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Transparent New York, Brian McGrath, depicts historical district, commercial zone, urban renewal, monuments, grids, and office buildings 



An exploration of the city inspired by Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project. Through description, comparison, lived experience, 
propositions, and analysis of seminal architectural texts, The Metropolitan Project seeks to identify rather than define the 

changing city of New York and indirectly the notion of “city” in the twenty-first century. It is an immersive analysis without 
resorting to the ground. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



“From Architecture of the City to Metropolitan Architecture” 
 

Convolute 1.0 
 

 
 

A horizontal section of Mausoleum of Hadrian, built 135-139 AD and drawing of a labyrinth by Don Nicolas de Rely, 1611. Known as the 
“Maison Dedalus” or House of Dedalus, taken from Aldo Rossi, The Architecture of the City, MIT Press, 1982. 

 
 



Convolute 1.1  

 
“Minos determined to remove the cause of this opprobrium from his abode, enclosing it within a labyrinth devised and built by 
Daedalus, the most distinguished of all living architects, who framed confusion and seduced the eye into a maze of wandering 

passages...so Daedalus provided numberless confusing corridors and was himself just able to find his way out, so utterly 
deceitful was that place.”1  

 
Daidalos in Greek means “cunning worker”. In Greek mythology Daidalos was a skilled craftsman and artisan. For Ovid this 

meant an architect. Architect derived from Greek arkhitekton, meaning arkhi - chief and tekton -builder, chief builder. Who is 
the architect of the city? Architects formally made things, artifice, bowls, vases, armor, labyrinths, homes now they make cities, 

systems, skyscrapers, businesses, universities, people?, the world, our built reality. Aldo Rossi believes architecture to be 
positive and pragmatic, an essential creation of civilized life. By nature collective, rooted in the formation of civilization. 

 
But what is the city? What is the built reality we parade in? Aldo Rossi sees the city as ultimate archeological artifact, as an 
autonomous structure, which makes it an object but also redefines the subject of the architect himself. He is no longer the 

mystical architect of mythology, nor the humanist architect of the Renaissance, nor the decorative of the nineteenth-century, 
or the functionalist of the twentieth, but Rossi suggest instead an autonomous researcher.2 

 
Human action is the globe we inhabit. We are nourished by nature, yet involved in the enlargement of man’s domain. The 

human dwelling is now the city. How far can the human extension go? As of 2008, 82 percent of the United States population 
was urban and that number is growing.3 The Roman Empire was successful from the advantages of untouched soil and climate. 
Metropolitan architecture will owe its success to sympathy for the artificial world, critical technology, acknowledgment of risk, 

and the amelioration of the capitalist system by emotive citizens.  
 
 
 

                                                        
1 Charles Martin, Ovid Metamorphosis (New York: Norton, 2004), 269.  
2 Aldo Rossi, Architecture of the City (New York: MIT Press, 1984), 4.  
3 Mark McGinley, Ed., “Urbanization Rates of Countries,” The Encyclopedia of Earth, http://www.eoearth.org/article/Urbanization_Rates_of_Countries, 
retrieved on December 14th, 2010.  

http://www.eoearth.org/article/Urbanization_Rates_of_Countries


Convolute 1.2 
 

“The radical transformation of Paris was carried out under Napoleon III mainly along the axis running through the Place de la 
Concorde and the Hôtel de Ville. It may be that Franco-Prussian War of 1870 was a blessing for the architectural image of 

Paris, seeing that Napoleon III had intended to alter whole districts of the city. Stahr thus writes, in 1857, that one had to make 
haste now to see the old Paris, for ‘the new ruler, it seems, has a mind to leave but little of it standing’.”4   

 
The 1811 grid of New York altered the entire landscape. What was the old city of New York? A superimposed grid upon an 

island that put forth a Cartesian aesthetic of symmetry, order, and proportion that became a friend to efficiency and money-
making. Is the grid a design for the collective? One wonders of the grid works for a metropolitan architecture. Did it great a 
better surrounding for life and did it put forth a neater aesthetic? The grid is not natural. The grid is the artificial upon the 

natural that makes it an inseparable whole. Through the mediation of the grid, however, what is the lost language we sacrifice?  
 

