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Figure 9:	 1574 by Richard Lyne Figure 10:	 Cambridge 1610 by John Speed

Growth & Development 				  
of the University
The Early Modern Period, Land Acquisition

The Black Death hit Cambridge during the 14th 
century, damaging the economy.  The colleges seized 
this opportunity to cheaply acquire property and the 
University subsequently grew rapidly over the 14th 
and 15th centuries. The town’s dense centre meant 
that the first colleges had to look to the marshy 
ground beyond the King’s Ditch and on the eastern 
edge of the river for sites for building.  These early 
colleges, outside of medieval Cambridge, were quite 
simple and surpassed in architectural quality by the 
religious foundations.  However, this changed on 
account of the Reformation, as the colleges began to 
acquire and adapt former religious buildings. 

Garret Hostel Bridge was originally developed as 
a public route from Milne Street to the river as a 
replacement to Salthithe Lane, which had become 
privatised as the town had granted it to the King 
(Henry VI) for his college in 1455. The building of 
King’s College cut Milne Street (now Queens Lane) 
in half, with Garret Hostel Lane provided as an 
alternative river crossing.  

The Cam was canalised in the 14th/15th century to aid 
the river trade and maintain a powerful water supply 
to the mills. However, the construction of the ‘Royal’ 
Colleges around this time, gradually erased most of 
this commercial and industrial area around the river, 
fuelling the ‘town and gown’ disputes which were to 
rage for many centuries.

17th & 18th Centuries, Continued Growth
In the 17th century the University’s control over the 
city was evident from the marked contrast between 
the grand college architecture and the simple 
residential and commercial ‘town’ buildings. Concern 
at the state of the dense town, with its tenements and 
narrow courts saw new building controls introduced. 

Historical Context2.0

Figure 11:	 Cambridge 1763
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Land swaps occurred to meet the requirements of 
the expanding university. Trinity College exchanged 
Parker’s Piece for some land to the rear of the College 
and this together with land acquired by St John’s was 
the origin of ‘The Backs’ which remains a defining 
feature of the city today.  

The 18th century saw a greater cooperation between 
the townsfolk and the University. Improvements 
made around the Old Schools and Senate House saw 
the demolition of slums, whilst King’s Parade and 
Trumpington Street were widened as King’s and St 
Catharine’s Colleges bought up property. A botanic 
garden was laid to the south of the market and major 
public buildings (including Addenbrooke’s Hospital 
just south of the City Centre) were erected. 

The pattern of the old medieval town surrounded by 
commons, open fields and marshes (by now often in 
the ownership of religious institutions and colleges) 
and the pre-enclosure open fields remained, had put a 
tight constraint on new development.

The Railway & City Expansion
The first railway line which linked Cambridge to 
London and Norwich, was opened in 1845.  The 
Eastern Counties Railway constructed the railway 
station a mile from the city centre to avoid the need 
for wholesale demolition of existing property and, 
according to local legend, was favoured by the 
University as students would not be lured to the vice 
dens of London – reflecting the power and influence 
of the University over the city.  

The coming of the railway signalled the end of the 
River Cam as the economic artery of the town, with 
some industries such as ironworks, breweries and mills 
(e.g. Foster Mills and The University Press) moving to 
be near to the railway.  

19th & 20th Centuries, Expansion beyond the 
Historic Core
The eastern and western fields were subsequently 
built upon, expanding the city beyond the historic 
core. The latter was acquired to build large houses and 
low density college institutions; characterised by red-
brick Arts and Crafts and Queen Anne-style houses.  
The eastern fields were in complete contrast with 
high density terraced houses.  This new town was first 
built south of the city centre with later developments 
further east off Mill Road and Newmarket Road. 

Jesus Green, originally part of Midsummer Common, 
was separated due to the construction of Victoria 
Avenue bridge to meet the needs of expanding 
residential areas. Originally used for grazing cattle, 
the green became a primary space within the city for 
recreational activity.  

Historical Context2.0

Figure 12:	 Cambridge 1830 by Alan R.H Baker Figure 13:	 Cambridge 1889
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Streets and spaces within Cambridge were principally 
designed for pedestrians, with limited access available 
for horse and cart and bicycles.  However, whilst the 
streets and spaces have primarily remained the same, 
the arrival of Cambridge station, subsequent growth 
around Cambridge, coupled with the later arrival of 
the private motor vehicle resulted in a rapid increase 
in the number of people visiting Cambridge.  

The railway brought with it a new era of industry 
and job creation to the city.  This in turn meant that 
more houses were built around the railway station, 
to accommodate railway workers, such as in the 
Railway Cottages on Mill Road by the Railway Bridge.  
Cambridge Railway Station thrived as a goods yard 
when built in 1896.  

As the city has expanded, many of the earlier 
industrial buildings which lined the railway fell into 
disuse and have been redeveloped.  The impact of the 
railway was seen by 1851, when movement out of the 
city centre was increasing, with many families moving 
to new suburbs such as Chesterton. This migration of 
families to the suburbs meant that areas within the 
city centre were opened up for colleges and town 
centre uses.   

