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ABSTRACT

During the nineteenth century, the Island of Matdratvas transformed into a
physical representation of the Cartesian coordisgttem via the development of the
grid street plan. In this study, | examine the ¢togehind proposing and opposing the grid
plan, while also exploring the “mechanics” (i.echriques or procedures) of inscribing a
conceptual framework into the material landscap@ndydiscourse analysis, | argue that
in addition to the enhancement of real estate gahrel economic efficiency, the grid’s
designers also sought to create a disciplined dipul to suit the needs of the emerging
capitalist economy of the American Empire. The @ptes of surveying—the “rules of
symmetry” and the use of “algebraic characters,” particular—were thought to
discipline the mind such that one would take “tloeirse which reason indicates.” Not
only was the logic of surveying the conceptual $dsr designing the grid plan, the
surveying process also served as the principal amsim for physically inscribing the
Cartesian coordinate system into the Manhattarsizayzk.

The development of the grid was a means by whackimplify, or “rationalize,”
the landscape through the process of spatiallygeeozing the world to fit the logic of
geometrical regularity. Imposing this mathematicatler on the landscape had a
profound impact on the environmental history of N&wrk City, as much of the
environmental variation on Manhattan Island waslitetated” to make way for the
homogenizing dictates of the grid. The developnudrihe grid, therefore, is central to
Manhattan’s environmental history, and this stuslyaipreliminary exploration of the
material and conceptual processes responsiblehtorationalization of the Manhattan

landscape.
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PREFACE

Although | conducted most of the research whiel in Manhattan during the
summer of 2001, | wrote the majority of this thesadter the World Trade
Center/Pentagon attacks of Septembéf aflan admittedly “comfortable” distance in
central Pennsylvania. Like most Americans, | wasptiedistressed by the horrific events
of that day. Here was a blatant attack on U.S. inege, symbolically targeted at the
centers of economic and military power. Since limmrmany ways a beneficiary of U.S.
global power, | could not help but feel personaitiacked by anyone who challenged the
status quo. Yet, it was also clear that the UnBémtes was no “innocent victim,” as its
imperial legacy shapes its current configuratiomaiis so startling when comparing the
present crisis with the early nineteenth centuoyyvéwer, is that the activities currently
under attack—the accumulation of wealth and thesclation of power—were
precisely the same activities that provided theeatup for rationalizing the Manhattan
landscape into a grid some two centuries ago.

The designers of the grid longed for the day whestgrity would look back with
“grateful exultation” at what the Street Commiss@p&Gouverneur Morris (who was also
the author of the final draft of the U.S. Constan) quite frankly called “the day-dawn
of our empire.” The Street Commissioners who dexigthe Manhattan grid saw
themselves as laying the politico-economic fouratetiof the American Empire. It is an
interesting twist of fate that at precisely the samme that the United States is the most
powerful country in the world—with New York City asts main economic

headquarters—its citizens no longer seem to rezeghiat they are, in fact, the products



of Morris’ imperial vision. It is my hope that tipgesent study will shed some light on the
historical processes that led to the remaking efwhorld in the pursuit of wealth and

power, which are the prerequisites of what is comgnknown as “freedom.”

Reuben Skye Rose-Redwood
State College, Pennsylvania
April 2002
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disagreeable consequences will attend

them.- Common Council minutes 1786.
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1. INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

Amid life’s wreck, we struggle to secure
Some floating fragment from oblivion’s wave:
We pant for somewhat that may still endure,
And snatch at least a shadow from the grave.

—Clement Clarke Moor&oemg1844)

One Last Glimpse Before Oblivion: A Bicycle Excursan

In the fall of 1897, James Reuel Smith began ridirmcycle around the Island of
Manhattan looking for any remaining springs andlsvaebt yet, as he put it, “covered
with the stone and metal hives of humanityde likened himself to an explorer, who
yearned for the “charm and enjoyment of a questclwhjields in a measure the
excitement of a voyage of discovery.3mith knew quite well that as the tide of
urbanization swept northward up the island, hisowed “picturesque surroundings”
would soon be a thing of the past, or relegatedesignated “park” areas for public
consumption. He therefore took it upon himself teticulously document any and all
watercourses he could find, and the result wassthpmously published boolprings
and Wells of Manhattan and the Bronx: New York @itythe End of the Nineteenth
Century (1938). In the first paragraph of the introducti@mith notes that the city’s
“progress” threatens to completely reconfigureMenhattan landscape: “. . . as with the
very rapid progress of the City, especially durihg last decade, springs and other
natural features of the landscape are disappe&ong sight with such celerity that it is

merely a matter of months when there will be nohatever left in view upon Manhattan

! Smith (1938)Springs and Wells of Manhattan and the Bronx: Newk City at the End of the Nineteenth
Century New York: New-York Historical Society, xiii.

% lbid., xiv.

® Ibid.



Island.” While perhaps exaggerating a bit, Smith was indegéiessing the most
tumultuous environmental transformation of the Mattdn landscape since the last Ice
Age?

Yet, the land that Smith saw disappearing was nmewal wilderness. Long
before European colonization, the Algonquin-spegkirenape Indians inhabited the
Island of Manhattan, growing maize (corn), beam&l @arious other crops while also
establishing a network of trails to connect theglivated areas with habitation sites
throughout the regiof.lIt is especially important to recall that the Lpeainhabited
Manhattan Island before Europeans settled in tha, drecause studies focusing on the
development of the Manhattan grid often fail to ti@mthis fact altogetherBy ignoring
the Indian presence, it can then simply be conduttat “most of the island was
unsettled” and in a state of “wilderness” before tjrid was superimposed upon the
landscapé.

Smith, on the other hand, continuously notes tledics” of Manhattan’s Indian

past. While walking through Inwood Hill in northeManhattan during the summer of

1898, he met the son of an old boatman who “sagsribt far from here were found

* Ibid., xiii.

® In the Foreword to Smith’s book, the CommitteeRarblications remarks that by the time of publicatio
in 1938, a mere three years after Smith’s deathmbst all of the springs and wells which Mr. Smith
described have been obliterated, and their suriogachave been changed completely in the intergenin
forty years.” Ibid., vi.

® Burrows and Wallace (1999fotham: A History of New York City to 189Bew York: Oxford
University Press, 5-9.

" Shanor (1982)New York's Paper Streets: Proposals to Relieve 1B#1 Gridiron Plan Columbia
University, Master’'s thesis; Marcuse (1987), “ThédGas City Plan: New York City and Laissez-Faire
Planning in the Nineteenth Centurylanning Perspective®, 287-310; Spann (1988), “The Greatest Grid:
The New York Plan of 1811,Two Centuries of American Planning§chaffer. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 11-39.

8 ShanorNew York's Paper Street$. A draft of Shanor’s thesis was published aiutnbia University’s
New York Neighborhood Studies History Project seaed the page numbers are different. In this study
shall use the page numbers from the official thesis



battle axes and other relics, and a cave that bad ade by Indian brave$This cave,
however, was no longer visible as “There had belmdslide, and hundreds of tons of
stone concealed the plac8. But, at the intersection of 194Street and 10 Avenue
(Amsterdam Avenue), Smith recalls that “there feuntain that is known traditionally as
having been a favorite with the red man, and wiscstill spoken of by the old residents
thereabouts as the ‘Indian Spring*This particular spring was so popular with “former
white generations” who believed it “possess[ed] addable potency in the cure of
stomach troubles” that as late as 1887 “people nfitden-mile journeys . . . to obtain
its waters for their supposed medicinal propeittésBy the end of the nineteenth
century, the northern part of Manhattan—where iealtlof the remaining watercourses
were found—had what Smith refers to as “quite audbodin appearance” in some
locations with “houses hereabouts . . . all surdaahby considerable plots of ground,”
while farmlands still dominated other aréas.

On May 13, 1898, Smith was bicycling around We<t"8treet near the Hudson
River and noticed that “Cocks are crowing, wilddsirare singing in the numerous tall

shade trees, and a cat and her kitten are stradlayt . . . . McCann’s goat, from the

® Smith, Springs and Wells160.

1% pid.

“1pid., 55.

12 bid.

