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What sphinx of cement and aluminum bashed open their skullsand ate up their brainsand
imagination?

Moloch whose eyesare a thousand blind windows! Mol och whose skyscrapersstand in the long
streets like endless Jehovahd Mol och whose factoriesdream and croak in the fog! Moloch whose
smokestacks and antennae crown the citied

Moloch whoseloveis endless oil and stone! Moloch whose soul iselectricity and banks! Moloch
whose poverty isthe specter of geniusl Moloch whosefateisa cloud of sexlesshydrogen! Moloch
whose name isthe Mind!

Moloch! Moloch! Robot apartments! invisible suburbs! skeleton treasuries blind capitals!
demonic industried spectral nationd invincible madhoused granite cocks monstrous bombs!

They broketheir backslifting Moloch to Heaven! Pavements, trees, radios, tong! lifting the city to
Heaven which exists and is everywhere about ugl

Allen Ginsberg, Howl
1956
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“ It isa question, basically, of presenting a critique of our own time, based upon
retrospective analysis”
Michel Foucault

INTRODUCTION

From the first human settlements, the history of mankind has been ahistory of an ever growing
urbanization. The spread of urbanized space wasa constant eement in humanity's past and now, at the
beginning of the third millennium, weredlizeit will only become more crucid. Every day, the percentage of
peopleliving in citiesisgrowing, most spectacularly in the devel oping countries. Although the way places
like Lagos, Mumbay and Kinshasa are evolving seemslessand lessconnected to Western cities, thereisa
common characterigtic to al of them. It'sthe little piece of 20"-century Manhattan they dl contain, in their
skyling, intheir dreams, in their plansfor the future.

Over the last century, New Y ork has been the urban |aboratory for countless evolutions of our way of life,
and it isoften till the place where trends and tendenciesthat are still dumbering esewhere, appesar clearly
for the first time. If citiesare the placeswhere the future of humanity isborn, then Manhattan isthe place
where that future isconceived. Architects and urban theorists may no longer consider it the locus of
humanity'stime to come, but to many peopleit still represents the American Dream -with al the
connotations this entails. By trying to comprehend and andyze the most important e ementsthat define
Manhattan, New York, | want to unravel the processesthat have (re)shaped our citiesin such drastic ways
over the last fifty years . So, even though this paper focuses on two specific urban areas -both of them caled
Manhattan-, it will include Rome too, about Houston and Shenzhen, about Rotterdam and Seo Paulo,
about every city in the world. Because dl of them have to some extent been Manhattanized.

Two works have been of the utmost importance in writing this paper and opening my eyesto some of the
invigble processes at work in acity. First of dl, there was Rem Koolhaas Delirious New York. His 1978
retroactive manifesto for Manhattan -which by now has become unavoidablein writing on New Y ork-
showed me how powerful the metaphorical, subconscious, dmost poetica sde of city planning could bein
shaping acity. The ideathat planners, while claming to be making rationa plansfor the city, are actualy,
subconscioudy, planning something completely else, can giveabeautiful ingght in the sometimes totaly
irrationa development of the 20M-century city. Published at atime when citieswerefirst of al problems to
be solved, placesto get away from, Delirious New York contributed to anew way of thinking about cities
the city asaplace of dreams and wonders, of tria by error, amagnificent, surprising, complex place, neither
good nor bad but beautiful in dl its humanity.

| havetried to develop these dements further for the post-WWI1-period, whereas Kool haas focused
primarily on Manhattan's Age of Wonders, from 1890 to 1940. His concepts, while often contestable and
provocative, offer arefreshing view of the functioning of urban development. Two of those concepts






support alarge part of my argument: the Culture of Congestion and the Manhattan Metaphor. Although
Kool haas never mentions this concept as such, he establishesthe ideathat in the twenties and thirties
certain urban thinkers made plans for New Y ork which, while portraying acity in which congestion would
be solved, would metaphoricaly raise congestion to aleve where it would become something postive. This
theoretical metaphor, even though it could not beredized at that time, would settle itsalf in the minds of
the people to come back with avengeance after WWII and thoroughly change the way citieswere being
planned. Certainly aprovocative theory, but one that can offer very rich, new ingghtsin city planning.