In the late 19th and early 20th century, expansions of 
the University curricula led to the relocation of the 
Botanic Garden to the south of the city and the re-
purposing of the land for science teaching.  

The later 20th century expansion of Cambridge has 
mostly been in suburbs further south and east of the 
city with the hospital also relocating to the south. 
This has developed through to today’s expansion 
of transportation hubs, residential and employment 
developments beyond the city centre to the north, 
south and east of the city, such as Cambridge North 
station, Science Park and the former industrial land 
adjacent the railway.

Central Cambridge still retains many aspects of its 
historic character.  Extensive open space is within 
easy walking distance of the Market Square. The 
juxtaposition of small medieval and Georgian houses 
set against grand Colleges, creates outstanding 
townscape, intimate streets and spaces. 

Historical Context2.0

Image 4: Market Square 1920

Figure 14:	 Cambridge 2018, Wider Expansion of the City
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Context2.0

Figure 15:	 Cambridge City Centre 2019
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2.7 Summary

The city of Cambridge has a long and successful 
history as an economic and political regional centre, 
an international education centre of excellence and a 
visitor destination.

The historical review identifies that the city centre 
streets and spaces are largely unchanged, retaining 
their medieval street pattern and re-purposing 
many historic buildings to meet modern needs. The 
preservation of the city’s built form, large green 
spaces and waterway have resulted in a constrained 
city centre, limiting growth to the city’s fringes. 

As building uses have continued to evolve, the city 
centre’s role and function have changed from one 
largely based on trade and education to include new 
uses such as retail, leisure, tourism and science and 
technology businesses. 

Whilst this has brought about significant interest 
and urban character, it also presents challenges and 
constraints, notably in terms of how to accommodate 
modern needs such as housing, employment, 
tourism and complex transport requirements within a 
constrained street pattern and protected landscapes. 
This change has principally been organic and 
piecemeal in terms of streets and places, resulting in 
increasing pressure within the city centre. 

Future projections for the city are looking to address 
this, placing greater emphasis on ensuring Cambridge 
grows sustainably to support and enhance its 
environment and historic assets, and to encourage a 
healthy community and economy.

Context2.0
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3.0 Stakeholder Engagement

Figure 16:	 Summary of Engagement Interest Locations
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This chapter looks to identify and review Cambridge 
city centre’s urban structure, its character and open 
spaces that exist today. Through this examination 
the baseline will identify strengths and weaknesses 
which will inform a series of opportunities and a future 
strategy presented through the SPD.

The analysis in this chapter has been informed by 
a comprehensive desktop review, programme of 
meetings, workshops, online engagement, and site 
visits that have been undertaken to help formulate 

 Urban Form, Character & 
Spaces in the City Centre

a thorough understanding of the issues that persist 
across the city centre.

The review will come together in chapter 6 to form 
a summary understanding of how the needs of each 
transport mode are coming into conflict with one 
another.

Cambridge Today:4.

Image 7: The City of Cambridge, Birds Eye View, 2018 (Google Maps, https://www.google.co.uk/maps/
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While the preservation of the historic urban grain 
within Cambridge city centre creates positive 
character and interest, it also results in a relatively 
restricted street and movement structure. With large 
footprint block types and curved streets, movement 
is less permeable, when compared to a city with a 
traditional rectilinear urban grid. To the southeast, 
blocks become smaller and set to a more orthogonal 
street pattern that provides a greater degree of 
permeability.

Cambridge today boasts 25 bridges along the River 
Cam. Garret Hostel, Magdalene and Silver Street 
bridges are still gateways to the historic core and 
transition points between the tranquil green spaces 
and the bustling activity of the city centre.  

The historic core is largely separated from the 
expanding Cambridge of today by a ring of open land 
formed by the Commons and the Backs. The latter are 
riverside grounds jointly owned by several colleges. 
The Backs were originally meadows liable to flooding 
and so were used as common pasture.

City Centre & Urban Grain 
Cambridge city centre continues to retain its compact 
urban grain (the pattern of streets and paths that has 
evolved over time, composing the city’s street and 
block structure), which is structured on a medieval 
street pattern. Preserving its origins, the urban form 
remains tied to its organic structure, with indirect 
and narrow streets. The resulting city blocks are 
disproportionate to the size and frequency of the 
adjoining streets.

A primary axis divides the city centre into two parts, 
running from north to south. Whilst this primary axis 
offers a direct connection through the city, there 
are few complementary streets providing a similar 
connection.

City blocks are larger in the west of the city centre, 
where the urban form has been defined by the River 
Cam and college grounds. To the southeast the city 
blocks begin to fragment, allowing for a greater 
number of connections into the city centre.

4.1 Urban Structure

Image 8: Garret Hostel Lane Image 9: The River Cam

Image 10: Sidney Street Image 11: The Backs

Form, Character and Spaces4.0
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Figure 17:	 Structure of the Medieval Pattern of Cambridge (Urban Grain)

Form, Character and Spaces4.0
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Built & Unbuilt Area
The following plan shows the structure of the 
buildings across the city centre, reflecting the built 
(occupied) and unbuilt (open/unoccupied) space. 