13 |bid., 76-8. It should be noted, however, thatr¢heere also various industrial factories in uptown
Manhattan, as Blackmar and Rosenzweig correctintpmiit: “Wealthy New Yorkers who built country
estates along both rivers shores in upper Manhateae never more than a small minority of the uptow
population, though their social prominence—andgft@minence of their dwellings—rendered them much
more visible in both contemporary and historicai@mts. In 1855 at least twenty-three hundred imidlis
workers in the ‘rural’ districts toiled in sixty-fm mostly small shops, including fourteen carriagad
coach-making establishments and various ‘nuisandesiries’ (soap, wax, paint, match, chemical, and
bone-boiling plants). The uptown farms and gardeese also small; only the northernmost cornersef t
island retained intensive agriculture, with a tathlperhaps a thousand acres actively cultivatecdéds,
potatoes, turnips, and other crops. Uptown Manhaitas, thus, less agricultural and more industhiah
standard accounts suggest.” Blackmar and Rosenz{#8i@p), The Park and the People: A History of
Central Park New York: Henry Holt and Co., 61-2.



Boulevard [Broadway], is climbing about the rocksldy, and adding to the Alpine
nature of the scené®All of this, Smith lamented, was soon to be “driv@way by the
armies of street openers and . . . buildétsafter all, the Dutch farmer Mr. Fuer had
recently experienced the disorienting effects #radued from the construction of East
78" Street: “People from all about the neighborhoodemeont to come to [Mr. Fuer's
well] for water. But the well went dry when . .8%7Street was cut through the high bluff
extending along the East River, leaving his camstié farm ‘in the air.” Mr. Fuer has lived
on and cultivated his ‘sky-farm’ for thirty-severars.*® Fuer was not the only one left
“in the air” as streets and avenues were cut thrdbg hills. Smith takes note of the fact
that street grades (i.e. slopes or elevationshafteé not correspond with the elevations of
surrounding properties, yet he implies that those plots above the streatleywould
eventually be leveled just as land “below the pnesevel of the street and Avenue . . . is
being rapidly filled in and built uport®

Through the course of his travels, James Smith tiiiksh the major factor

19 of the Manhattan

responsible for what we might call “The Great Tfan®ation
landscape: the implementation of the grid streah palso known as the Commissioners’
Plan of 1811, which required that the pre-existiogography of Manhattan Island be

leveled to create a generally flat, uniform surfapen which a grid of numerically-coded

14 Smith,Springs and Wel|s78-80.

Y 1pid., 127.

®Ipid., 27.

" For instance, Smith informs us that “f43treet, now opened, is so much above the leviieofround
that it is about opposite the second story windoWwthe fine large, three-story white stone housetan
Archibald Watt estate.” Ibid., 75.

¥ bid., 55.

¥ The economic historian Karl Polanyi uses the phréBhe Great Transformation” to describe the
politico-economic upheavals that gave rise to maikeralism. | have adapted Polanyi's phrase ferreo
the environmental transformation in New York Cihat resulted from the development of the grid $tree
system, which facilitated the expansion of the tdigt world market during the nineteenth centiBge
Polanyi (2001),The Great Transformation: The Political and Econorfirigins of Our Times[1944],
Boston: Beacon Press.



streets and avenues could be established. Smithr&atbupon his bicycle expedition at
the end of this Great Transformation, nearly a centuryemafthe grid plan was first
adopted by the Common Council (precursor to tod&jtg Council) and sanctioned by
the New York State Legislature. In fact, the oraiplan adopted in 1811 only extended
to 158" Street, whereas by 1897, Smith is taking us td"Sbeet and beyorfd.

A year after Smith’'s book was published, R. H. &atl gave a speech to the
New-York Historical Society in which he mocked teographical knowledge of current
New York City residents. “Nor does the bulk of tpepulation today,” exclaimed
Gallatin, “have any conception of the geographstdry or topographic history of this
Island. | suppose they think that Broadway andhFAfvenue and Central Park West were
laid out by Christopher Columbus! (Laughtet}.Smith himself had witnessed this loss
of local knowledge firsthand on his many bicyclecasions: “it was a common
occurrence to meet city people who had lived fargewithin a few blocks of a spring,
who either never knew of it or hdorgottenits location.?

The pre-grid Manhattan landscape was, it seemeth@nerge of literally being
swept off into some dark oblivion—both materiallydaconceptually—with only relics
surviving in the city’s parklands “on display,” @asvere, to inform the public about what
Manhattan used to be like in some mythical timenprual. Even Smith admitted the
bittersweet joy and “pathetic interest aroused bynething pleasureable which will
shortly cease to exist” Like a dutiful Western anthropologist documentthg cultural

heritage of a group bound for extinctias a result oMWesternization, Smith offers the

20 Smith, Springs and Wel|sL33.

2 Gallatin (1939),Dedication Ceremonies, New York Historical Sociigcellaneous Speeches, March
30, 1939 Collection of the New-York Historical Society0.

22 Smith, Springs and Wel|sciv, emphasis added.

2 |bid., xiv.




world its last glimpse of a Manhattan with “all teeldness of a place far out in the
country” where the water “bubble[d] up freely likkampagne” before it was ultimately
“obliterated” to make way for those mysterious fstoand metal hives of humanity”

within which even Smith was an inhabitaft.

A Sketch of the Present Project: Some Questions €@onsider

As is evident from Smith’s narrative, the devel@mmnof the grid street system
had a profound impact on the environmental hisafriNew York City?®> Manhattan’s
topography was never to be the same after the &srii street openers” marched across
the island during the nineteenth century, leveliegrly everything in their path to make
way for the grid. The pre-grid Manhattan landsceas notabula rasa and in addition
to the leveling of hills and filling of wetlands @rstreams, a considerable number of
buildings were demolished while the “irregularitie®f meandering roads and
unsystematically delineated property boundaries ewécorrected” by the grid’s
uniformity. By superimposing abstract geometricaini upon the island, the grid, in
effect, “rationalized” the landscape with the psgmn of Cartesian logic. This process of
material rationalization changed forever the faicéhis all-too-human Empire City.

While some have viewed the implementation of thed golan and the
environmental history of New York City—two processahat are intimately

intertwined—as a story of degradation and decline,development of the grid has also

> 1bid., vi, xiii, 98, and 144.

% The term New York City, or the City of New Yorleferred only to Manhattan until the five boroughs
were consolidated in 1898. Since this study is grily concerned with the nineteenth century, or-pre
consolidation period, | shall use the terms Newky®ity and Manhattan interchangeably.



been praised as a manifestation of progress antbirement® But, as environmental
historian Edmund Russell rightly notes, althougle ‘wvay tend to tell stories of progress
or decline . . . life is a mixture of the tw6”"The purpose of the present study, therefore,
is not merely to criticize or extol the grid plamdathose landscape transformations
associated with its implementation—such a polemioulet hardly enhance our
knowledge of the processes involved. Rather, mynrgaal is to analyze the “logic” and
“mechanics” behind the rationalization of the Mattdwa landscape while also examining
resistance to such socio-spatial organization.

While there have been a number of important stuthgarding the Manhattan
grid published in recent years (see Chapter 2)ddorental questions concerning the
rationale and significance of the grid have yebéoanswered satisfactorily—some such
guestions have not yet even bessked What, for instance, are we to make of the
resemblance between the Manhattan grid, with itgixnaf numerically-coded streets

and avenues, and the Cartesian coordinate systignréFL.1)%® The current historical

% For narratives of the grid-as-degradation, seeki#in(1911), “Mitigating the ‘Gridiron’ Street Plan
Some Good Effects Achieved in New York Cittchitectural RecordViay, 379-96; Olmsted (1971),
Civilizing American Cities: A Selection of Fredéricaw Olmsted's Writings on City Landscapedited by
S.B. Sutton, Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 43-51. faoratives of the grid-as-improvement, see Randel
(1864), “City of New York, north of Canal street, 1808 to 1821,/’Manual of the Common Council of
New York {(Valentine's Manual9, Valentine. New York, 847-56; Bolton (1928)he Path of Progress
New York: Kalkhoff Company.

2 Russell (1996), “Speaking of Annihilation’: Moking for War against Human and Insect Enemies,
1914-1945," Journal of American Histony82 (4), 1510. For an insightful examination of thee usf
narratives of progress and decline in historicguiry, see Cronon (1992), “A Place for Stories: iNat
History, and Narrative,Journal of American History8 (March), 1347-76.