The other work | haveto mention isRobert Fitch's The assassination of New York. At least as provocative as
Koolhaas book, it gpproaches the same issue from acompletely different angle. Fitch's book investigatesthe
personal, conscious socio-economic factors that haveinfluenced New Y ork's development from the 1920s
to the 1990s Hismain argument — New Y ork has been the victim of planned anti-urban policiesaswell as
impersonal macro-economic evolutions- isan interesting complement to Koolhaas reading of the city.
After dl, we cannot deny the fact that in addition to impersona economic forces directing our lives the
influence of human plans and decisions, whether conscious or unconscious, isnot to be underestimated.
The de-industridization of the inner cities, for instance, was no mere objective process, but a planned
operation.

Most of dl though, both authors taught me that to understand acity, any city, you haveto lovethe city,
accept it as“acity”, aliving organism made up of an endless quantity of human beings. Cities are entities
that haveto be ableto breathe, to develop, to be carefully watched and guided, for cities can dl too easily
become monstrosities, golems out of contral.



A dream city, closer to the heavens than any other place on earth...



MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

People need icons and every one needs dreams. For urbanites of the last century, that icon, that dream was
New Y ork City, and more precisdly the idand of Manhattan, which for most outsiders amounts to the same
anyway. It represented everything people hoped to achieve: freedom, wedth, modernity. The skyscrapers,
the subways, the lights and the cars... Manhattan became asymboal for the ided 20" -century city. A dream
city, cdloser to the heavensthan any other place on earth. A dense concentration of every ideaor project the
20" century stood for, the place where everything was happening. Not only faster, bigger and better, but
prettier, more audacious and closer to perfection. It represented the hopes and the aspirations of Modern
Man -something every urbanite longed to be.

When, on the other hand, from the late sixties onwards, New Y ork'sdreams would gradualy turn into
nightmares, the city would become the symbol of the failure of the urban project for citiesaround the
world. Thiswasnot only due to the fact that New Y ark's symboalica function was so powerful, but aso
because dmost every city had tried to incorporate apiece of New York in itsurban fabric, hoping this
would make their city awonderfully modern dream city too. The consequences of this Manhattanism -as|
have cometo cal it- would add another dramatic ement to the aready blesk future of the city in the last
quarter of the 20t century.*

But from the ashes, during the last twenty years, New York rose again and asit did, city planners, paliticians,
architects and red estate developers around the world were once again enthralled by the Manhattan
example and started using this example asablueprint for the future of their cities. The second coming of
Manhattanism which Rem Kool haas prophesied in the mid-seventies? has occurred. New York has at last
clamed its place among contemporary city models. The question till remaining iswhether this meansthe
Culture of Congestion has become widely accepted too, or hasthe Manhattanist doctrine perhaps been
turned into something ese?Thisisan evolution that istaking place aswe speak, in citiesaround the world.
We cannot know what the future will bring, we can only try to understand the present evolutions by
learning from our past. So | won't be writing about along-lost yesteryear: behind the past tenses and images
of time gone by, liesastory about today, on the way to tomorrow.

Manhattan the Modern

Consecrated asno place on earth to the power of commerceand money, and unbehol den to any
outside force, it had made itsdf the supreme center of American Life Then, [..] from 1919to
1929, finished bringinginto existence a ravishing dream city on the idand of Manhattan, which
had become the most modern place on earth.

Ric Burns?

To understand where this Manhattanism, and the metaphor that brought it into existence, originate, we
haveto take alook at the dements that made Manhattan ‘the most modern place on earth'. It isparticularly
important that wedo soto seewhat it wasin this ultra-modern city that could so enrage a European
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Modernist likeLeCorbusier. How could that which wasso modern be considered the anti-modern? Once
this apparent paradox isclear, the emergence of the Manhattan metaphor can only be seen asanatural
reaction to this paradoxica stuation.