The existing built form is densely clustered within the 
historic core and the eastern side of the city centre. 
This corresponds to the historic layout within the 
centre of the city, and the mainly residential areas 
within the eastern half of the city centre. These 
residential areas are grouped around large areas of 
green space, and this is responsible for the large 
proportion of unbuilt land within both the eastern and 
western edges of the city centre. 

The built form comprises of a variety of blocks and 
building patterns, creating irregularity and diversity 
across the city centre. Relatively dense blocks form 
the city centre’s heart, reflecting the civic and mixed 
uses present. Whereas the western edge of the city 
centre is formed of built space characterised by 
square blocks with courts, originally built for religious 
use however now occupied by the university colleges. 

Residential areas are typified by terraces of buildings 
which are synonymous with the Victorian era, 
although larger villas are also found across the centre. 

On the eastern side of the city centre (within the SPD 
area) the following plan exhibits large unbuilt areas 
signifying the extent of the located open green space.

Image 12: Dense Historic Core Image 13: The Residential Terrace Streets, New Square

Form, Character and Spaces4.0

Image 14: King’s College Image 15: Double Tree by Hilton Fronting River Cam
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Figure 18:	 Buildings within the City Centre

Hills Rd

Mill Rd

Ea
st 

Rd

Q
ue

en
’s 

Rd

Fen Causeway
Lensfield Rd

Bateman St
Station Rd

Gonv
ille

 Pl

Parkside

Parker St

Pa
rk

 Te
rra

ce

Trumpington St

Tennis Court Rd

Regent St

St Andrew’s St

Sidney St

Bridge St

Garret Hostel Ln

Silver St

Sidgwick Ave

New
ha

m
 Rd

The Avenue

Castle St

Hobson St

Downing St

Ki
ng

s 
Pa

ra
de

Cheste
rton Rd

Jesus Ln

Kings St

Em
m

an
ue

l R
d

Maids Causeway

Elizabeth W
ay

Vi
ct

or
ia

 A
ve

Corn Exchange St

Form, Character and Spaces4.0



Cambridge  |   Making Space for People SPD  |  Baseline Report  |  June 201940

Land Use & Key Destinations
Figure 20 demonstrates the gathering of uses and 
activity across the city centre. The city centre’s wide 
range of uses are primarily zonal and grouped. Key 
uses seen within the city centre include education/ 
employment, retail, cultural and residential. 
Employment and educational related uses are mainly 
located within western and central parts of the city 
centre, whereas residential uses are located within the 
south-east. Mixed-use retail uses are focused within 
the central core located along the main axial routes. 
Tourist attractions are concentrated to the west of the 
city centre, clustering around the central university 
Colleges, River Cam and Market Square.

The Historic Core - Mixed Use
The core of the historic centre comprises of a mix 
of shopping, leisure and educational activities 
accompanied by architectural assets, listed buildings, 
chapels and religious places. High street and 
independent retailers, cafes, restaurants and theatres 
operate at ground level, with residential uses at the 
upper floors. Market Square is considered the main 
civic space of the city. The square is well visited for its 
daily market, attracting tourists, retailers and locals. 

Other important landmarks found at the core of 
the historic centre include the Guildhall, the Corn 
Exchange, Kettles Yard gallery, and the New Museums 
Site. 

Primary Retail Locations
Primary retail activity is clustered in the historic 
core spanning off the arterial route. A more recent 
clustering of retail activity has developed on the 
eastern side to accommodate local retail demand. 
There are two primary indoor shopping centres - the 
Grand Arcade and the Grafton Centre.

The Grand Arcade is located in the heart of the 
city centre. Anchored by John Lewis department 
store, the arcade contains a number of high street 
retailers, complementing the retail offer of the local 
independent shops found elsewhere in the city centre. 
Renovation to the site brought the existing Lion Yard 
shopping centre and the Grand Arcade under one 
roof. The centre it is enclosed, providing a public route 
that runs through Grand Arcade, creating a desirable 
pedestrian access route into the core of the city 
centre, away from vehicles and cyclists. The Grand 
Arcade also hosts the New Cambridge Magistrate’s 
Court,the Cambridge Library and a multi-storey car 
and cycle parking facility.

The Grafton Centre is located on the eastern edge 
of the city centre. The shopping centre’s location 
attracts local Cambridge residents due to its position 
surrounded by residential developments, away from 
the historic centre. The centre offers retail facilities 
and a cinema. Currently, the Grafton Centre is in the 
process of refurbishment, whilst subject to proposals 
under the Grafton Area of Major Change and 
Masterplan SPD (2018).

Employment Locations
Within the study area, employment activities are 
primarily found within the colleges, retail locations and 
along the river. 