% By “Cartesian coordinate system,” | simply meaa ttonceptual matrix formed by the perpendicular
intersection of two axes (generally an x and y )axi§ quantified variables that are divided into
standardized, numerical units. The length betwesits ummay be the same on each axis or they may be
different, resulting in a square and rectilineattgra, respectively. Cartesian coordinate systéhesefore,
can form both square and rectangular matrices dipgmon the unit lengths of each axis (When appiced

a three-dimensional surface, such as the systdatitfde/longitude, various other shapes are ptssib
well). When drawn on graph paper, a matrix is fatnéereby one can determine the “coordinates” (x,y)
of any point within this numerically-coded grid. 8 Cartesian coordinate system is more than simply a
and y axis. Rather, these axes provide an originpaseline, for an infinite series of intersecting
perpendicular lines, which together form a numdisieeoded grid.



and urban planning literature does not even posle awguestion. Yet, if one is to explain

on a very basic level what the Manhattan grid “espnts,” it seems essential to me that
such a question be explicitly addressed. My cepi@inise is that the Manhattan grid is a
physical representation, or “material replicationf’ the Cartesian coordinate system
(Figure 1.2).

While historians and urban planners tend to igribig aspect of the Manhattan
grid, mathematicians and scientists often see Hrallpls between numerically-coded
grid street systems and the Cartesian coordinatersy® In fact, some mathematicians
even use the grid street system as an analogyplaiexhe Cartesian coordinate system
to the general public. In his classMen in Mathematics: The Lives and Achievements of
the Great Mathematicians from Zeno to Poinct®86 [1937]), E.T. Bell describes
Descartes’ coordinate system thus:

The basic idea, like all the really great thingsmathematics, is simple to the

point of obviousness. Lay down any two interseclings on a plane. Without

loss of generality we may assume that the lineatrght angles to one another.

Imagine now a city laid out on the American planthwavenues running north

and south, streets east and west. The whole plmeviaid out with respect to

oneavenue ananestreet, called thaxes which intersect in what is called the
origin, from which street-avenue numbers are read cotisegu. . . . The
avenue-number and street-number, with the necessaplements of smaller
numbers [i.e. address numbers] . . . enable usctdefiinitely and uniquely the
position of anypoint whatever with respect to thexes by giving thepair of
numbers which measure gast or wesand itsnorth or southfrom theaxes this

pair of numbers is called tlordinatesf the point (with respect to the axé8).

Compare Bell’s description of the grid street systeith Motz and Weaver’s explanation

% For instance, see Bell (1986)en of Mathematics: The Lives and AchievementseoGreat
Mathematicians from Zeno to Poincaf@937], New York: Simon & Schuster, 52-5; Bohnddfeat
(2000),Science, Order, and Creativjt}1987], New York: Routledge.

% Bell, Men of Mathematigss2-3.



A Typical Cartesian Coordinate System
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Figure 1.1: A typical Cartesian coordinate system
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Figure 1.2: The Manhattan grid as Cartesian cooatssystem




of the Cartesian coordinate system:

[G]eometry requires a two-dimensional manifold tsat tdescribing the position of
any point on this manifold requires two numbers put differently, two
coordinates. Descartes began by laying off two mliytyperpendicular lines on
the plane—one horizontal and the other vertical—detining the point 0 of
intersection of these two lines as the “origintleé coordinate system. He called
the two intersecting lines the coordinate axes isfdoordinate system, which,
since then, has been called a “rectangular’ (rigingle) Cartesian coordinate
system. The position of any point on the plane pec#ied in this kind of
coordinate system by assigning two numbers to thiatpone of which is its
perpendicular distance, on an arbitrary scale, foora of the perpendicular axes
and the other of which is its perpendicular diseaftom the other axis. Descartes
designated the horizontal axis as khaxis . . . and the vertical axis as thaxis

. . .. The position of a point in such a coordingaystem is then specified by its
two coordinatex andy, written as (x,y)*

The extraordinary similarity between numericallyded grid street systems and the
Cartesian coordinate system, therefore, has na gaonoticed by mathematicians. While
they are generally concerned with using the gridestsystem as a pedagogical device to
describe Descartes’ analytical geometry, mathemaschave not made it their task to
address the fundamental question of how it is thaticular landscapes (such as
Manhattan Island) were converted into materialicagibns of the Cartesian coordinate
system.
This issue is not helped by the physicists Bohrd Beat's exploration of the
relationship between grid street systems and thees€lan grid:
Some cities, such as New York, have regular gridgreets and avenues. In such
cities the order of a grid fits harmoniously inte tactivity of walking through the
city. But in a city of a more complex order, lik@rdon, such an imagined grid
does not fit, and to continue its use, as a vidsitom the United States may
attempt to do, will lead only to confusion and trasion. In the case in which the
grid pattern provides a satisfactory order forakgvity of wandering through the
city then it could be said to correspond to realByt as this correspondence

begins to fail, the walker will be alerted to theed for new acts of perception-
communication and the creation of new orders. Gleaw one order will cover

31 Motz and Weaver (1993 he Story of Mathematichlew York: Avon Books, 107.
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the whole of human experience, and as contextsggehamders must be constantly
created and modified.
The example of the order of the grid was not chdsechance, for in its
form, as the Cartesian grid or coordinate systémmas dominated the basic order
of physical reality for the past three hundred geém many cases the Cartesian
grid worked well, in the sense that it led to a em@mt activity and thus
corresponds to reality fairly wetf.
While Bohm and Peat should be commended for viewvihmg Manhattan grid as a
Cartesian coordinate system, there seems to befastan here concerning the mediation
between conceptual frameworks and material realibhey neglect to mention the fact
that the sole reason that the imaginary Cartesi@hiig people’s minds “corresponds to
reality” is because that very same conceptual freonle had previously been inscribed
into the landscape in the first place. In otherdgpr'material reality” was converted into
a physical representation of the Cartesian cootelisgstem, and this is the only reason
that the Cartesian grid “could be said to corresporreality.”

The landscape was converted into a materializetcemmual framework, by
which | essentially mean that the lens through wipeople—government surveyors, in

particular—viewed the world was physically inscdbato the Manhattan landscape. The

logic of the Manhattan grid, therefore, is unquesbly Cartesiaf® Recognizing that

32 Bohm and PeaScience, Order, and Creativjt§20-1.

% Grid street systems have been constructed foudestin many different cultural contexts and aoé n
merely an “invention” of the European Enlightenmenthe West alone. The grid pattern in and offfitse
therefore, cannot always be characterized as “Slarté For a critique of ethnocentric accounts fud t
origins of the grid street pattern, see Kornha(&és4), “Common Imprints on the Landscapes of Japan
and America: Invention or Diffusion?Asian Profile12 (5), 465-72. The fact that the streets and avenues
of the Manhattan grid plan were not only perpendicbut alsogiven numerical names in consecutive
order leads me to describe the Manhattan grid as “dartésOne of Descartes’ major innovations, as is
well known, was the synthesis of algebra and geomeind the basis of this new approach was the
coordinate system, which has been hailed by hésteriof mathematics as “perhaps the single most
important theoretical construct in the evolutiontioéoretical physics as well as mathematics.” Se¢zM
and WeaverThe Story of Mathematic406. The marriage of algebraic characters withnggrical form,
therefore, differentiates Cartesian grid streettesys from their non-Cartesian counterparts, if by
“Cartesian” we mean street systems designed asrnoaheoordinate systems. This is, of course, heat
strict definition of what it means to be classifizgl “Cartesian.” Descartes also had a strong meder, in

his own words, for “well-ordered towns that an ewgir lays out on a vacant plane.” See Scott (1998),
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the Manhattan grid is a physical representationthef Cartesian coordinate system,
however, is only the beginning. To make such astanht begs the question: what was
the ultimate goal of transforming the landscape mtmaterialized Cartesian coordinate
system? Were the Street Commissioners who desigmedyrid solely interested in
maximizing economic utility and serving the realads interests of their day or did they
seek to enhance the government’s ability to moni®rhuman subjects and control
environmental processes? What type of politico-eatn effects did the designers of the
plan hope that the grid would achieve and what tgpecitizenry did the Street
Commissioners seek to create through their pra@espatial reorganization? What role
did science and religion play in the decision-mgkiorocess? Did a discourse on
aesthetics emerge in the debate over the grid®, H®wv did proponents and opponents of
the grid articulate the relationship between beautst utility? And lastly, how did the
decision to utilize the grid plan relate to the g@h geo-political objectives of what |
shall call, with good reason, the “American Emphérhese are some of the questions
that | seek to answer in order to gain a betteretstednding of the “logic” behind the
Manhattan grid.