Convolute 1.3 
 

Gideon believed the historian to be important in understanding contemporary conceptions. “History is not simply the 
repository of unchanging facts, but a process, a pattern of living and changing, attitudes and interpretations. As such is deeply 

part of our own nature.”5 
 

What is the creative work in the city that comes from history? Does metropolitan architecture bury the city, re-write it, or 
integrate it? “It is important to understand the historical development of the Western city precisely in order to assert the 
primacy of imagination and criticism over ‘context’ in the production of the most meaningful architecture of the last 200 

years”.6 Without the historical layers of meaning in a city like Paris, New York is a “material entity whose most appropriate 
metaphor is a hostile jungle, rather than home.7 If at one time the city was the realm of human order in contrast to the chaotic 

tyrant of nature, this has now become inverted. The city is now nature, the embodiment of plurality, chaos, and competing 
organisms. 

                                                        
4 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project. (USA: President and Fellows of Harvard College, 1999), 121 [E1,6].  
5 Sigfried Gideon, Space, Time, and Architecture (Boston: Harvard Press, 2008), 5.  
6 Alberto-Perez Gomez, 5. 
7 Ibid. 



Convolute 1.4 
 

“City is qualitatively different from the country…on the one hand, left-wing European topologists have declared that there is no 
difference between building in the city or in the county, and that types are merely the stable product of healthy relationship of 
production that can be extrapolated from the country to the city. On the other hand, the capitalist ‘suburb’, the Western dream 

of ‘mixing’, the city and the county to produce the perfectly balanced habitat is still alive as a popular delusion, supported by 
the car and television.”8 The libertine imagination of the La Petit Maison conjures a hybrid architectural form.  With the 
archetype of the Petit Trianon, we see the petit maison as a French typology at the moment of its fashionability in the 

seventeenth century. It is a site of architectural decorative experimentation, a mix of country and city in the domestic space. As 
a testimony to the age of unquenchable thirst for wealth and status, we see in modern New York the country house. The 

country house as modern petit maison. The country house as symbol of fashionability. The country house as repose from city, 
yet never far removed from the desires of it.  

 
“We all of us know a Mr. Newgold who would give many of the treasures in his marble palace for a single invitation to Mrs. 

Oldname’s comparatively little house, and half of all he possesses for the latter’s knowledge, appearance manner, instincts and 
position—none of which he himself is likely ever to acquire, though his children may! But in our description of great or 

medium or small houses, we are considering those only whose owners belong equally to best society and where, though 
luxuries vary from the greatest to the least, house appointments are in essentials alike. This is a rather noteworthy fact: all 

people of good position talk alike, behave alike, and live alike.”9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
8 Gomez, 6. 
9 Emily Post, “The Country House and Its Hospitality,” Etiquette in Society, in Business, in Politics, and at Home (New York and London: Funk & Wagnalls 
Company, 1923), 410.  



Convolute 1.5 
 

Thoreau used ideas of nature to critique society. This critique was that man is no longer part of nature, but part of culture. 
What can we learn from nature? If the city is our nature and wilderness is no longer an applicable comparison, where does the 

metropolitan city look to for inspiration? Does a dialectical tension between the pastoral ideal and rapid transformations 
brought by machine technology still exist? Nature was never one thing at any one time. It is a source of history and complexity 

of meaning just as the city has evolved. ` 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10                                                             11  
 

 
 

                                                        
10 Casper David Friedrich’s, “Two Men Contemplation the Moon”, 1824 
11 Jeff Greenberg, “Full Moon over Manhattan with Hudson River in View” 



Convolute 1.6 
“In the full sense of the Indo-European root of the word ‘dwelling’, meaning ‘to raise amidst clouds’, this was man’s world: the 
embodiment of myth, devoid of ‘logical’ mediation and totally immediate; its architecture was not the product of an abstract 

geometrical design.12  Once the industrial revolution arrives, ritual value is replaced by city planning. City becomes 
embodiment of technological parameters. The city and theater.  

 
“All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players: they have their exits and their entrances; and one man in 

his time plays many parts, his acts being seven ages.”13 
 

But now man can be a passive spectator, a flâneur, but no longer an actor.14 Today we have “specializations”. The humanities 
are separate from the sciences. Logic and professionalism replaces play-acting. Haussmann transformed medieval Paris to a 

city subjected to the private order. A gridiron plan transformed the city, just as the transformation of New York in the 
nineteenth century. Paris became the modern city, then New York, now both are relics to past modernity. The push of 

modernity negated the public imagination, but metropolitan architecture will rely on this imagination. It is one of the tactics of 
the user in the twenty-first century.  