Manhattan the M odernist

In hisintroductory work to Modernism asastylein the visud arts, Charles Harrison provides uswith a set
of four characteristics of Modernism that can be perfectly applied to pre-WWI1 Manhattan.

«  Based on the confidence that human societies would know progress, mainly through technologica
inventions and rational principles

«  Breskingwith the aesthetic legacy of the 'dassics

«  Skeptica towards what was commonly accepted to be the truth

«  Stressing imagination astool for sdf-liberation*

If Harrison had wanted to describe the character of New Y ork City asit wasin the century after 1850, he
could scarcely have done abetter job. The unbridled optimism, the near arrogance of being ‘the most
modern place on earth’, the empire of fantasy and imagination that was Coney Idand: it wasadl there. But it
weren't just these dements which had made Manhattan the world capital of modernity. The Manhattan
Grid, the Culture of Congestion, the Skyscraper and the industria character of pre-WWI1-Manhattan were
the core dements of Manhattan the Modern, and the central points of the Modernists critique on the city,
each one an ever more painful thorn in their eye.

The Perfect Grid

First conceived and applied in the Ancient Greek citiesof Milet and Priene, the Romans afterwards
developed the grid plan for their provincid cities (with perhaps asmost famous example Apameain Syria).
A millennium and ahdf later, William Penn used it for his City of Brotherly love, after which it was
exported dl over what would one day become the United States of America. For more than 2000 yearsthe
grid has been the smplest, most practical and most rational model to plan acity, astate or even acountry. It
iseadly comprehensible, accessble and, last but not least, perfect for real estate purposes. Whileit may not
offer very beautiful or surprising vigas, it will make for acity that isabsolutely useful.

There ishowever, one prerequisite. Asit isaperfectly rational and abstract concept, the grid can't take any
existing situation into account. Apameds grid was constructed after an earthquake had al but annihilated
the old Greek city. But New York aready had its history when, in 1811, the Commissioners laid out the plan
for the Manhattan Grid. The Indians and the Dutch of New Amsterdam had left their traces behind. That
these, like Broadway, were incorporated in the Grid -and thus perhaps made it lessperfect-, isnot the point.
The essence of the grid wasthat the Planner's Commission acted asif they were planning on an empty
piece of land. Or, asKoolhaas put it into words. the land it divides, unoccupied, the peopleit describes,
conjectural®.
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The levd of abstract optimism the Commissioners demonstrated, was astonishing. In the typical way of
modern, capitalist minds they discarded dl individuals, dl existing socid interaction, and dreamed up the
perfect formal, abstract city: The Grid. In retrospect it issurprising to see how closethe Commissioners
plan isto the ided s of the European Modernists of the 1920sand 30s, afact that explains partly why the
Modernists had so little influence on New Y ork before the second World War. New Y orkers smply didn't
need European theoriststo tell them to do what they had dready been practicing for more than ahundred
years.

A Culture of Congestion

Manhattan isacongested idand. It has been so ever since the industrid revolution and will probably remain
so until the end of the city'sexistence. Congestion isvitd to the city, it isthe lifeblood of the city's success
and athough everybody believed technologicd evolutions would render the proximity of others obsolete,
21¢ century Manhattan has proved them dl wrong. Congestion still means life.

When thinking back to the congestion that must have existed in New Y ork before WWII, weredlizethat it
can't dwayshave been al that pleasant and idyllic as one would imagine when reminiscing about 'the good
old days. The city must have smdlt terribly, the constant physica presence of other human beings, hustling
and bustling, shoving and pushing, by, past and against you must have been incredibly stressful. No doubt it
wasfilthy, dirty, shocking and ugly, but, after dl, soislife Thisview, first propagated by urban thinkers like
Koolhaas and Jane Jacobs, has been amarginal view throughout most of Manhattan's history. Congestion
has dmost awaysbeen considered aproblem to be solved, an ideathat became more and more widespread
with the rise of Modernist thinking. Congestion wasthe enemy par excellence of Modernism: it was
irrationd, chaotic, unsanitary,... For them, congestion wasthe symbol of everything that was anti-modern.
Again, wefacethe paradox: congested Manhattan, the ultra-modern, becomes anti-modern in the eyesof
those who see themselves astruly modern.