Another important component of this study is to ke the “mechanics” of
rationalizing the landscape. In other words, whethhiques and procedures made it
possible to project a conceptual framework ontddhelscape? The passage of state laws

was, of course, a prerequisite for providing a sarfdegitimacy to the whole enterprise

Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to ImpttoeweHuman Condition Have Failetlew Haven:
Yale University Press, 55. The term “Cartesian’ofen used to describe this ethos of order and its
manifestation in any landscape laid out in a “veeliered” rectilinear fashion. While such a
characterization has some merit, it obscures thdamental element that distinguishes many modedn gr
street systems from their predecessors, i.e. thihegis of algebra and rectilinear geometry whiaiviges

the symbolic order of the Cartesianized landscape.
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while the actual physical transformation was laygebnducted by construction crews
throughout the nineteenth century. Yet, it is mpteation that the process of surveying
the landscape is key to understanding the mechahjm®jecting conceptual frameworks
onto the material world. Analyzing the surveyingogess, therefore, can help us
understand how conceptual frameworks (ways of getfie world) can shape material
practices (ways of transforming the world). Matepaactice, of course, also plays a
decisive role in influencing ways of seeing, as Maever grew weary of pointing otit.
Yet, whatever the material causes, the actual &csuoveying was the principal
mechanism for inscribifg the Cartesian coordinate system into the Manhattan
landscape. | therefore examine the surveying psocasd its relation to the
materialization of thought and the rationalizatadrihe landscape.

One of the most fundamental, yet unstated, presongbdf the grid plan was that
it would literally “obliterate” nearly everythindnat stood in its path—clearing away the
“disorder” of the past to make way for an “improVégture. As might be expected, this
was not a politically neutral project, and thereravenany landowners—not to mention
streams, wetlands, hills, and so on—"in the waytha# grid. The third main component

of this study is an exploration of resistance @lttgic and development of the grid. How

3 Marx and Engels (1970The German Ideology1845], New York: International Publishers, 58.

% | use the term “inscribing” here to refer to the af attaching labels upon, and sometimes cartlinge
labels into, a physical entity to produce a matlized sign system. In Bruno Latour’s words, an
“inscription” is “A general term that refers to alie types of transformations through whigh entity
becomes materialized into a sjgan archive, a document, a piece of paper, a.ttdseally but not always
inscriptions are two-dimensional, superimposabhel, @ombinable.” Latour is mainly concerned with how
scientists convert material entities, such as astpinto numerically-coded sign systems whichttam be
“rendered as a diagram.” With the Manhattan grayéver, rather than merely being labeled, the rater
landscape itself was entirely refashioned and chme into such a materialized sign system. For an
illuminating examination of the process of insdopt see Latour (1999Randora's Hope: Essays on the
Reality of Science StudjeSambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 24{@0the above quotes, see
pages 306 and 43, emphasis added. Also, see LE®AT), Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists
and Engineers through Socief987], Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Pyégs70.
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did opponents of the grid make their case? Werg éwer successful in resisting the
logic of linearity?

In sum, my main objective is to analyze tlmgic and mechanicsof, and
resistanceto, the rationalization of the Manhattan landscaleethe grid. These are the
three axes that make up the “coordinate systemthef present study. Where other
scholars have only superficially discussed the eébtt@ommissioners’ rationale for
choosing the grid plan (see Chapter 2 and 4), inenx@ their thought processes in more
depth using discourse analysis. While a comprekersucidation of the logic behind,
and resistance to, the Manhattan grid is certawolyreducible to a textual analysis of a
few “great men” and must take into account the ad/politico-economic forces at play
(a goals which is beyond the limited scope of thesent study and requires further
research), a good deal concerning the politico-eson aspirations of the timean be
gleaned from the various remarks by both the desgyof the grid and their early
critics*® which require considerable rumination and shetitlign larger theoretical
debates regarding modernity.

This study, therefore, is not simply a descriptngory of the Manhattan grid nor
is it intended to be a polemic either for or agathe grid. My intention is not to provide
an all-encompassing narrative of the grid’s develept. Instead, | have constructed a
theoretically explicit examination of the ratiorrtion of the Manhattan landscape.

Rather than brushing theoretical questions asidgiancritical manner, the engagement

% For a critique of historical accounts that presentonception of urban change as little more ttran
conscious design of a few individuals,” see GaroR),Concrete and Clay: Reworking Nature in New
York City Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 6. Whiledtheelopment of the Manhattan grid cannot
be reduced to the “single-minded genius” of the&tCommissioners who designed the plan, it woeld b
equally foolish to suppose that their thoughts antions had little impact on the design of Manhdsta
modern landscape.
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of theory is central to this study. As will becoraeident in subsequent chapters, the
designers of the grid plan superficially fit the ded of Max Weber's well-known
“Protestant ethic” thesis, yet | shall argue thatiM| Foucault’'s analysis of “disciplinary
power” and Friedrich Nietzsche’s notion of the ‘wtb power” together offer a
conceptual framework with greater explanatory pofeerunderstanding the process of
material rationalization in nineteenth-century Mattan.

To explore the mechanics of the surveying prod8aso Latour’s discussion of
“inscription” has proved especially helpful in seny as a framework for understanding
the mediation between thought and materiality. gjbantitative data resulting from the
cartographic surveys of the Manhattan landscapevbee conducted in preparation for
the grid—which have been consistently overlookedhistorians and urban planners
alike—also provide a means of quantifying the eltehmaterial obliteration. In an
attempt to move beyond vague characterizationb@pte-grid social landscape, | have
guantified the number and percentage of pre-grittlimgs that were in the middle of a
proposed street or avenue of the grid plan in otdeprovide greater specificity to
historical accounts of the impact that the grid bagre-existing social formations.

| have sought to provide a preliminary exploratafrtihe material and conceptual
processes related to the development of the Marhagtid by using a variety of
methodological approaches. If | employ discoursalymis to examine the logic of
proposing and opposing the grid, | also painstdkingse quantitative techniques to
examine the material “obstacles” that would havedd'overcome” if the grid plan was

to be implemented. If | attempt to provide a théoedly explicit interpretation of the
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“historical data,” | also recognize the importartbat myth plays in the recollection of
the past.

| would be the first to concede that this studgias a comprehensive examination
of the grid plan. | have, however, taken a trarggimary approach in an attempt to
enhance the depth of my analysis. To obtain sugithdd have limited my analysis
largely to the initial stages of the grid’s devetognt rather than providing a continuous
narrative spanning the entire period of the plamiplementation. Therefore, this study
should be seen not as the definitive word, buteraéis the “introductory remarks,” to the
larger project of constructing a transdisciplinahgoretically rigorous historical analysis

of the development of the Manhattan grid.

Answering Gallatin’s Call: The Beginnings of an Enwonmental

History of New York City

As alluded to earlier, the implementation of thel gplayed a key role in the
environmental history of New York City. The gridamsformed the Manhattan
landscape—its topography, hydrology, and (humamlogy—so dramatically that
Manhattan Island is now one of the most humanizedrenments on the face of the
Earth®’ The grid plan was, in essence, the blueprint f& making of Manhattan’s
modern landscape. In recent years, environmensabrians have become increasingly
aware of the importance of the city as a catalygneironmental change. The new field

of urban environmental history has given rise takvan both city-hinterland interaction

37 The Dutch architect Rem Koolhaas has remarkedMlamhattan represents a project whose program is
“to exist in a world totally fabricated by man.” Kihaas (1994)Delirious New York: A Retroactive
Manifesto for Manhattar{1978], New York: Monacelli Press, 10.
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and the internal socio-environmental dynamics witlthe city itself® Focusing
extensively on resource extraction, public headtig responses to pollution, relatively
few of these studies examine the topographicalamiscape, transformations that have
resulted from urbanization.

It would serve the environmental history communvsil to build upon the theme
of landscape transformation addressed in Whitemnll Kennedy’s classidoston: A
Topographical History(2000 [1959]), in which they document the levelwighills and
filing of Boston’'s Back Bay. As part of a recenvllection of essays on the
environmental history of St. Louis, Eric Sandwetakes a similar landscape-based
approach by exploring the socio-environmental dism@mms of constructing St. Louis’
street system during the nineteenth century. Asd®aiss rightly suggests, the
development of street systems is one of the masdidmental forces shaping urban
landscaped’ It is for this very reason that the developmenttta# grid is central to
understanding urban environmental change in nindteeentury Manhattan.

