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A court or courtyard is an enclosed area, often a 
space enclosed by a building that is open to the sky. 
These areas in inns and public buildings were often 
the primary meeting places for some purposes, leading 
to the other meanings of court. Both of the words 
"court" and "yard" derive from the same root, meaning 
an enclosed space.

Courtyards—private open spaces surrounded by walls or 
buildings—have been in use in residential architec-
ture for almost as long as people have lived in con-
structed dwellings. the grouping of houses around a 
shared courtyard was common practice among the Incas 
as far back as the 13th century. 

More and more, architects are investigating ways that 
courtyards can play a role in the development of to-
day's homes and cities. In densely populated areas, a 
courtyard in a home can provide privacy for a family, 
a break from the frantic pace of everyday life, and a 
safe place for children to play. With space at a pre-
mium, architects are experimenting with courtyards as 
a way to provide outdoor space for small communities 
of people at a time. A courtyard surrounded by 12 
houses, for example, would provide a shared park-like 
space for those families, who could take pride in 
ownership of the space. Though this might sound like 
a modern-day solution to an inner city problem, My 
investigation in this matter is:

WHAT MAKES A SPACE PUBLIC OR PRIVATE AND HOW DOES 
COURTYARDS RELATE TO THIS PHENOMEN STRATEGICALLY?

I have studied 5 projects that all deals with court-
yards related to housing in different ways. The stud-
ies are from a modern approach and the projects are 
carefully chosen to examinate different strategies on 
how courtyards plays with transitions between private 
and public spaces.

INTRODUCTION



ILOT BOIS SOLEIL
TRANSFORM + 109 ARCHITECT(E)S

Borderouge, Toulouse, France
3,200 sqm
2012

The main goal of this proj-
ect is to bring to collec-
tive housing some qualities 
of the individual dwelling. 
The buildings are designed 
as the juxtaposition of 
houses. The shared spaces 
are all external and far 
from the flats in order to 
preserve intimacy. The main 
footbridge allows people to 
cross a garden at 3m above 
ground level, between tree 
branches.
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PLAN A. MASS PLAN

The pavement and the 
pedestrian crossing in 
the neighborhood indi-
cates a public pathway 
leading through the 
courtyard.
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STAGES OF PUBLIC/PRIVATE ZONES

PUBLIC SEMI-PUBLIC/ 
PRIVATE

PRIVATE

 

1. MAIN PATH /public

Plan A/ The pavement 
and the pedestrian 
crossing in the neigh-
borhood indicates a 
public pathway leading 
through the courtyard. 

GROUND FLOOR

2. LAWN /semi-public

The lawn works as an 
in-between zone for 
multiple activites pri-
marily for the sur-
rounding nabours 
whithin the courtyard  





3. SECONDARY PATHWAYS 
/semi-private

From the main pathway 
tinier paths leads towards 
the apartments. I´ve chosen 
to call these secondary 
pathways because of this 
intetion. As they serve to 
lead the residents to their 
apartments they also indi-
cate a higher stage of pri-
vacy, but at the same time 
they don´t qualify for a 
primarily private zone be-
cause of their identical 
expression and connection 
to the main pathway. 

4. TERACESS /private

The wooden teracess 
indicates another zone 
in wich most certain 
can be defined as a 
private one. it is 
placed in front of each 
entrance, one for each 
appartement. In addi-
tion to the contrast of 
material there are sev-
eral vertical ele-
ments/walls placed 
around certain parts of 
the teracess to cleari-
fy the      private 
site. 



  

 

  

 

SECOND FLOOR

5. BRIDGE / semi-pri-
vate

As the bridge mainly is 
facilitated for the 
residents of the second 
and third floor it 
qualifies for a more 
private zone then the 
pathways beyond. the 
stairs that leads fur-
ther to the third floor 
becomes even more pri-
vate, as they lead di-
rectly to the entrance 
of the third floor 
apartements.   

6. TERACESS /private

All the second and 
third floor teracess 
are shared by two apar-
tements. These are of-
course private zones 
and the pathways/stairs 
leading two them are in 
a sense a part of this 
private zone. 
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A - MAIN PATH  public
B - LAWN  semi-public
C - TERACESS  private
D - BRIDGE  semi-private
E - PATHWAYS TO TERACESS  private 
F - STAIRS TO TERACESS  private

SECTION A.A.
STAGES OF PUBLIC/PRIVATE ZONES
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GRONNINGEN
ARCHITECTENLENLEN

Gronningen, Netherlands
24 apartements
2013

On a former sports field 
within the ring road of the  
Dutch town of  Groningen, a 
new residential district is 
being realised by creating a 
‘scenery landscape’. This 
plan achieves the coherence 
and transition between the 
‘garden village’ De Oude 
Hoogte and the industrial 
area on the northern side of 
the ring road. The division 
into sequential living atmo-
spheres provides a varied 
range of housing typologies.
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STAGES OF PUBLIC/PRIVATE ZONES

PUBLIC SEMI-PUBLIC/ 
PRIVATE

PRIVATE

1. CROSSING PATH /semi-private
The entrance to the courtyard is 
closed by a gate wich makes the 
crossing path way privatized for 
the residents. Besides from some 
trees there are no elements or 
dimentions that could indicate 
that the courtyard is ment to be 
a space for social activities. 
The courtyard seems to function 
more as a pathway to each of the 
privitized gardens of each apr-
tement.   