 
“The image, the imagined, the imaginary—these are all terms that direct us to something critical and new in global cultural 

processes: the imagination as a social practice. No longer mere fantasy (opium for the masses whose real work is elsewhere), 
no longer simple escape (from a world defined principally by more concrete purposes and structures), no longer elite pastime 
(thus not relevant to the lives of ordinary people), and no longer mere contemplation (irrelevant for new forms of desire and 
subjectivity), the imagination has become an organized field of social practices, a form of work (in the sense of both labor and 

culturally organized practice), and a form of negotiation between sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined fields of 
possibility.”15 

 
 
 

                                                        
12 Gomez, 15. 
13 William Shakespeare 
14 Gomez, 14. 
15 Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 31.  



Convolute 1.7  
 

“One day, in an excess of terror, they accused him of having created a desert in the very center of Paris! That desert was the 
Boulevard Sébastopol…The avenues cut were entirely arbitrary: they were not based on strict deductions of the science of 

town planning. The measure he took was of a financial military character.” –Le Corbusier16  
 

Le Corbusier explained the ideal for Manhattan through the Ville Radieuse. The city would contain great obelisk, far apart, so 
that the city would have space and light and air and order. “A hundred times I have thought: New York is a catastrophe, and 

fifty times it is a beautiful catastrophe.”17 
 

Rem Koolhaas: Manhattan is “the 20th century’s Rosetta Stone.”18 
 

“Haussmann’s predilection for perspective, for long open vistas, represents an attempt to dictate art forms to technology (the 
technology of city planning). This always results in kitsch.”19 

 
The “grid plan” approved be state legislature in 1811 was assembled by Commission made up of Governor Morris, Simeon De 
Witt, and John Rutherford. It divided land above Fourteenth Street and into Washington Heights. The triumph of the straight 

line- Broadway crossing New York. With numbered streets, the everyday became measured. “The commissioners who 
committed New York to the rectangular plan incurred a grave responsibility. They mortgaged the future. Modern New York is 

their handiwork ne varietur. For a task of that sort men of genius were needed—men able to foresee the city’s immense 
growth, and imbued with a strong sense of the beauty which cities ought to have. Unhappily, they were simply engineers—

men devoid of all imagination. Their work proves only too clearly that they also lacked intelligence.”20 
 

George Marsh: Civilization destroys landscape. Is New York a city of power or city or architecture? 
 

                                                        
16 Le Corbusier, Urbanisme (Paris, 1925) pg. 149 and 250, reprinted in Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, 124 Convolute E.  
17 Le Corbusier, When the Cathedrals Were White (New York: Reynal &Hitchcock, 1947). 
18 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York… 
19 Benjamin, 126 [E2A,7].  
20 Kenneth T. Jackson and David S. Dunbar, Eds. Empire City: New York Through the Centuries (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 438. 



 
 

Manhattan Map #3- 1811 Grid Plan, retrieved from http://www.mbpo.orgblog_details.asp?id=53 December 14th, 2010.  

http://www.mbpo.orgblog_details.asp/?id=53


 
 
 

 
 

View of Park Avenue looking north from 73rd Street, 1965, Associated Press 



Convolute 1.8 
 
“The syncopation between plan and elevation, the counterpoint between Manhattan reticulated street and grid and its 
exorbitant façades, has been disciplined. Architecture and urbanism are becoming almost one. The skyscraper has become an 
extrusion from the ground plane, the single building a metonym of the city, Midtown Manhattan is being transformed into a 
continuous monument.”21Architecture is Urbanism. Architecture of the city can be rewritten to The City of Architecture.  

 
Era of Muloch. Mid-century architecture promotes the International Style. Ginsberg writes, “…who were burned alive in their 
innocent flannel suits on Madison Avenue amid blasts of leaden verse & the tanked-up clatter of the iron regiments of fashion 
& the nitroglycerine shrieks of the fairies of advertising & the mustard gas of sinister intelligent editors, or were run down by 

the drunken taxicabs of Absolute Reality.”22 American dream houses all in a row at Levittown. 
 

