontaneously created within an informal environment: in 

many cities in Asia or Latin America, access to the subway system or BRT (Bus Rapid Transit) 

requires a long and tedious walk along the track – often rough – that links home to the public 

transport station. 

Drawing attention to the “passage” is thus the equivalent of saying that transport networks 

should be designed as systems integrated into the urban planning structure and with other 

transport modes (including walking and cycling). But this also implies that “passages” are part 

of urban life, and cannot simply be considered merely as technical infrastructures. That is why 

special attention needs to be paid to the quality of the passage as a social space. By obliging 

people to follow a route determined by the location of the crossing system, one essentially 

forces citizens to accept what has been built for them. The risk of this is that the solution 

intended to improve mobility on the urban scale generates exclusion at the local scale. Because 

the categories of users who are particularly vulnerable to uncomfortable or insecure passage 

routes (women, children, homosexuals,…), have no real alternatives, and can therefore become 

victims of exclusion brought about by the unsocial nature of their journey. 

This dual transition – from mobility to sociability and from the global urban scale to the local 

scale –gives the theme of “passages” its particular interest. In addition, it brings us 

spontaneously face-to-face with a problem of social exclusion. For although all city dwellers 

experience this problem of missing connections between autonomous mobility systems, it is 

easier for those who have the means to settle in the most accessible places (and if not, they 

quickly make sure that the local council provides them with the necessary access). In our 

sprawling cities, therefore, it is particularly the most socially vulnerable who need different 

kinds of passages: bridges to cross waterways or motorways; escalators, elevators or cable cars 

to negotiate steep slopes; walkways to cross valleys or shortcuts across closed areas. Because 

these amenities are primarily for the poorest, the intellectual or financial investment needed is 

often lacking. At best, this leads to the development of makeshift passages, built with the 

resources to hand, reflecting the conditions of their immediate environment. In the case of 

“planned” operations, by contrast, so-called “utility” is invariably the rule. At best, it generates 

dullness; at worst, insecurity and discomfort. What should be a pleasure (the passage as 

shortcut ) becomes a nightmare (the atmosphere of oppression and fear). 

3. Seeking a new expertise: managing the urban quality of the passage 



The main objective of the IVM programme, therefore, should be to explore, through different 

cases and contexts, ways of improving the urban quality of the “passage”, by combining its 

two dimensions – mobility and sociability. A certain number of observations can be made: 

 Amongst the different types of passage, underground passages or those with no side 

openings seem the most problematic. Bridges (and walkways) cross over empty space: 

a river, a ravine, a railway or a road. They are characterised by openness, perspectives, 

views. In this respect, crossing a bridge or a walkway is generally stimulating, even 

attractive, in itself, in the views it offers. By emphasising this visual aspect, we can 

contribute to improving the quality of bridges. 

 With blind passages, by contrast, activities and urban intensity are concentrated at the 

entry and exit points. Between these extremities, the nature of the journey is self-

directed and determined by the goal, not the process. The interval between the entry 

and exit points forms a tunnel: it is not a space in which one lingers because of its 

beauty or meaning, but a place to be passed through as quickly as possible. The 

creation of the passage in fact generates two-way traffic flows, and produces 

congestion. There is no possibility of lingering, because you need to keep an eye on the 

traffic. 

 Because they provide a transition between different atmospheres, passages generally 

mark a threshold. The idea of passing from one distinct part of the city to another is a 

quality in itself, especially if the transition occurs gradually and allows one to prepare 

mentally for the change. In this case, the passage constitutes a prologue and owes its 

quality (its “personality”) to its capacity to effect change. In certain cases, it is 

deliberately designed for the purpose of creating an intermediate space. 

 It is possible to instil a “personality” into the passage and produces a legible transition 

if one can give it a recognisable physical appearance or sense of place: by the 

arrangement of access points and places of interest (shop windows alternating with 

stairways to the upper floors in Parisian “passages”), by exposing unsuspected views 

(the North tunnel of Zion Park in Utah), or by designing a space with an artistic feel 

(the underground tunnel linking the two parts of the Museum of Modern Art in 

Houston). 

 Often, a passageway becomes socially neglected/marginalised because of its adoption – 

or even occupation – by certain groups of users. Because they do not belong to anyone, 

these “no man’s lands” are converted into a communal home by the homeless or 

provide ideal spaces for graffiti or illegal activities. 

  