The environmental history of New York City, as witlany other cities, is still in
its infancy. During the 1980s and 1990s, howevenueber of important historical
studies on New York City’s waterfront and urbanrastructure (drinking water system,

sewers, etc.) were publish&One of the finest investigations of pressuresrasgonses

3 For example, see Cronon (199Mgture's Metropolis: Chicago and the Great Weéew York: W.W.
Norton & Co.; Rosen and Tarr (1994), “The Imporanaf an Urban Perspective in Environmental
History,” Journal of Urban History20 (3), 299-310.

39 Sandweiss (1997), “Paving St. Louis’s Streets: Emeironmental Origins of Social Fragmentation,”
Common Fields: An Environmental History of St. Isptdurley. St. Louis: Missouri Historical Society
Press, 90.

0 Moehring (1981)Public Works and the Patterns of Urban Real Estatewth in Manhattan, 1835-
1894 New York: Arno Press; Goldman (199Building New York's Sewers: Developing Mechanisis o
Urban ManagementWest Lafayette, Indiana: Purdue University Pr&sitenwieser (1999)Manhattan
Water-Bound: Manhattan's Waterfront from the Sesenth Century to the Present (second edition)
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to urbanization in Manhattan is Eugene Moehringisblic Works and the Patterns of
Urban Real Estate Growth in Manhatt&981), which examines nearly all of the major
public works projects conducted in nineteenth-ceniianhattan (including the grid) and
should be required reading for anyone interestedinderstanding the environmental
history of New York City. Equally important is Jos Goldman’8uilding New York’s
Sewers (1997), which documents the rise of the “technieapert” in municipal
policymaking during the nineteenth century.

As Goldman points out, the technical expert was seean ideally “apolitical”
actor who oversaw the “construction of a technycaimplex public-works project [that]
required decisions to be made without politicaluehce and on the basis of ‘objective’
scientific and engineering principle$-"The street commissioners and surveyors who
designed and implemented the grid plan were sutimieal experts, and the Cartesian
logic of the grid had an aura of “neutralit§"associated with supposedly “objective’
scientific and engineering principles.” Yet, thevel®pment of the grid was not merely a
technical act, despite the perceived “objectivigfid “neutrality” of its quantitative
legibility. Rather, the so-called technical expentsre, in fact, active participants of a
political program to completely reorganize the spatomposition of the Manhattan
landscape.

In his recently published bookioncrete and Clay: Reworking Nature in New
York City(2002), geographer Matthew Gandy examines theamskfall of technocratic

logic in municipal politics by rethinking the dewepiment of New York City’s water

[1987], Syracuse: Syracuse University Press; Koe@#00), Water for Gotham: A HistoryPrinceton:
Princeton University Press.

*1 Goldman Building New York's Sewers4.

2 Sennett (1990), “American Cities: the Grid Planl &ine Protestant Ethiclhternational Social Science
Journal42 (3), 284.

18



supply system, Central Park, the design of landstdpghways, and the environmental
justice struggles of the second half of the twehtaentury. Gandy challenges traditional
accounts of New York City’'s environmental history kexplicitly recognizing the
imperial legacy of the Empire Cify. Concrete and Clayoffers a provocative new
perspective on the environmental history of NewkY@ity, yet the themes it covers—
water, parks, public health, and trash—by no meaiaust the possible approaches to
urban environmental history.

Despite the central role that the grid plan playedransforming the Manhattan
landscape, environmental historians only pay lipvise to its importance, instead
focusing on the construction of an idealized “na@tun Central Park, the development of
water and sewer systems, and public health. Whaled$ is sensitive to the problematic
ambiguity of Central Park as “nature,” he nonetbelperpetuates this ambiguity by
maintaining that “An 843-acre strip of nature ciitiough the heart of Manhattan Island.
This is Central Park . .* Rather than continuing to use the all-too-ambiguaord
“nature” (whether in its crudest forms or in theually problematic Marxian terminology
of “first” and “second” nature), as most environrtarhistorians are prone to do, | have
consciously attempted to limit my use of this eatdanarily vague term, following the
seventeenth-century chemist Robert Boyle’s advedirid less ambiguous ways to

express one’s ided3While | am aware that the word “landscape” is ded in a mist of

3 Gandy,Concrete and Clayl8 and 153-86.

“1pid., 77.

“5 Boyle makes the following plea concerning the esitn that arises from the use of the word “nature”
“l can scarce forbear to tell you that | have ofteoked upon it as an unhappy thing, and prejubimigh

to philosophy and physic, that the word nature Hmgbn so frequently and yet so unskilfully emplgyed
both in books and in discourse, by all sorts of nlearned and illiterate. For the very great amitygaf
this term, and the promiscuous use men are womiade of it without sufficiently attending to itsfidgirent
significations, makes many of the expressions wheahey employ it . . . to be either not intelligghor not
proper or not true . . . . And | confess | coulcttidy wish that philosophers and other learned ifv@mom
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ambiguity all its owr?

| find it a more suitable term to describe thetigphaprocesses
occurring on the Earth’s surface, since it can aggjually to all points along urban-to-
rural gradients unlike the problematic “natufé.”

Rather than basing the practice of environmenttbhy on trying to incorporate
an illusory “nature” into human history as enviragmtal historian Donald Worster has
advocate®f (a goal which, by its very formulation, perpetsatthe human/nature
dichotomy), the examination of landscape transftionaas a central theme for
environmental history offers the possibility of lyrutranscending the human/nature
dichotomy that most environmental historians cargiio perpetuate, their rhetoric for
reconciliation notwithstanding. The environmental history of New York City need no
be confined to the city’s parklands, the water aed/age in its pipe systems, or the

spread of deadly pathogens such as the West Nils.Jrocusing only on these elements

of environmental change obscures the more fundahemstorical process that

the rest in time would follow) would, by common dtlgh perhaps tacit) consent, introduce some more
significant and less ambiguous terms and expressiorthe room of the too licentiously abused word
nature and the forms of speech that depend orr ityauld at least decline the use of it as much as
conveniently they can.” Boyle (1998), “A Free Emyuinto the Vulgarly Received Notion of Nature,”
Encompassing Nature: A Sourcebp§k686], Torrance. Washington, DC: Counterpoir9.8Boyle’s
elitist sentiments aside, his plea might save emwirental historians from perpetuating the very
human/nature dichotomy that they are trying to oware. Rather than adding to the confusion, | fimel t
age-old debate concerning the question “Are hunpams of nature?” to be utterly useless, as the answ
depends on which signification one uses for thedwaature.” This dilemma can be resolved in muah th
same way that the pragmatist philosopher Williammds solves the “squirrel dispute” in which a lofty
metaphysical dilemma is seen for what it reallyasyerbal dispute that can easily be dissipatashé
recognizes it as such. See James (1®rBgmatism [1907], Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company,
25-6.

¢ Barnes and Duncan, Eds. (199&)jting Worlds: Discourse, Text and Metaphor in Representation

of LandscapeNew York: Routledge, 4.

“"In recent years, landscape ecologists have ladneh@ew movement that goes beyond studying
supposedly isolated “natural ecosystems.” Instéasly seek to examine ecological processes along wha
they call “urban-to-rural land use gradients.” Hostance, see McDonnell et al. (1997), “Ecosystem
processes along an urban-to-rural gradiebban Ecosystem4, 21-36. This innovative research on
urban-to-rural gradients offers a means by whickefdace the stale dichotomies of the past withntloee
suitable logic of gradients, continuums, and edclgheterogeneity.

“8 Worster (1990), “Transformations of the Earth: Bogvan Agroecological Perspective in History,”
Journal of American History6 (March 1990), 1089.

“9 Landscape transformation, of course, need ndidertly theme of environmental history; yet, it must
surely be a major component of the project of examgi environmental change in historical perspective
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dramatically transformed the spatial configuratioand ecological dynamics, of
Manhattan Island during the nineteenth century.h®athan being peripheral to the
environmental history of New York City, the devetopnt of the grid should be central to
any investigation claiming to examine the main teeraf “environmental change” on the
Island of Manhattan during the modern period, bseail radically transformed the
landscape and provided the spatial framework wiwvtirch further environmental change
occurred.

A landscape-based approach to environmental histibeys a means of exploring
how environmental change along urban-rural contimsiuwas affected by human
decision-making amid competing interests and cctnflj ideologies in a new nation
striving to master the North American continent.olbens our eyes to the power
unleashed by the process of governmental officietionalizing the landscape” with
Cartesian precision in order to provide the spat@itext within which governmental
regulation and capital accumulation would be pdssiln other words, it is a story about
the making of the “landscape of modernity.”