In Cambridge there are two main universities, the 
University of Cambridge and the Anglia Ruskin 
University. The University of Cambridge is a 
confederation of six schools and 31 colleges, which 
are governed by their own regulations, however they 
are integral to the University of Cambridge. Positioned 
in the city centre, the most renowned colleges of 
the Cambridge University are King’s College, Trinity 
College, Jesus College, St. John’s College, Queen’s 
College and Downing College. The colleges, despite 
their main educational purpose, are also regarded 
as primary attractions and landmark points of the 
city. These conglomeration of buildings incorporate 
teaching spaces, student accommodation, dining 
spaces, event spaces, museums, chapels, sports 
facilities, gardens and park areas (University of 
Cambridge website).

4.2 Land Use & Character

Figure 19:	 Main Employment Areas
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Figure 20:	 City Centre Uses & Hot Spots

Hills Rd

Mill Rd

Ea
st 

Rd

Q
ue

en
’s 

Rd

Fen Causeway
Lensfield Rd

Bateman St
Station Rd

Gonv
ille

 Pl

Parkside

Parker St

Pa
rk

 Te
rra

ce

Trumpington St

Tennis Court Rd

Regent St

St Andrew’s St

Sidney St

Bridge St

Garret Hostel Ln

Silver St

Sidgwick Ave

New
ha

m
 Rd

The Avenue

Castle St

Hobson St

Downing St

Ki
ng

s 
Pa

ra
de

Cheste
rton Rd

Jesus Ln

Kings St

Em
m

an
ue

l R
d

Maids Causeway

Elizabeth W
ay

Vi
ct

or
ia

 A
ve

Corn Exchange St

Recreational Activity
Recreational activity principally occurs within the 
parks and green spaces through sports, play facilities 
and regular annual events.

Cultural Activities
Cultural activities are scattered across the historic 
core, with a grouping of museums situated along 
Downing Street. The primary museums in the city 
centre of Cambridge are owned and integrated into the 
Cambridge University, providing key attractions in the 
city centre, with many buildings of architectural merit. 
The historic core plays host to a range of seasonal and 
temporary events throughout the calendar year.

Form, Character and Spaces4.0
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Built Heritage & Conservation
Cambridge city centre is covered by the Central 
conservation area with additional conservation 
areas abutting. These areas are supported through 
conservation area appraisals which provide guidance 
on what features and character within the area must 
be preserved. The central conservation area is the 
largest, comprised of the historic core and open 
spaces including the college backs, Jesus Green, 
Midsummer Common and the Botanic Gardens. The 
only area absent from a conservation area designation 
is the area around the Grafton Centre at the eastern-
north part of the city centre. 

The city’s 1,500 listed buildings are largely clustered 
at the central and western part of the city centre. 
Buildings of local interest are more evenly spread 
across the whole city centre. The list ranges, from the 
remains of Roman buildings to medieval and Gothic 
churches, college grounds, historic townhouses and 
shopping parades, and offices built in the 1970’s. 
Examples of the range of historic buildings can be 
found on the adjacent page.

Image 16: Kings College

Form, Character and Spaces4.0

Image 17: St. John’s College

Image 18: The Mathematical Bridge Image 19: Fitzwilliam Museum
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Figure 21:	 Architectural Heritage & Character
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Streetscape Character
A Historic Core Appraisal was conducted by 
Cambridge City Council to assess the townscape 
characteristics of the city centre. A street by street 
analysis was conducted awarding each a rating to 
identify its level of significance.  Images 23 to 26 
show key streets and the historic significance of these 
streets as defined in the Historic Core Appraisal.

Figure 22 provides a conclusive summary of the 
appraisal, identifying that the most significantly 
important streets are on the western side of the 
city centre on account of their buildings of historic 
significance and architectural merit. The streets with 
the lowest rating are mostly found to the east. Central 
streets with low ratings, such as Corn Exchange 
Street, are due to their lack of activity, active frontage 
and architectural interest.

The  appraisal notes that the preservation of the 
historic urban form is the foundation of the city 
centre’s streetscape characteristics today, largely 
composed of narrow intimate streets, lined with a 
number of high-quality well designed buildings. The 
majority of streets retain an active frontage. This 
has ensured that streets are overall busy and active 
throughout the day. Many buildings are designed to 
the footpaths edge with narrow pavements, resulting 
in a densely compact core with very few street trees.

The Historic Core Appraisal is a street-by-street 
analysis that provides a detailed audit of every street 
within the core area, assessed on a scale of difference 
significance (low significance street, significant street, 
high significance street, very high significance street). 
This is displayed on the following plan (figure 22).

Image 20: Very High Significance Street, Trinity Street

Image 21: High Significance Street, Sidney Street

Image 22: Low Significance Street, Corn Exchange Street

Form, Character and Spaces4.0

Image 23: Significant Street, Regent Street
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Figure 22:	 Map Based on Historic Core Appraisal for Streetscape Character
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Identified Streetscape Issues
In summary of the overall streetscape environment 
the following streetscape issues have been identified 
in regard to character: 

Low Quality Streetscape Character on Approach 
Roads and to the East of the Historic Core
Expansion and modern improvements have meant 
that heritage character of the city is not always 
reflected in the public realm. 