Rise of the Skyscraper
A huge complex with the most modern facilities, based on the most daring ideas, the
most futurist engineering... A real 'skyscraper of sorrows'®

Around the turn of the 19" and 20 century, the invention of the eevator and the development of the sted
skeleton made it possibleto construct buildings higher than ever. In the context of the densdly crowded
idand of Manhattan, this meant that from now on, the physica limits of the idand no longer defined the
inhabitable space of the city. Theoreticaly, the available building surface had become infinite. In the liberd,
capitalist logic, skyscrapers were inevitable. The skyscraper wasthe solution for the problematic
combination of the supposedly insatiable demands of businessand [ ..] the fact that Manhattan isan idand”.
From then on Manhattan's real estate's primary concern wasno longer the availability of square feet of
idand soil, but the endless possibilitiesthat lay in the filling up of al the empty, usdesscubic feet of ky. At a
frenzied pace, vertica New Y ork would grow, until '...eventually, the only space not occupied by enormous
buildingswould bethe stregts?
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The skyscraper was adso adopted by the Modernist movement asthe perfect rationa solution to their bitter
enemy, congestion. And yet they despised the way Manhattan had made use of the wonderful skyscraper,
likethe teacher who berates the child who uses his beautiful box of crayonsto color the sky green and the
treesblue. The skyscraper city of the early 20 century was more akin to the junglethat occupied
Manhattan before the colonization than to the modern city Modernists had in mind. There had been no
manifesto, no architectural debate, no law, no ideology, no theory, [ ...] only — Skyscraper®. To Modernists, it
was asif atelephone had been given to aprimitive, who then, after having been told its use was
communication, had put the telephone on fireto create smoke Sgnals.

Or, asF. Scott Fitzgerdd put it: the great skyscraper boom wasan expression of the wonderful hysteria of
Manhattan city life. To Modernists, only the hysteriawasvisible, as an affection causing sudden,
unexplainable, violent emotiona outbreaks. Skyscrapers were asymptom of adiseasethat could only be
cured by the rational treatment every ill city needed: order, rest and afresh start.

Industry and pre-WW!I1 Manhattan

New York City'senormous growth, from the mid-nineteenth century up until the Second World War, can
be attributed amost exclusvely to itsindustria capacity. Festuring the world'slargest port, an endless
supply of low-wageworkers -mostly immigrants both from within and without the US- and astrong
merchant tradition, it became the world's number one industrid metropolis. The city itself wasan
economic, efficient industrious machine, the physicd incarnation of dl the vaues of modern thinking and
most of dl of the two most famous modern economic idess: liberalism and capitalism.

Y &, when Modernists in the 1920s and 30sreflected on the modern city, they judged Manhattan, prodiga
child of al modern thinking, the decadent and derailed extreme of the urban evolution snce the Middle
Ages Initsquest for newness and deanliness, Modernism convicted Manhattan's dirty, congested streets
with their dark aleysand inefficient traffic— i.e. pedestrian and expensive public transport. New York was
judged guilty of being unmaodern, acrime for which only two sentences were possible: rehabilitation in
society by adaption to modern(ist) standards, or tota destruction. Sadly, both amounted to the samething:
the degth of the city.

The individua embodiment of the heydaysof thisindustria city wasFiorello LaGuardia, mayor of New
York City from 1934 to 1945. His energetic, easily inflammable persondity, his sometimes seemingly
irrationa way of dealing with city paliticsand his mixed ethnic background were New York at itsfinest. It
wasthe chaotic mix that made it work. Under LaGuardia New Y ork reached the zenith of its power and
prestige: with aNew Y orker in the White House and one in the Governor's chair in Albany, New York City
became the example of the victory over the Great Depression.