Certainly, it is true that “not all the forces abmk in the world emanate from
humans,” as Worster notgsyet to understand environmental change in ningteen
century Manhattan, it is crucial to examine theioralization of the landscape.
Understanding the process of material rationatimatequires not only the documentation
of environmental transformation but also an expiica of the conceptual processes

related to the rationalization process. It shouddslressed, however, that the material

*Ward and Zunz, Eds. (1992)he Landscape of Modernity: New York City, 19000] ®&ltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press.
*L Worster, “Transformations of the Earth,” 1090.
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landscape—with its hybrid assemblage of ecologicabrs (including humarg}—was
not merely a passive object to be dominated bimerad multiplicity of active subjects
pursuing their own ends as the government souglevie the terrain and carve it into a
Cartesian grid.

The development of the grid was one of the cermgratesses responsible for
establishing the spatial organization of the Matamtwe know today. This study is,
therefore, very much a “history of the preséhtZan attempt to make historical sense of
the environmental conditions in which we find oulves in today’s Manhattan landscape.
| have sought to integrate the methods of histbacalysis with those of the sciences,
humanities, and philosophy by intermixing qualitatand quantitative techniques while
also explicitly trying to tackle the larger theacat questions that arise from examining
the historical process. Thus, my emphasis is lesproviding an exhaustive description
of historical “facts” via a continuous narrativedamore about extracting a fragmentary
glimpse of the material and conceptual worlds trete long since been swept off into
oblivion.

This study offers a preliminary examination of theationship between the
environmental history of New York City and the dieyanent of the grid street system. It
should not, by any means, be seen as a definikpes#tion of either. To narrow the
scope of this study, | have chosen to give spesrgihasis to the Street Commissioners’
logic and the politics of the surveying processhet expense of providing a detailed

examination of the Common Council and the polioEsmplementing the grid plan. The

2 Latour (1993)We Have Never Been Modeft991], translated by Catherine Porter, Cambrididgss:
Harvard University Press, 11.

%3 Foucault (1995)Piscipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prisofl975], translated by Alan Sheridan,
New York: Vintage Books, 31.
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latter two subjects are, indeed, important andréuttesearch on the Manhattan grid
should follow Moehring’s lead on exploring the piot of implementation’ | do hope,
however, that the present study will serve as aewgk call to historians and urban
planners that the platitudes which have hitherenbespoused concerning the Manhattan
grid are in need of considerable revision.

If we are to understand the interconnections batvoeesceptual frameworks and
material practices that are central to the devepmof the Manhattan grid,
environmental history cannot simply be reduced description of environmental change
and economic transactions but must examine thesextgon of thought and materiality
in a theoretically rigorous manner. The pursuitttegoretical rigor, however, need not

suffocate the human capacity for humor nor need ®périt of Gravity™>

triumph over
the poetic muse in academic scholarship. When Raallatin humorously chastised New
Yorkers in 1939 for being ignorant of the “geogrigphor “topographic” history of
Manhattan, he was, in effect, calling for what wewd now describe as an

environmental history of New York City. It is higime we heeded Gallatin’s call.

** Moehring,Public Works
% Nietzsche (1969)Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for Everyone an@®Ne [1883], New York:
Penguin Books, 210-3; Nietzsche (197M¢ Gay Scienc¢l1887], New York: Vintage Books, 257-8.
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2. THE MANHATTAN GRID REVISITED:
RETHINKING THE RATIONALIZED LANDSCAPE

We wish to seeurselvedranslated into stone and plants, we want to taktksv
in ourselvesvhen we stroll around these buildings and gardens.

—NietzscheThe Gay Sciencgd 974 [1887])

Rationalizing the Past: Explaining the Rise of thévlanhattan Grid

While much has been said about the grid over tharsyethere have been
surprisingly few studies that have as their primbogus the Manhattan grid and its
associated social and environmental consequencebe Ture, there were a number of
important studies published during the 1980s, wregamine the grid from an urban
planning perspective. Chief among them are Edwaran®8's “The Greatest Grid: the
New York Plan of 1811” (1988), Peter Marcuse’s “Thed as City Plan: New York City
and Laissez-Faire Planning in the Nineteenth Cght(f987), and Rebecca Shanor’s
New York’'s Paper Streets: Proposals to Relievel8iel Gridiron Plan(1982). Of these,
Spann provides the most thorough account of thiesgdievelopment.

Spann situates the Manhattan grid within the candéxearly nineteenth-century
planning traditions, traces the legislative histofythe plan, and examines the various
difficulties and conflicts related to its implemeatibn. He rightly argues that one of the
fundamental problems with the grid was that the&tCommissioners who designed the
plan “did not determine the street grades requbrgdthe imposition of the grid on

Manhattan’s varied and often rugged terrdin®s we shall see, the plan's absolute

! Spann (1988), “The Greatest Grid: The New YorknRi&1811,”Two Centuries of American Planning
Schaffer. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Pr&
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silence concerning street grades and proposed tielesaof city blocks left many
landowners uncertain as to the ultimate fate af fr@perty. Since the future level of the
ground was unknown, one must be wary when Sparantatbat:

The landowners of Manhattan, whatever their padictesentments against this

intrusion of their property, received a generalrgntee of future opportunities

and restraints. The public plan thus provided &lstaassured basis for private

planning . . . . it above all provided them withpeedictable future and a

guaranteed order within which they could carry dreit myriad acts of

development.
One of the initial goals of the grid plan was, iadeto provide such a “stable, assured
basis for private planning,” yet the ad hoc marinexhich topographical considerations
were addressed by the Common Council during theteémth century had the opposite
effect?

Spann’s overall analysis also suggests that thesee veompeting aesthetics
involved in the debate over the grid plan, yet Megthe impression that aesthetics were
put on the back burner, while utilitarian demandgied the day: “The period brought a
significant shift away from earlier forms of urbdasign, imbued with socio-political and
aesthetic concerns, to simpler and more utilitapiems intended to facilitate the rapid
urban development which occurred during the nimgteeentury.* Such a statement
seems to imply that, unlike previous designs, trenhattan grid wasot “imbued with

socio-political and aesthetic concerns,” althougiis tmay not have been Spann’s

intention® Yet, should we not concur with historian ElizabBtackmar inManhattan for

2 Ibid., 23 and 35, emphasis added.

% Moore (1818)A Plain Statement, addressed to the ProprietorRexl Estate, in the City and County of
New-York New-York: J. Eastburn and Co., 9. Also, see NewkY Ed. (1832)Report and Documents
relative to the Stuyvesant Meadows, from the y8ab1o 1831, inclusiveNew-York: George Robertson.

* Spann, “The Greatest Grid,” 11.

® Spann himself later remarks that “many New YorKetsd aesthetic and intellectual satisfactionhia t
prospect that straight streets and rectangularkble®uld replace the marshes, swamps, hills, ahdrot
irregular features of the Island.” Ibid., 27.
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Rent (1989) when she maintains that “The grid’s geoynetnggested a revival of
classical taste, which found beauty in symmetry &adance”® Opponents of the
Manhattan grid had no monopoly on aesthetic sditgibias one might conclude from
the writings of Frederick Law Olmsted or the soletrospectives of distinguished
historian I.N. Phelps StokésThat some historians and urban planners have detodsee
the Manhattan grid plan as lacking aesthetic appeatals more about their own
aesthetic temperament than about the grid plal.itse

In his article “The Grid as City Plan,” Peter Maseuchallenges “conventional
explanations” of the Manhattan grid, arguing thayt explain “both too much and too
little.”® As one conventional explanation, Marcuse citespgteminent urban planning
scholar John Reps as maintaining that the gridaliasen out of “ignorance” and a “lack
of professional competence in plannifighs Reps himself explains, “the commissioners
ignored well-known principles of civic design thabuld have brought variety in street
vistas and resulted in focal points for sites faportant buildings and use¥"Marcuse
mentions two other traditional explanations of ¥anhattan grid: that (1) the Street
Commissioners used the U.S. Rectangular Surveg®yst parcelling out Western lands
as a model, and that (2) the grid’s main functicaswo facilitate economic growth and
real estate speculation. While he elaborates ldtiethe first point, Marcuse looks to

historian Lewis Mumford as a representative of tgad as facilitator of economic

® Blackmar (1989)Manhattan for Rent, 1785-185@haca: Cornell University Press, 96.
" For a discussion of Olmsted and Stokes’ aesthetiiues of the Manhattan grid, see Spann, “The
Greatest Grid,” 33.
8 Marcuse (1987), “The Grid as City Plan: New YorityGand Laissez-Faire Planning in the Nineteenth
glentury,”PIanning Perspective 289.