High Quality Streetscape Character Found within 
the Historic Core
Preservation of historic design, materials and detailing. 
However this is not carried through to all streets, 
resulting in a fragmented approach to street design.

Vehicle Focused Streets
Many streets across the city centre have been 
designed or adapted to favour vehicles resulting in 
reduced comfort for pedestrians and cyclists.  

Lack of Coherent Wayfinding & Signage
Existing signage is piecemeal, lacks a consistent 
design and sometimes placed along footways that 
creates barriers to movement. This prevents legibility 
across the city centre.

Street Clutter 
Unnecessary use of signage, railings and bollards 
create street clutter, preventing pedestrian ease 
of movement and accessibility for all users. Some 
necessary street furniture such as bins and cycle 
stands are poorly located along the streetscape, 
causing obstacles.

Lack of Seating & Dwelling Space
Some of the primary spaces and streets across the 
city centre lack sufficient seating space, discouraging 
people from dwelling. This results in movement 
dominated streets.

Lack of Tree Planting & Green Infrastructure
Narrow streets have prevented space for planting 
resulting in limited streetscape character.

Image 24: Lack of Quality & Consistent Materials

Form, Character and Spaces4.0

Image 25: Street Clutter along Footways, Hills Road

Image 26: Lack of Designated Seating & Dwelling Space at 
King’s
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Form, Character and Spaces4.0

4.4 Open Spaces

The city centre of Cambridge comprises of the 
city’s primary commercial core, University Colleges, 
residential clusters and a variety of open spaces. 
These open spaces offer a range of typologies, 
including parks and gardens; College grounds; natural 
and semi-natural green spaces; civic spaces; and 
a couple of outdoor sports facilities, providing an 
integral component of the city’s character and setting.

The city as a whole is overwhelmingly green, 
containing 740 hectares of protected open space. 
Within this, 66 hectares can be found in the centre’s 
Market ward. 

Typology 
The majority of the open space is green, with only 
Market Square, Fisher Square and Quayside offering 
paved public open space.

Open space is diverse, from riverside parks to grassy 
commons and flower gardens, shaping Cambridge’s 
landscape as much as the historic buildings and urban 
grain. 

The centre includes a range of flexible, active green 
park spaces used for play and events. Each of theses 
spaces vary in character.

Tranquil green spaces are found at the northern and 
southern ends of the city centre, a 10 minute walk 
from Market Square. These grassy commons are 
rural in nature, incorporating a range of biodiversity, 
including grazing cows. Due to limited paved open 
space, many of these spaces are used to host annual 
events.

The River Cam, for which the city takes its name, 
runs along the western edge of the city centre, 
structurally framing the city’s central core. The Cam 
has become a recreational hub for tourists and locals 
alike, in particular for punting and offering spaces for 
relaxation. 

These spaces are currently being supported by 
the City Council’s 2011 Open Space and Recreation 
Strategy, which has set out a vision “towards a City 
which draws inspiration from its iconic historic centre 
and achieves a sense of place in all of its parts, with 
generous urban open spaces and well-designed 
buildings.” 

Typology Sites

Amenity Green Space (AGS) 2

Cemeteries and Churchyards (CEM) 2

Civic Spaces (CIV) 2

Natural and Semi-Natural Green Spaces (NAT) 2

Provision for children and young people (CYP) 3

Parks and Gardens (P&G) 19

Allotments (A) 1

Outdoor Sports Facilities (SPO) 2

Total: 30

Figure 23:	 Proportion of open space typology            
(Open Space & Recreation Strategy, 2011)
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Figure 24:	 Protected Open Spaces
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Figure 25:	 Nature Designations
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Image 27: Market Square

Open Space Appraisal
This section appraises the open spaces found within 
the city centre to understand the character, typology 
and range of facilities that currently exist.

Primary Open Space

Primary open spaces include civic spaces, market 
squares, large parks, gardens and nature reserves.

Market Square is the primary town square and 
public space of the city centre. A road frames the 
outer edge, whilst a permanent market food and craft 
is erected in the centre of the square, dictating the 
use of the square. A historic fountain is located in the 
centre, however it is hidden by the market. The Square 
is active by day but the fixed market structures 
restrict activity at night. Retail, eateries and buildings 
of significance, such as the Guildhall and Great St 
Mary’s Church situated around the edge of the square, 
generate high levels of activity throughout the day. 

Type: Civic Space

Ownership: Public

Facilities: daily market and street food

Activities and Events: Buskers and Street Performers 
festival, night market, film screenings, protests

Christ’s Pieces is a 2018 Green Flag award winning 
Victorian park designed with tree-lined avenues. The 
formal seasonal bedding displays planted ‘petal beds’ 
near Emmanuel Road, while ornamental shrub beds 
are located around the perimeter adding extra colour 
and interest. Christ’s Pieces and the New Square 
create an important link between the historic city 
centre and the Grafton shopping centre, providing 
extremely well-used and visited spaces. A 10 year 
management plan has been developed.