In 1957 Connecticut General Life Insurance Co. moves to Bloomfield, CT away from bustling Harford. They can’t stand the iron 
congestion. Horizontal works better than verticality for paper processing. Gordon Bunshaft creates a Modern work oasis 

complete with tennis court, spa, grocery store, and movie theater. Florence Knoll designs he interiors.  
 
 

Lever House, designed in 1949-1952 by Gordon Bunshaft Grandfather of the skyscraper. This becomes a mark of sophisticated 
mid-century urbanism. Mid-century Manhattan engenders pervasive beauty through symmetry and corporate lifestyle.  

 
Adorno on the relation of high art to popular culture can be applied here: “Both [modernism and mass culture] bear the 

stigmata of capitalism. Both contain elements of change. They are torn halves of an integral freedom to which, however, they 
do not add up.”23 Can architecture ever fulfill a totality of truth and freedom? Under capitalism will remain irreconcilable torn 

halves, the system has produced a culture perpetually set against itself, both producing ideology and truth found in reality. 
They exist simultaneously together.  

 

                                                        
21 Joan Ockman, “Mid Century Manhattan”, Pater Madsen and Richard Plunz, The Urban Lifeworld: Formation, Perception, Representation (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2002), 180. 
22 Allen Ginsberg, Howl and Other Poems (San Francisco: City Lights Publishers, Reissue edition 2001), 16.  
23 Theodor W. Adorno, The Culture Industry (London: Routledge, 1991), 2.  



 
 

Lever House plaque: The mission of our company as William Hesketh Lever saw it is to make cleanliness commonplace to 
lessen work for women to foster health and contribute to personal attractiveness that life may be more enjoyable and 

rewarding for the people who use our products. It must always be about the products.  
 

The culture of the curtain wall. 
 
 

Marcel Breuer designed tubular steel frame chair when he was 23. Peter Blake wrote that Breuer believed that philosophy and  
art have much in common because they both deal with the art of living.  

 

                                                       
 

Wassily Chair No. B3 1925-27 
 
 



 
“The real impact of any work is the extent to which it unifies contrasting notions—the opposite points of view. I mean unifies 
and not compromises. This is what the Spaniards express so well with their motto from the bull fights: Sol y sombra, sun and 
shadow. Half the seats in the bull ring face the sun, the other half is in the shadow. They made a proverb out of it—“sun and 
shadow”—and they did not make it sun or shadow. For them, their whole life—its contrasts, its tensions, its excitement, its 

beauty—all this is contained in the proverb sol y sombra.”24 Marcel Breuer, Sun and Shadow, 1956. 
 
 
 

 
 

Jackson Pollock, Number 31, 1950 
Also perhaps Sol y Sombra? Better off to strive for reconciliation rather than unification 

                                                        
24 Marcel Breuer, Sun and Shadow: The Philosophy of an Architect (Michigan: Dodd, Mead, 1955).  



Ideal of conceptual art is the degree to which intervention can transform the structure into an act of communication. What in 
architecture can become a re-configuration? Conceptual art has the power to unrepress certain realities of the urban fabric. In 

the case of Gordon Matta-Clark, even a recapitulation of historical memory.  
 

 
 

Gordon Matt-Clark, Splitting, New York City, 1974 



 
 
 

Convolute 1.9  
 

Oswald Mathias Ungers writes about architecture of the collective memory by looking at Invisible Cities by Italo Calvino. 
Ungers explains the always something lying ahead, even if it is was the past. He writes, “The foreignness of what you no longer 

are or no longer possess lies in wait for you in foreign unopposed places.”25 
 

“This city which cannot be expunged from the mind is like an armature, a honeycomb in whose cells each of us can place the 
things he wants to remember, names of famous men, virtues, numbers, vegetable and mineral classifications, dates of battles, 

constellations, parts of speech.”26 
 

Ungers describes the models of Plutrach and Hadrian as assembling the meaning of humanism comprising a complex 
ensemble of knowledge and faith, of reason, emotion and passion, of past and present.  Hadrian reassembled memories from 
travels around the empire in his country house at Tivoli near Rome. He collected replicas of classical monuments. To Ungers, 
Hadrian’s villa is the beginning of the age of classicism, highlighting the richness of cultures consecrated by the veneration of 

generations. It is the first evidence of an architecture of memory.27  A “miniaturized Universe”, a city instead of cabinet of 
curiosities. In this way as a villa of the past it also becomes to Ungers, a model for the future for it is a place filled with the 

memories of the collective. If extrapolated, can a metropolitan architecture have?  
 