Ibid.
1% |bid. Also, see Reps (1965Fhe Making of Urban America: A History of City Ptang in the United
States Princeton: Princeton University Press, 299. Repsl regarding the Manhattan grid is widespread
in the urban planning literature. For an exampleth®d uncritical acceptance of Reps’ position, see
Antoniou (1994)Cities Then & NowNew York: Macmillan, 138.
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growth” camp. Mumford, of course, was hardly an adhte of the grid plan, since he
believed that it “fitted nothing but a quick patdogd of the land, a quick conversion of
farmsteads into real estate, and a quick sale . land, too, now became a mere
commodity, like labor: its market value expresgsdnly value.**

Marcuse takes on both Reps and Mumford by arginagduch explanations miss
the point. “In the adoption and subsequently ingkension of New York City's grid . . .
much more was involved than just knowledge of pilagralternatives and real estate
speculation,” says Marcuse, “there were intelligpatsons, and significant real estate

interests, against as well as in favor of the dsthe grid.™?

Marcuse goes even further,
qguestioning the role of abstract city planning gédtiher: “abstract discussions about
desirable forms of cities cloaked deeper and mowvadane conflicts of interest and
ideology.™ While distancing himself from conventional exploas, Marcuse does, in
fact, follow Mumford in maintaining that “the maxieation of real estate values played a
dominant role” in the utilization of the grid plamNew York City**

Rebecca Shanor, on the other hand, is more skkpébaut economic
explanations of the grid. As Shanor explains, “Ehevas nothing economical, for
instance, about Twelfth Avenue, much of which ia #811 plan lies under the Hudson
River, and which was brought to the earth’s surfacly by extensive landfill. Nor was

there anything economical about implementing ttaen pivhich required literally moving

mountains, and paying for every ton of earth aru displaced.*® Shanor, who is not an

' Marcuse, “The Grid as City Plan,” 289. Also, searMord (1961),The City in History: its Origins, its
Transformations and its Prospectdew York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 421.

2 Marcuse, “The Grid as City Plan,” 289.

' Ibid., 306.

“ Ibid.

15 Shanor (1982)New York's Paper Streets: Proposals to Relievel®®l Gridiron Plan Columbia
University, Master’s thesis, 58.
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admirer of the grid, criticizes the original Stre@bmmissioners for being “apathetic
authors” who simply provided a “quick solution to difficult problem.™® “[I]t is
curious,” she wonders, “that the commissioners iwitheir generous allotted time period
could not summon up a more imaginative plan forliaance of the island, or at least
one that was more compatible with the island’s retiopography”?

Shanor is not alone in her views. Marcuse notegrdrenched bias against the
Manhattan grid plan in twentieth-century urban plag literature in general.
“Manhattan’s gridiron plan,” says Marcuse, “is geally taken to be one of worst city

plans of any major city in the developed countd&the world.*®

There is an underlying
assumption that the grid is something that musréleeved” and “mitigated.”® That the
Manhattan grid became a model for other citiesyesgReps, was “a disaster whose
consequences have barely been mitigated by moremmaity planners® The grid, we

are told, is “monotonous,” “procrustean,” and atoser of “natural beauty” So

1% |bid.

Y Ipid., 59.

18 Marcuse, “The Grid as City Plan,” 287.

19 Shanor,New York's Paper Streetélso, see Winkler (1911), “Mitigating the ‘Gridin’ Street Plan:
Some Good Effects Achieved in New York Citpfchitectural Recorday, 379-396.

2 Reps;The Making of Urban Americ@99.

2L Winkler, “Mitigating the ‘Gridiron’ Street Plan,379-80; Spann, “The Greatest Grid,” 33. The word
“procrustean” means generating a rigid conforntityptigh violent and arbitrary means. It has itsiogdn
Greek mythology, where Procrustes was a giant wbogrding to Edith Hamilton, placed his victimsam
“iron bed . . . tying them to it and then makingitinthe right length for it by stretching those wiere too
short and cutting off as much as was necessary fitosee who were too long.” Hamilton (1969),
Mythology [1940], New York: Penguin Books, 150. It is wih this in mind that Manhattan grid critic
Franz Winkler refers to the Commissioners who desigthe grid in the singular as “Procrustes
Gradgrind.” For those not acquainted with the woflCharles Dickens, Mr. Thomas Gradgrind is one of
the main characters in Dickenblard Times which takes place in a mythical industrial towalled
“Coketown.” Gradgrind was an “eminently practicafian whose mission was to instill his “system” of
utilitarianism into the minds of the youthful poptibn in general and his own children in particular
Gradgrind’'s goal was to educate the world by cngatiminds that have been practically formed by rule
and line.” For, as everybody knows, “The reasofas you know) the only faculty to which education
should be addressed.” Dickens opens the story@ii#tugrind giving a speech to a group of young céiid
and a school teacher as follows: “Now, what | want=acts. Teach these boys and girls nothind-hats.
Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing eds®l root out everything else. You can only forra th
minds of reasoning animals upon Facts; nothing eléeever be of any service to them. This is the

28



unaesthetic was the Commissioners’ Plan of 181tl“#fiethe artists and art commissions
of New York have never been able to get over tiseilteof their work.* After all,
Marcuse reminds us that the gridiron plan takesarme from a “medieval instrument of
torture.” Not only is the plan said to be lacking in beaiitys supposedly deficient of
any qualities that might instill a sense of “natibgrandeur” as well. The Manhattan grid
plan, according to Alan Trachtenberg, was “totalgvoid of any pretension to art or
beauty; it was a pure application of plane geomdtsyonly intention was to subdivide

the land and lay out streets . . . . the commiss®mwere unmoved by thoughts of

principle on which | bring up my own children, atids is the principle on which | bring up theseldiren.
Stick to Facts, sir!” Dickens describes Gradgraml“A man of realities. A man of facts and calcolas.

A man who proceeds upon the principle that two &valare four, and nothing over, and who is noté¢o b
talked into allowing for anything over. Thomas Cgedd, sir—. . . . With a rule and a pair of scalasd

the multiplication table always in his pocket, seady to weigh and measure any parcel of humarrajat
and tell you exactly what it comes to. It is a mgrestion of figures, a case of simple arithmetiou
might hope to get some other nonsensical belieftim head of George Gradgrind, or Augustus Gradgri
or John Gradgrind, or Joseph Gradgrind (all supipas, non-existent persons), but into the head of
Thomas Gradgrind—no, sir!” Dickens (199&)ard Times [1854], New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 7-23.
Gradgrind’s philosophy backfires, of course, argldwvn children rebel (In the end, Gradgrind evehtua
“sees the light,” realizes his flaws and comes ad)uThe influence that Dickenbfard Timeshas had on
academic scholarship should not be underestimatedis Mumford, who inspired innumerable urban
planners and social scientists (even until thisyveay), had readHard Timesand incorporated its
sentiments into his own historical work. Mumfordte® in The Culture of Citiesfor instance, that
“Dombey loses his wife, Gradgrind betrays his snd daughter, because these hard utilitarian rdigisa
overlooked the need for spontaneous joy and humaersatanding.” And, for those who might think that
Gradgrind is a mere fictional character, Mumfordists that “In a greater or less degree, everyigithe
Western World was stamped with the characteristic€oketown.” Mumford (1938)The Culture of
Cities New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 144-5 48@-1. For the purposes of the present study,
it is also worth noting that Mumford grew up “insries of residences on the Upper West Side of
Manhattan"—that is, within the Cartesian matrix tbk Manhattan grid. Wojtowicz (1998%idewalk
Critic: Lewis Mumford's Writings on New Yoikew York: Princeton Architectural Press, 13.tlgdssible
that Mumford and those who have followed are diketibous youths fighting Old Mr. Gradgrind’s destre
“weigh and measure any parcel of human nature telhglou exactly what it comes to”? The issuesedis

in Hard Timesalso arise in the Hollywood filmpead Poets Socief{f989). This is particularly evident in
the scene where the English teacher, Mr. Keatiag, & student read “Understanding Poetry,” by Dr. J.
Evans Pritchard, in which Pritchard sets up a Gaterating scale (with an x and y axis) to plat th
“greatness” of a poem. Keating tells his studen#s such Cartesian logic is “excrement” when it esrto

the art of poetry and has his students rip ouptiges from their books and throw them into trasis fiGo

on. Rip out the entire page. You heard me. Ripiit Go on. Rip it out! . . . . Keep ripping, gemten!
This is a battle. A war. And the casualties couddylour hearts and souls. Armies of academics going
forward, measuring poetry. No! We'll not have thare. No more Mr. J. Evans Pritchard. Now, my ¢lass
you will learn to think for yourselves again . .”).. While the critics of the Manhattan grid wouigely
agree with Mr. Keating, we shall see that the $t€@@mmissioners who designed the grid were, in, fact
proponents of an aesthetic similar to that of DitcRard and, indeed, Mr. Gradgrind himself.