2. GARDEN /private
Each apartement has its own 
garden (and a private sotrage 
room) enclosed and defined by 
fences and sourronding build-
ings.   

|FIG. A.



3. FROM PUBLIC TO PRIVATE 
/public-private

Fences are the primarly reason 
for the strict transition be-
tween the public and private 
zones

|FIG. A.



HERZBERG HOUSING
AllesWirdGut Architektur + feld72

Vienna, Austria
56 apartements
2011

The idea behind the Herzberg 
development is to create a 
built structure which com-
bines a variety of residen-
tial offerings into one 
neighborhood that facili-
tates different ways of 
living. This objective was 
pursued on both an ur-
ban-planning and on an ar-
chitectural level.

For one thing, the estate 
comprises several widely 
different urban- design ty-
pologies: There is the lawn 
with several point block 
buildings scattered on it; 
the residential courtyard 
building with access balco-
nies, or the street and 
plaza with a multi-family 
townhouse.
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PLAN B. MASS PLAN

From the pavemnt 
theres a public path-
way leading through 
parts of the court-
yard.



1. CROSSING PATH /public
Plan B/ Beeing a crossing path-
way this functions in many ways 
as a shortcot and connection 
between the two main roads on 
each side of the husing area. By 
connecting the two sides the 
crossing path states a higher 
public agenda then the surround-
ing pathways. 

STAGES OF PUBLIC/PRIVATE ZONES

PUBLIC SEMI-PUBLIC/ 
PRIVATE

PRIVATE



PUBLIC SEMI-PUBLIC/ 
PRIVATE

PRIVATE

STAGES OF PUBLIC/PRIVATE ZONES

2. SECONDARY PATHWAYS /     
public/private

From the main pathway tinier 
paths leads towards the apart-
ments. I´ve chosen to call these 
secondary pathways because of 
this intetion. As they serve to 
lead the residents to their 
apartments they also indicate a 
higher stage of privacy. As you 
see there is several different 
stages of public and private 
zones. A general conclution is 
that as closer you are to an 
apartment as more private is it. 
But there are other aspects as 
well. For example: An enterance 
to an apartment are more private 
compared to a shared enterance 
for several apartements (compare 
A and B).



PUBLIC SEMI-PUBLIC/ 
PRIVATE

PRIVATE

STAGES OF PUBLIC/PRIVATE ZONES

2. INNER ZONES /public/private
There´s different types of pro-
grammes whitin the courtyard 
forming different stages of pub-
lic/private zones.

A/ A playground is usually a 
statement of something public. 
its position also argue for a 
zone with a public agenda. The 
abrupt transition between sur-
faces (grass/sand) may be ment 
as a tool to clarify a public 
zone within a semi-private area.

B/ The shape of the building 
protects an inner zone that vi-
sually seems more private be-
cause of its position an the 
sorrounding building. 

C/ As there are lesser and 
smaller buildings and the area 
are more open, this part of the 
courtyard express a more acces-
sible zone than the inner (B).  

A

B

C



CONCLUSION

There are several elements 
or aspects that can discribe 
or/and define a space or 
room visually as a private 
or public space. My studies 
have given me some examples 
of such components, but have 
also given me a deeper un-
derstanding on the difficu-
lity and abstract matter.

There are allways some fun-
damental aspects that are 
crucial for a space to be 
defined as one or the other. 
some of the important are: 
dimentions, position, mate-
rial, light structures and 
shape.

To present a more detailed 
conclution of my investiga-
tions I have made a serie of 
different elements that are 
crucial when defining a room 
or space as private and/or 
public. 

A. / WALL 
A wall, gate or bush etc. is maybe one of the strongest elements to visualize a private area. It 
(may) prevent people from looking in as well as it prevent people to move in to the closed area.

B. / Ending pathways
A defined pathway leading to a door or an enterance visually speak of a private direction lead-
ing to an even more private zone.

C. / Closed shapes 
A closed space is a defined space and the sorrounding building/s often works as a protection.

D. / Stairs and stairways 
Stairs in a courtyard most often lead to a more privitized zone for its residents.

E. / Surfaces 
A surface may be one of the easiest way to define a transition between a private and (more) 
pueblic zone.

f. / Benches 
Benches are (placed in the right position) a public symbol and element.

G. / Playgrounds 
Playgrounds are in allmost all occasions a public area.

H. / Crossing pathways
As a shortcut crossing pathways are in general a public zone.

i. / Stores / public facilities
Public facilities 
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