Type: Park and Garden

Ownership: Public

Facilities: playground, refreshment kiosk, bowling 
green, 4 tennis courts, table tennis, public toilets, 

Form, Character and Spaces4.0

Image 28: Christ’s Pieces
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Jesus Green is an open green which sits along the 
River Cam. The park is characterised by its avenue of 
London Plane trees providing a leafy canopy over its 
footpaths. 

Type: Park and Garden

Ownership: Public

Facilities: outdoor swimming Lido; refreshment kiosks; 
six tennis courts; children’s playgrounds; skate park; 
table tennis; barbecue area; and public toilets

Activities and Events: Jazz and Brass in the Park, beer 
festival, fairgrounds 

Midsummer Common is an ancient area of 
grassland bordered by the River Cam. The University 
College boathouses are positioned along the waters 
edge. Between April and October the Common 
is grazed by a locally cherished herd of cattle. 
Midsummer Common Management Plan, 2014-2019 
provides a 5 year plan to protect and enhance the 
Commons’ environmental quality and biodiversity. 
The plan also sets a strategy for sustainable drainage, 
environmental projects and events hosted.

Type: Natural and Semi-Natural Green Space

Ownership: Public

Annual Events: Midsummer Fair, the Cambridge 
Marathon, the bonfire night festival and the 
Strawberry Fair. 

Parker’s Piece is a large green open space at the 
edge of the historic centre. The space is relatively 
open, which allows it to accommodate a variety 
of formal and informal activities, including regular 
use as a playing field by local schools and for major 
public events. The park is famously known as the 
place where, in 1848, students agreed a set of simple 
guidelines for football which were to influence the 
development of the Football Association rules. 
Petersfield and Donkey Common provide additional 
green space adjacent to the main green.

Type: Park and Garden

Ownership: Public

Facilities: playing fields; public toilet

Annual Events: The Big Weekend, the Ice Rink, 
Buskers and Street Performers festival, Town and 
Country Show, University of Cambridge Freshers Fair, 
cricket matches.

Image 29: Jesus Green
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Image 30: Midsummer Common

Image 31: Parker’s Piece
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Coe Fen is a Local Nature Reserve following the 
edge of the River Cam, at the southern end of the 
Backs. The space resembles characteristics of the 
countryside, incorporating water meadows, grazing 
cows and a range of wildlife. Punting is available at 
Silver Street and can be taken downstream along the 
Backs or upstream toward Grantchester. The fen is 
popular with picnickers and as a spill over from the 
neighbouring pubs. Spaces in the Fen can be hired for 
private events. 

Type: Natural and Semi-Natural Green Space

Ownership: Public

Sheeps Green is a local nature reserve, which runs 
along the west bank of the River Cam, adjacent 
to Coe Fen. The reserve is rural and tranquil in 
character, however includes a range of facilities and 
infrastructure for activities. From April to October the 
Green is grazed on by cattle and horses.

Type: Natural and Semi-Natural Green Space

Ownership: Public

Facilities: Learner pool; bowling green; play area; 
refreshment kiosk

The Backs are a stretch of Grade I historic parks and 
gardens which run along the backs of the colleges 
and the edge of the River Cam. Framed by lavish 
facades and stately courts of the colleges, each of the 
greens vary in size and landscaping. St John’s College 
was notably designed by the famous landscape 
architect Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown. The parks are 
privately managed and maintained by the Colleges 
and are primarily for students and faculty members. 
Members of the public are limited to restricted hours, 
some of which are chargeable. The views of the 
colleges and positioning of famous bridges along this 
section of the River, including the Bridge of Sighs and 
the Mathematical Bridge, makes it a popular spot for 
tourist punters. 

Type: Park and Garden

Ownership: Private

Image 32: Coe Fen
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Image 33: Sheeps Green

Image 34: The Backs
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Image 35: College Courtyards & Garden

College Courtyards and Gardens are green 
manicured squares located in the centre of the 
most famous University of Cambridge colleges. The 
courtyards are privately managed and maintained 
by the Colleges and are primarily for students and 
faculty members. Members of the public are limited to 
restricted hours, some of which are chargeable.

Type: Park and Garden

Ownership: Private

Annual Events: The Shakespeare Festival

Kings Parade/ Senate House Hill are adjoining 
streets that operates in tandem as spaces due to 
their hosting of many of city’s key attractions and 
accommodating the centre’s lack of required civic 
space. The streets wide width and use of shared 
surface accentuates the feel of this street as a 
space, in contrast to the surrounding narrow streets.  
Buildings of significance and high architectural quality 
create an active frontage to the western, whilst the 
eastern frontage is comprised of historic townhouses 
hosting commercial activity. Uniformity is created 
through the consistency of building height (2 storeys), 
architectural features and lawn setting.

Type: Civic Space and Street

Ownership: Private with fully public accessibility

Facilities: adjoining cafes, shops and restaurants

Secondary Open Spaces

Secondary open spaces include: small greens, paved 
sit out-areas, children’s play spaces or other areas of a 
specialist nature, including nature conservation areas.

