
The stages of this latter process can be traced in
the early plans of Manhattan produced in 1850. The
grid of roads is already built. Within this general plot
pattern the separate building plots are being estab-
lished. To the north, on the building frontier, there is
a line of huts and shacks. Further south more perma-
nent but separate buildings are being built. And in
the most developed area further towards the tip of
Manhattan the full building arrangement has solidi-
fied into connected terraces of four to six-storey
houses arranged around the perimeter of the site and
enclosing private gardens. Views of Manhattan in the
1850s show a city developed in this way: and this
pattern of building arrangement can still be seen in
many areas. At this point the building land is replete.
A balance is maintained between the plot, the
amount of building that it can reasonably support
and the street system that serves this.

But as the pressure for floor space increases, the
building form changes intensively at certain nodal
points (Fig. 8.2). Deeper and higher perimeter build-
ings first of all submerge the internal garden space.
A process of colonisation of the individual building
plots begins, so that larger areas of the general plot
are covered by higher buildings. In 1916 the first
single building to occupy an entire city block rose a

sheer 600 ft; its roof space almost exactly equalled
the area of its ground plan. It was this building that
most clearly illustrated the need for the compre-
hensive zoning ordinances adopted that year, after
arduous study and political compromise, to safe-
guard daylight in streets and adjoining buildings.
But the grid now exerts a powerful influence: the
limited size of the grid suggests the notion that
increased floor space in an area can only be gained
by tall buildings on each separate plot. The notion
suggests the form; the regulations shape it into zig-
gurats and towers. Under the regulations that pre-
vailed until recent years, if all the general building
plots in central Manhattan had been fully devel-
oped, there would have been one single and univer-
sal tall building shape. And, to use an old argument
by Raymond Unwin (1912), if the population of
those buildings had been let out at a given moment,
there would have been no room for them in the
streets. The balance between area of plot, area of floor
space and area of street has disappeared.

Now these descriptions of the grid, which have
been used as a basis for the argument, have exposed
the points at which it can be, and has been, 
extensively attacked for more than a century. A grid
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FIGURE 8.1
The basic plot layout of Manhattan is shown in the
dotted lines. On this, four wards of the Savannah type
of development have been superimposed. The
example shows the effective way in which this layout
opens up broad bands of green space and public
buildings running across the developed areas.

FIGURE 8.2
The basic plot layout of Manhattan is shown again in
the dotted lines. The building forms show three
stages of development including the original 4–6-
storey perimeter form with a garden at the centre
which was characteristic of the city in the 1850s, and
two examples of the more intensive development
during the present century.
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