LaGuardia however, didn't only personify the zenith of city'sglory, he dso foretold its downfal. During the
prewar years, LaGuardiahad formed ateam with the young and promising parks commissioner Robert
Moses. Although they were each other's complete opposites, Moses being very sober, orderly and rationd,
the synthesis of their combined forces could create wonders in Depression-ridden New Y ork. Thingswould
be different, though, after WWII. LaGuardia, who had lived at the pace of his beloved city, disappeared






from the political scene while at the same time, unbeknownst to most New Y orkers, the economic center of
the US started shifting away from New Y ork. Robert Moses on the other hand had secured himsdlf an
untouchable place far away from the volatile and ephemerd world of politics. With the countervailing
power of LaGuardiaout of the way, Moses soon became an Epimetheus unbound, whose Pandora's box of
urban projects would al but kill the city™.

Manhattan the Unfit

Considering all of the elements above, it becomes very clear that avery strong tension existed in
Manhattan between the city'smodern character and the modernity quested by Modernists. In the
eyes of urban thinkers like Le Corbusier, Manhattan wasthe anti-modern, in every aspect the kind of
city he and his colleagues had to change, correct, adapt.

Its history, its people and its socid make-up made Manhattan the world's most perfect example of
Harrison's characteristics of Modernism. To Modernists, however, these were not the eements of acity
that mattered. Their citiesweren't going to be built for Manhattanites, or Parisiensor Londoners for that
matter. Ther citieswould be the cities of Mankind, an abstract humanity, diveonly in theory and Satistics.
To that purpose, the denial of history, of development, and thus of perspective, becomesthe mark of true
indght into the nature of reality™.

Having redized this, it isquite evident why in their eyesManhattan had to adapt or be razed from the earth.
If you take away acity'shistory -itslife- nothing remains but filth and inefficient alocation of function and
vauable space, an entity unfit for survivd in atruly modern world.

Manhattanism

Before the Second World War, Modernism never really stood achance in Manhattan. Being the center of
the modern world, looked upon by the genera public asthe shining example of modern living, most New
Y orkers were solemnly convinced that they lived in the one city that wasaready a step ahead of those
European dreamers. Meanwhile, however, some urban thinkers and architectsin New York had
-conscioudy or unconscioudy- been using certain dements of Modernism and combined them with
Manhattan's pragmatic attitude, thus creating what | have caled '"Manhattanism'.

Creating Manhattanism

AsNew York City had grown and Manhattan had continuously become more densely crowded, the
root of al urban problems seemed obvious. congestion. If only congestion could be solved, traffic
jams, crime, health problems, general unhappiness and every other issue associated with living in the
classic metropolis would automatically disappear. So both Modernists and urban thinkers about
Manhattan started working on awhole range of congestion-solving theories and designs.
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Harvey Wiley Corbett's 'solution’ for congestion:

separation of traffic.
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One of the most important architects of asolution for Manhattan's congestion problem was Harvey Wiley
Corbett. The central dement of his proposa wasthe separation of traffic -indeed avery Modernist
principle. Pedestrians and automobileswould haveto circulate on different levels The ground level would
be reserved exclusvely for cars, while pedestrians would havetheir evated arcades, walkwaysand parks on
different heightsin Skyscraper City. The arcades[carved out in the second story of the buildingg] forma
continuous network on both sdesof streetsand avenues bridgesprovideits continuity. Along the arcades,
shopsand other public facilitiesare embedded in the buildings?. Chaos would vanish, reason and order
would takeits place.

A new kind of city would be born, where everything, even the visua aspect of amodernized Venice3, would
be subjugated to (automotive) traffic, which had to flow fredly, likethe water in old Venices canals,
Gondolaswould no longer be needed, asthe water, i.e the cars, would transport everyone, invishleto the
human eye. Sothe abstract notion of the flow' entered the world, which would later become one of the
most powerful arguments to change, renew and destroy as Robert Moseswould widd it ashis main reason
for dl hisgigantic public (highway) works.

Corbett's plans, first launched in 1923, weren't redized before WWII, but they weren't forgotten ether.
Forty yearslater they would resurface again when Corbett drew the plans for aMid-Manhattan
Expressway. Meanwhile, he had created avisud plan, apowerful imagethat would settle deep in the
callective unconscious, out of which it could reappear when the time wasright. The question wewill
nevertheless haveto ask -and answer- iswhether Harvey Wiley Corbett intended his plansto come back
the way they did.