Fisher Square is a small paved public space at 
the back of the Grand Arcade shopping centre. The 
square offers seclude seating space accompanied by 
tree planting and sculptural element. Only half of the 
frontages around the square are active shop fronts. 
The Square provides a key pedestrian exit from the 
Grand Arcade.

Type: Civic Space

Ownership: Public

Facilities: seating, public toilets

Activities and Events: Buskers and Street Performers 
festival and spill out activity from the night club

Image 36: King’s Parade
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Image 37: Fisher Square
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Quayside  is a small public realm space adjacent to 
the River Cam at Bridge Street which is not protected 
public space in the Local Plan. The space has become 
a tourist hotspot on account of the punting pick up 
spot at the water’s edge and restaurants with outdoor 
seating.

Type: Amenity Space

Ownership: Public

Facilities: seating

Activities: Punting pick up, restaurants, shops

New Square is a small green lawn adjacent to Christ’s 
Pieces and residential houses. The only landscaping 
is trees which frame the western edge. The space is 
mostly used by locals to relax and sit on the grass.

Type: Park and Garden

Ownership: Public

Facilities: seating

Petersfield is a small green space adjacent to 
Parker’s Piece, along East Road and Mill Road. The 
space includes a large number of trees, planting along 
the edge and a playground.

Type: Park and Garden

Ownership: Public

Facilities: playground

Donkey Common is a green space surrounding 
Parkside gym, adjacent to Parker’s Piece and along 
East Road and Mill Road. Limited infrastructure is 
present except for a small half pipe for skateboarding. 
Trees line the northern edge.

Type: Park and Garden

Ownership: Public

Facilities: Skate Park

Image 38: Quayside

Image 39: New Square

Image 40: Petersfield

Image 41: Donkey Common
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Figure 26:	 Ownership of Protected Open Spaces

Ownership of Open Spaces
Public open spaces are predominantly on the 
eastern side of the city centre, whilst large privately 
owned open spaces are clustered to the west. This 
is a consequence of the clustering of Cambridge 
University Colleges who first reclaimed land along 
Senate House Hill from religious institutions in the 14th 
Century (University of Cambridge, 2018). 
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Accessibility

•	 The primary public green open spaces are 
accessible 24 hours 7 days a week

•	 Civic spaces are accessible 24 hours 7 days a 
week

•	 University College grounds operate as private 
open space with rights of access. Students and 
faculty can access these spaces at any time, 
whilst members of the public can only access 
for visitation during specified day time hours, 
some of which are chargeable.
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Spaces Analysis
Cambridge’s history and heritage are celebrated 
within its city centre spaces through the protection 
of nature and biodiversity, use of materials and 
surrounding built form.

Main Identified Issues 
Lack of Hard Space
Cambridge city centre offers a good range of inner 
city green spaces which are flexible and provide space 
for rest and relaxation. However, the city centre lacks 
hard open space for flexible use. 

Facilities Lacking
Although the majority of Cambridge’s open spaces 
are widely adored, the engagement process has 
revealed concerns regarding a general lack of facilities 
within the city centre’s existing spaces, with particular 
emphasis placed on the lack of seating and the 
provision of spaces for people to dwell within. 

Other facilities lacking include outdoor gym facilities 
and a range of play facilities for a variety of ages. 
Currently, the three playgrounds that exist in Jesus 
Green, Petersfield and Christ’s Pieces would be 
classed as LAP’s (Local Area for Play) which are 
targeted at under 6’s.

Inadequate lighting of green spaces and 
inconsistent across streetscape
Users feel unsafe using these spaces during darker 
hours. This is limits movement and access particularly 
afternoons during the winter months.

Image 42: Poor Provision of Seating in Market Square

Access
Whilst Cambridge city centre holds a high proportion 
of open green space, however a significant amount 
of this space is privately owned, particularly within 
the western half of the city centre. This results in 
restricted access for locals and visitors alike.

Streets as spaces and spaces as streets
The nature of Cambridge’s compact historic streets 
has resulted in many becoming spaces in themselves, 
which is evident from the honey-potting of tourists 
and residents alike. Examples of this include King’s 
Parade, Bridge Street and Sidney Street. However, 
these streets also hold a primary function as a 
movement and access routes. 

On the other hand, due to the lack of street space 
capacity, many spaces within the city centre have 
become key movement routes for pedestrians and 
cyclists. This results in conflict between people using 
the space to dwell and moving within the space. 

Meeting Future Need - Lack of New Space
The historic built form on the western side of the city 
centre leaves little opportunity for new public space. 
However, existing public space could be reevaluated 
to accommodate present and future needs. 

There is a greater area of public open space, and 
public highway, within the eastern half of the city 
centre. This side could work harder to develop its 
identity and alternative offer.