“each place with its own character and identity competing with the place next to it, contradicting but also mutually enriching. 
It was a pluralist concept, every building placed, conceived, designed and built following its own rules and orders. Every part 

of the city a discovery, is designed as a unique location, it is an assembly of events, of pieces and fragments, conflicting, 
interacting, complementing and hence condensing the urban context.”28 

 

                                                        
25 Oswald Mathias Ungers, “Architecture of the collective memory,” 5.  
26 Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities (Orlando: Harcourt Books, 1972), 15.  
27 Ungers, 6.  
28 Ibid.  



Can Ungers description apply to the Bowery, 2010? 
 

Excavating Manhattan’s culture on the Bowery, the place I call Home, reveals a counter to the concept of a visionary space of 
coherent systems, from the concept of simplicity, and from the concept of homogeneity. Every morning I awake I look out my 

window and across the way are numerous wholesale chair and restaurant equipment shops that line the street. A new 
establishment, The Green Depot, an “environmental friendly” hardware and home store, is oddly placed between a few of 

them. We see the visible and tangible emergence of Sustainable industry, yet still next to the dominating excess of capitalism. 
What a fluidity of differences that passes on this street. Occasionally curtains will be drawn open to one of the brick buildings, 

where fashion photographer Terri Richardson has his studio. Sometimes one can glean the svelte bodies of male models 
posing for the camera or at least entering and exiting the studio. A few feet down is the new Charles Bank gallery exhibiting 

contemporary art visible through its shiny glass window façade? On the East side of the street, hip-hop club Katra pumps out 
base beats nightly serving as an enclave to young Black people on the Bowery. The unfriendly reminder of forgotten poverty 

pulses through the Bowery Mission literally at my doorstep. Seemingly without any recognition, the monumental, New 
Museum and skyscraper of Sperone Westwater are situated next to the mission, serving as attractive pockets of wealth and an 

unpleasant reminder of how far removed these homeless people are. Around the corner the restaurant Freeman’s, a new-
Antiquarian bubble covered in taxidermy and charm of a bygone era.  The mission statement of the New Museum, “New Art, 
New Ideas” serves as a sharp contradiction to its being on the Bowery, where little new ideas have come to rectify the poor 

Bowery Mission. 
 

Ungers writes, “The museum complex reassembles historical antecedents, memories, and events of the city or of places related 
to the objects to be exhibited. The museum is conceived as a ‘city of the mind’ in which places from the past are projected into 

a visionary future. 29 
 

How are archetypes, primeval images, and the past common to all men or contained in the collective, when represented on the 
Bowery we see the morphology of a street that changes according to where the money flows, not by experience of that place. 

The homeless are forced to retrieve welfare next to the wealthy institutions. Yet the street does represent transformation, 
realities, disaster, and fragments which co-exist.  

 

                                                        
29 Ungers, 9.  



In 1826 the Bowery Theater opened between Bayard Street and Canal pioneering the theater as a popular form of New York 
entertainment. By 1840 the street was a working-class district. New York types such as “bhoy and bgal” populated the area. 

Generally Irish in origin, soon immigration that spread into Manhattan included Germans, Italians, Jews that added to the mix. 
The bowery was the place of odd smells, different languages, and commercial activity. Perceived opposite of Broadway. In 

1852 a New York Times article stated: “The Bowery mud is not a bit deeper, but fouler than the Broadway. The bricks falling 
from new building in the Bowery are not so frequent, but they strike harder”.30 

 
Bowery was a show, still is a show? It appears similar to other parts of New York, with its inclination to the future and less 
respect of history. The persistence of the city is revealed on the Bowery. There is culture on the Bowery, different tastes, 

desire, different countries, but at the same time we see the achievement of those in power. Permanence of history is partially 
respected on the Bowery, but simultaneously does not seem to be on the agenda. Is it avoided because artifacts isolated 

become pathological? 
 
 
 

 
Dean Kaufman, New Museum on Bowery. 

                                                                    

                                                        
30 David Freeland, Automats, Taxi Dances, and Vaudeville: Excavating Manhattan’s Lost Places of Leisure (New York and London: New York university 
Press, 2009, 2.  