Another visonary thinker and architect who worked on the frontier of Manhattan pragmatism and
European Modernism was Raymond Hood. His plansfor a City of Towers, overthrowing Manhattan's
1916 Zoning Law, came surprisingly closeto asynthesis of LeCorbusier's Plan Voisn and Manhattan.
Without referring to any theory or abstract idea, he redesigned the entire American City, using the only
logic an American, and certainly aNew Y orker, instinctively understands: business. He enlisted the natural
greed of the developer -who invariably wanted to build... the highest possibletower on the smallest possible
gte™, and created acity which could have been drawn by afathful pupil of Le Corbusier himself. Eventhe
reasons he gavefor hisproposal could have come straight out of one of the radical European architectura
magazines from the era: to solvethe problems of light, air and traffic.

Naturally there had to be an organizational frame to provide the financia and palitica power to make such
dreams possible. From 1922, when the Regional Plan Association or RPA was established as apermanent
body of the Committee on aRegiona Plan of New Y ork, such aframe existed®. Uniting the powers of
finance, transport and red estate and employing the taent and creativity of people like H.W. Corbett -and
with the unique figure of Robert M oses asthe one who could concretely redlizetheir plans-, they would
propose a government-financed, highway, bridgeand tunnel network unprecedented in sizeand expense’s.
Their god: solving congestion by decentralizing the region.

The RPA, however, didn't likeusing terms such as decentralization, because they went badly with the
metropolitan public and reminded people of Modernism. RPA Directors were urged to use terms like
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'better balance, 'digtribution of building' and 'lessfriction of gpace!™ , to, asthe RPA'schief economist put it,
re-arrangethe hodge-podgeand to put thingswherethey belong®. What these men desired most of dl was
control: control over the chaos, over the congestion, control over the flow, the flow of traffic and the flow of
money. They did not want to find ared solution for congestion, because ade-congested Manhattan would
have meant the end of the city'sgrowth and consequently the downfal of their financia empires. They
depended on dl those millions of people taking trains and subways, paying tunnel tolls, renting an
gpartment and getting aloan to start their businesses. The main thing that did bother them about the city
wasthe fact that, asthe same chief RPA economist said, some of the poorest peoplelivein conveniently
located dums on high-priced land®.

Viewed in this light, we notice that even though Corbett and Hood use the same mix of Modernist
terminology and imagery asthe RPA, their politicswere different. To the dite directors of the RPA, the idea
was sdf-evident: re-arrange the city in arationd (i.e. efficient, following the straight lines of the capitalist
logic) way, separate functions and traffic. Their objectivewasn't asolution for congestion, they wanted
congestion to grow, but within acontrolled environment that would result in the largest revenue possible.

Harvey Wiley Corbett however wasthinking and planning on acompletdly different level. We just haveto
take one look at the cityscapes he imagined and Hugh Ferrissrendered to understand that what he said he
intended to do (namely solving congestion), wasthe exact opposite of what he was actudly doing. His New
Y ork of the future isas congested a place asweve ever seen, askyscraper city asfar asthe eyecan see. Lane
upon bridge upon lane of cars racing among gigantic towers thronged with pedestrians on countlesslevels
of arcaded walkways. Thisisnot acity where congestion has been solved, thisisacity where congestion has
been raised to an unforeseen level. Congestion would suddenly become something mysterioudy positive®.

A poetic metaphor

Corbett's plans for Manhattan can only be read as metaphorical. In acity where human reality is
present in such adense, overcrowded way asit wasin pre-WW!II Manhattan, a hyperreal
environment is created, which can only be controlled and interpreted through metaphors and the
language of poetry. In the congestion of the metropolis, there are just too many factors to take into
account, too much concrete and steel, too many hopes and dreams and beating hearts, too many
fumes and shrieks and sighs and blasts. The human mind cannot possibly grasp it in arational way.