Image 43: Vehicles in Key Public Spaces, King’s Parade
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Primary Spaces

Market Square is a well proportioned hard space 
that holds heritage elements, including the listed 
fountain and historic set paving. However, as the 
most prevalent feature of the space, the market 
use currently hides many of these features. No tree 
planting exists within the square. However, limited 
tree planting can be found in the gardens to Great St. 
Mary’s, these are specimen trees of good quality. 

The connection between the central market and 
surrounding buildings is currently compromised by 
the presence of a surrounding broad carriageway 
used for servicing and deliveries. Views towards 
key facades are restricted by the central market, 
in particular prominent buildings such as Great St. 
Mary’s and the Guildhall. 

During the day, Market  Square provides daily activity 
for  local  people  and  visitors  to  enjoy. However  
the  existing  layout  prioritises  vehicles  and  cyclists, 
coupled  with  significant  clutter  and  poor  market  
arrangements  doesn’t  create  a  space  for people  to  
dwell  and  enjoy. After dark police crime statistics and 
engagement feedback note that the area can become 
a hotspot  for antisocial behaviour.

Parker’s Piece provides a flexible green space that 
accommodates varied uses and large scale events, 
character is defined by its flexibility. Landscape 
variation is low in terms of space type, detailing and 
variation in planting mixes, but this is a consequence 
of its broader function as a flexible space and use as a 
playing field. 

Image 44: Primary Civic Space at Market Square 		
  Designed for Vehicles

Christ’s Pieces is a green space of high quality and 
use, evident from its Green Flag status. The space 
provides a variety of typologies (intimate and open) 
due to its good range of facilities and planting 
variations. However, facilities such as the playground 
could be updated to encourage more create play 
and cater for a wider range of ages. Good access is 
provided for cyclists and pedestrians travelling into 
the historic core.

Midsummer Common offers a good sense of place 
due to its semi-rural character with grasses left 
uncut and cows allowed to graze through the year. 
Landscape variation is low with little in terms of 
detailing or variation in planting mixes. The large open 
lawn is successful in providing amenity space for large 
scaled events. The space offers good connection and 
views towards the river and boat houses. Good access 
is provided for cyclists and pedestrians travelling into 
the historic core.

Jesus Green provides a good range of space 
types and facilities. However, facilities such as the 
playground could be updated to encourage more 
create play and cater for a wider range of ages.

The space offers good connection and views towards 
the river. Good access is provided for cyclists and 
pedestrians travelling into the historic core.

Image 45: Strawberry Fair at Midsummer Common
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Secondary Spaces

Although small Fisher Square is one of the few paved 
centrally located, open spaces. The square provides 
public seating, however, the lack of facilities and active 
frontages limits activity.

Quayside has become a tourist hotspot due to its 
punting and dining facilities facing the river. However, 
the space has become dominated by punting users, 
preventing a range of users and other activity from 
occurring.

New Square provides a quieter seating spot for 
many looking to rest away from the contrastingly 
busier Christ’s Pieces. However, the lack of seating, 
infrastructure and biodiversity results in the space 
offering minimal character and limited accessibility.

Image 46: Jesus Green Playground

The Backs are high quality green spaces which are 
well maintained and manicured creating an inviting 
and tranquil setting along the river. Green spaces 
provide a good setting to the historic college 
buildings. Public use is limited as access is restricted.

King’s Parade offers a good quality public realm with 
high level of detailing and quality of materials. The 
public realm and mature tree planting successfully 
provides a setting for the historic college buildings, 
as evident from the high volumes of tourists 
clustering along the streetscape. Street furniture 
is limited, resulting in King’s College frontage wall 
providing popular informal seating for visitors and 
residents. The street is activated by café’s and shops 
activating the built edge of the street. This space is 
also compromised by the number of taxis and other 
vehicles that use it and have to turn round to exit in 
this confined space which is busy with pedestrians 
and cycles.

Image 47: Fisher Square, A MIssed Opportunity
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Image 48: Skate Park on Donkey Common Image 49: Gateway into the City Centre from Hills Road

Donkey Common’s current design and limited 
biodiversity results in a low quality green space with 
little in the way of character. The space also does little 
to provide a context for the indoor gym set within it. 
Its proximity and frontage to two busy main roads 
results in the space largely being used as a movement 
corridor, rather than a space to visit.

Like Donkey Common, Petersfield’s proximity to 
two busy main roads results in it largely being used 
as a pedestrian movement corridor. However, its 
landscaping and tree planting make it a more inviting 
space to dwell. Police crime statistics have noted 
issues of anti-social behaviour, particularly during 
evening hours.

Form, Character and Spaces4.0

Gateways & Nodes

Many junctions into the city centre currently lack 
character and a sense of place that evokes a sense of 
arrival. This results in an under-whelming environment 
as you enter the city centre. These gateway junctions 
and views into the centre are key spaces which are 
currently dominated by movement.

Bridge connections at Silver Street, Garrett Hostel 
Lane and Magdalene Bridge are popular tourist 
locations offering good views along the riverside. 
However, as key nodes into the historic core, 
pedestrian dwelling time is restricted by transport 
movement.  