Corbett had practicaly no other choicethan to say that he wanted to solve congestion, asit wasthe only
rational way to handle the emerging metropoalis. But at the same time he redlized that congestion wasthe
lifeblood of citiesand therefore could not be solved. The only way |eft to ded with congestion wasby being
disingenuous. conscioudy propose arational solution, while unconscioudy planning its opposite.
(According to Rem Kool haas, unconscious planning isatypica phenomenon in architecture, where dream
and materid redity often meet.)

This'pragmatism sodistorted it becomes pure poetry? would have a strong influence on urban thinking in

the second half of the 20 century, dthough very soon the metaphorica character of Corbett's planswould
belost and planners would start using his plans asaliterd solution for congested cities around the world,
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Harvey Wiley Corbett's 'Modernized
Venice' was already included in the RPA
S plan of 1931. Manhattanism had been
created.
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Coney Island in the 1930s.
Congestion taken to its extreme,
soon to be replaced by Robert
Moses’ park(way)s.




often with dramatic consequences. Ironicaly, dready in 1931 the RPA would include his'modernized
Venice intheir Regional Plan for New Y ork and its environment.

Although it would never be cdled that way, Manhattanism had been created: aconcept of city planning in
which Modernist imagesand ideas and New Y ork pragmatism were joined with an important metaphorical
component. The aim of Manhattanism wasto create acity where congestion could be controlled and
organized, without killing the city. In the hands of the right people, it would prove an immensely powerful
tool which could be wielded for the good of citiesbut &t least aseasily to those cities detriment.

The Manhattanist ideasthat would reach Europe towards the end of the 1950s, had steadily gained
influence on the other side of the Atlantic before the Second Wold War. One might even say WWI1 would
serve both to postpone and catdyzethe export of American goods and ideas. Especidly towards the end of
the thirties, asthe Great Depression had dmost been vanquished, two Manhattanist ‘phenomena would
definitively shape New Y ork'sfuture forever: the 1939 World's Fair and Robert Moses reign as Parks
Commissioner.

Robert Moses, Builder of road, beach, bridge and housing Projects®
Thererisesthe order, the power, the economic force. You shiver beforethis beautiful
monster of inapproachability?.
Albert Camus.

No figure in the recent history of New Y ork City has had such alasting impact on the urban structure itself
as Robert Moses. Likeno one dse he relentlesdy planned, schemed and fought to turn the city into his
automotive utopia of modernity. He wasthe most paradoxica avatar of Manhattanism, its staunchest
defender and most loyd servant of the idealsand powersit contained.

The public works on Coney Idand® constitute one of the best examples of how early Manhattanist ideas
found their placein political urban planning. Replacing Coney Idand's dreamworld of fantastic attractions,
most of which by the 1930s had dready withered away, with parks -the most Modernist city ement of al-
wasthe symbolic act marking the end of Manhattan's Age of Wonders.

Parkswere no god in itsdlf to Moses. On the one hand Moses could use parksto cregte abuffer for certain
neighborhoods that wanted to be shielded from the spreading 'lower-class-areas, dreaded by landowners
because of the faling of property vauesthese neighborhoods brought with them. In this respect, parks were
aso the perfect tool to achieve socid segregation without drawing too much attention to it%. Coney Idand
had been aworking-dasswonderland around the turn of the 20" century, awonderland that had come
unpleasantly closeto the safe upper- class havens on Long Idand. To know that instead of the obscenely
congested theme parks and beaches, nice, quiet green parkswould be built, must have given the Long
Idand bourgeciseinstant peace of mind. A park would be the bourgecisi€s perfect version of nature:
controlled, planned and carefully maintained, the wonderful opposite of Manhattan's urban jungle.
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West Side Highway, perhaps Robert

Moses’ most perfect creation of F&

Manhattanist flow, would be closed in
1973. The irony of fate had caused a 60-
foot section of the highway to collapse
under a cement truck heading north to
make repairs on that same highway. In
2001, the new West Side Highway was

completed, marking the return of

Manhattanism in the city.

Randall’s Island and the Triborough
Bridge, under which Robert Moses had his
headquarters, safe from the volatile and
ephemeral world of politics.




On the other hand, parks are the perfect environment to build mgjor highway systems, therefore
sometimes appropriately caled parkways. Thiswasamain concern of Robert M oseswho would dwayssee
thisasthe vita part of hisrole asapark commissoner. To replace the congestion of Coney Idand with
parkwaysthat would become centrd arteriesin the project to solve Manhattan's congestion problem
seemed alogica thing to do from his perspective.

In this project, we can dready seethe different dements that would make M osesthe perfect exponent of
Manhattanist thinking. If wefollow Koolhaas thesison Coney Idand -Coney asthe mother idand for all
urban developments in Manhattan- Moseswas using this project asalab test for the projects he would
eventudly realizein Manhattan, most of which consisted of replacing congested urban areas with eements
for the solution of that congestion: parks, parkwaysand highways. His RPA-gteered urbanism nevertheless
used the Manhattanist metaphor to achieveitsrea god. The parkwayshe replaced al these congested areas
with would and could never solve congestion: by nature their goal iscreating more traffic, more congestion.
Every parkway, every bridge he'd build would only cause more, and not less congestion. For Moses, 'cities
arefor traffic?”.’

The direct consequence of his-and the RPA's- planning wasthat, dthough they weren't ableto solve
congestion, they brought about the virtual demise[ofthe Metropolig and ...anew reality: the city asbut a
component of a superconurbation called Megalopalis®. This evolution would lead Manhattan to suffer such
adeep crigsthat if the lifeblood of the city -congestion- had redlly been cut off, the consequences would
have been dmost the same.

When Robert Moses cited Erwin Romme's'If the end doesn't justify the means, what does?®', what did he
mean by 'the end"? Did he mean the people of the city, the satisfaction of his politica and economic bosses
on the RPA?It surdly wouldn't have been 'the peopl€. For Robert Moses there wasno such thing as'people
where acity wasconcerned. There wasonly 'the public, the abstract and non-existent notion generaizing
the common needs of the people. Robert M oses loved the public, but he hated the people®. Likemost
Modernists he could not take socid and persona relationships into account when planning the city, asa
rationa andydsiscompletely unableto ded with dl those variables. The only two options arational mind
has are to ascend to ametaphorica leve where planning becomes amysterious kind of poetry -asweve
seen before- or to combine the uncountable variablesinto alimited number of statistical data. The
statistical levd isthe levd on which the engineer works, the only level wherethere can still be control over
the complexity of everyday life®t, however limited that control may be. Asan engineer, Moses generd
concept wasthe ‘flow'. The flow of traffic that isthe flow of money, the endless flow of glass, sted,
information and invisible, dl-powerful capital. The How would replace congestion asthe lifeblood of cities,
until the city in itsalf would become obsolete, the beating heart of mankind silenced by hundreds of
thousands of roaring concrete arteries, moving, moving, without acenter or an obvious goa. Just moving.

Every city wanted a Robert Moses. He seemed to bethe only one who could till control redlity. He got
things done. Y et control was solely possible by using apurely formaistic point of view. For him, the
Manhattan metaphor had no connection to redity: aplan only referred to itsdf and other plans, not to the
physica world that was affected by it. Consequently, M oses, even though he must have been convinced
highwayswere asolution for congestion -by replacing it with the How- was only increasing congestion. In
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1939 New York World's Fair

'Open spaces in cities will provide
healthier living.'

Futurama: the literal interpretation of the

Manhattanist metaphor.



citiesdl around the world mayors have had their Robert M oseses, usudly lesstalented, lessmegalomaniac
too, perhaps. And everywhere congestion of the kind individua people produce was substituted for the
thundering fumes of the millions of londly carsand their drivers.

1939 New York World'sFair: The World of Tomorrow

The other famous application of Manhattanism that needs to be mentioned isthe 1939 New Y ork
World's Fair. The Fair wasin itself an extraordinarily interesting case of urban planning: it istelling
to see how the RPA's 1929 plans, which had been delayed because of the Depression, w