2 Shackleton (1920) he Book of New YarRhiladelphia: Penn Publishing Co., 15.

% Marcuse, “The Grid as City Plan,” 290.
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national grandeur; their motive was avowedly conuiaér and utilitarian.®*
Trachtenberg sees the Manhattan grid as repregeatitsplit between aesthetics and
business, between heart and mifitd"While not a uniquely American notion,
Trachtenberg argues that this supposed dichotomwele@ aesthetics and utility
“widened into a virtual way of life in the New Wdil with the Manhattan grid being its
prime representative.

The trouble with this argument, however, is that suzh separation between
beauty and utility existed in the eyes of those whasigned the Manhattan grid. Rather, it
was precisely the utility of its strict uniformithhat gave the grid its aesthetic apggal.
That the grid served long-teffheconomic and utilitarian ends is not in doubt, taut
assert that it represents utilitarianism—and thahex—is to profoundly misunderstand
the significance of the grid. Part of a larger fpcéil project to control and settle the North
American continent, the grid was one of many “cctik@s” to the perceived disorder of
post-Revolutionary Americ&. Like the U.S. Rectangular Survey System befor¢hi,
Manhattan grid was a mechanism for parceling ondl len a systematic, standardized

fashion.

% Trachtenberg (1964), “The Rainbow and the Grighierican Quarterlyl6 (1), 8.

*®bid., 11.

% |bid.

2" Randel (1864), “City of New York, north of Canate®t, in 1808 to 1821,Manual of the Common
Council of New York ("Valentine's Manuals'Yalentine. New York, 848. Also, see Chapter 4thod
present study.

%8 Shanor’s argument against the economic utilitphefgrid (as discussed above) only considershitst-
run economic impact (i.e. that the implementationt& grid was cost-intensive and placed an excessive
burden on those landowners immediately affectedjilé\Shanor does have a point, one must bear id min
that the original Street Commissioners had the@rseyn the future growth of the city. In other woridieir
primary concern was theng-run economic utility for the city as a whole (includifiuture generations),
and the various landowners that were assessethdogrtormous construction costs necessary to laeel t
terrain, in effect, paid the price for future prespy.

2 Morris (1821), An Inaugural Discourse, delivered before the NewkYHistorical Society, by the
Honourable Gouverneur Morris, (president,) 4th epber, 1816, Collections of the New-York Historical
Society, for the Year 182Collection of the New-York Historical Societidew York, 35.
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In both cases, the grid was utilized to simplify,“@tionalize,” the landscape in
order to make it more “legible” to government offis, as well as the public at large,
while also facilitating economic growth. As Jamesth notes inSeeing Like a State
(1998), “Not only did the regularity of the grideate legibility for the taxing authority,
but it was a convenient and cheap way to package &d market it in homogeneous
units. The grid facilitated the commoditizationlahd as much as the calculation of taxes
and boundaries® In other words, the grid—as a material rationdiora of the
landscape—nhad both political and economic functibna

To maintain, as Trachtenberg does, that “the cosiongrs were unmoved by
thoughts of national grandeur,” thus reveals a latlcomprehension concerning the
Street Commissioners’ larger goals as well as tleeadl state-building program of which
the grid was a part. The designers of the Manhattan grid were hardlynime to the
nationalistic fervor of their age, and while mosfected as oppressive the British
imperial project, they delighted in the prospectsestablishing their own uniquely
American “empire.®* Converting the landscape into a materialized grdrdinate
system offered a means of rationalizing the settl@npattern and territory of this new

empire in a manner conducive to governmental cfitro

30 Scott (1998)Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Imptevéluman Condition Have Failed
New Haven: Yale University Press, 51.

31 To be fair, when discussing the Brooklyn Bridgeadhtenberg does recognize that a major politioal g

of the era was “America’s campaign to master thetinent.” He also notes that the grid served as a
“means of earning public revenue.” TrachtenberdigRainbow and the Grid,” 5 and 9.

32 Morris, An Inaugural Discourse37.

% The construction of a legible and accessible lempls was a prerequisite for governmental surveidan
(e.g. Census-taking), which facilitated social cohtHannah (2000)Governmentality and the Mastery of
Territory in Nineteenth-Century Americlew York: Cambridge University Press, 224,
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Materializing Thought: The Manhattan Grid as Cartesian Coordinate

System

To call the Manhattan grid a “coordinate system’yraaund rather odd at first—
after all, Spann, Marcuse, and Shanor do not spefakthe grid in such terms.
Mathematicians and scientists normally think of @ordinate system as being an
imaginary matrix through which to view the worlddelatitude/longitude) rather than an
actual physical entity in its own right. Yet, theaNhattan grid—with its numerically-
coded, perpendicular streets and avenues—is esibgmtiphysical representation of the
Cartesian coordinate system (Figure 1.2). From pleisspective, each intersection in
Manhattan north of Houston Street (where the gragjits), excluding Greenwich
Village, has its own set of numerical “coordinatans” (x,y), in the form of (Avenue,
Street), if we use the convention (which like ahgentions, including scientific ones,
has an element of arbitrariness to it) that theig points in an approximate north/south
direction®* While most may not consciously think of it in sughims, these numerical
coordinates are used regularly when giving diredito a particular location (as in “meet
me at 3" Avenue and 87 Street”). Within the matrix of the Manhattan grishe can
locate any point simply by knowing its Cartesiaombnates—in this case (3,87) (Figure
2.1).

There is a simple logic to the system: the numhaezsn consecutive order, which
enables one to gain a conceptual grasp of oneaitwcin relation tahe surrounding
numerical coordinates inscribed into the landscapdact, an entire sub-discipline of

geometry, called “taxicab geometry,” has been dgpe to analyze the mathematics of

3 While many grid systems have been purposely afigmi¢h the cardinal directions, the Manhattan grid
follows the axis (i.e. length) of the island instea
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Figure 2.1: Street sign depicting the Cartesian rdiates (3,87) at the intersection of

3 Avenue and 87Street(photo taken by author, 2001)

such materialized coordinate systems in urban &rése development of the Manhattan
grid is an example of a more general socio-politmacess whereby people use their
epistemology to actively engage with, and transfotimeir object of analysis (e.g. the
landscape) such that the world is literally remadephysically conform to human
epistemological frameworks.

The act of surveying the landscape is often therinédiary link enabling the use
of epistemologies to remake the world into a phaisiepresentation of the lens through
which people view the world. The actual reorgantratof the landscape, however, is
only made possible through a process of physidabrlawhich is often the result of
contested political decisions and competing econoinierests. In this fashion, the

material world is converted into a reified epistéogy as conceptual abstractions are

% Krause (1986)Taxicab Geometry: An Adventure in Non-Euclidean ety [1975], New York: Dover
Publications, Inc.

% For a discussion of this general process, seet,<Seting Like a StatéAlso, see Mitchell (1991),
Colonising Egypt[1988], Berkeley: University of California Press.
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projected onto the world and thereby transform thatld to make it correspond with

human conceptual frameworks. In the case of thehdian grid, government surveyors
used a cartographic tool for representing the wal@oordinate system) not merely to
describe the world but rather tansformthe landscape into a “material replication” of
their conceptual framework in order to serve thedseof state power and capital
accumulation while, in the process, facilitatingpam growth.

In recent years, scholars from a number of disogsihave devoted considerable
attention to this process of converting landscape® materialized conceptual
frameworks®’ In his influential work,The Production of Spac€991 [1974]), Henri
Lefebvre examines the connection between the ptmofuof places and representations
of space. Lefebvre argues that people’s undersigadf space influence the manner in
which a given culture (or the dominant class wittat culture) physically constructs the
human environment. When discussing the Greek polisnstance, he suggests that “A
unity was achieved . . . between the order of tioeldv{and] the order of the city™®
Cultural geographer James Duncan tells a similarysin his analysis of the spatial
politics of landscape transformation in nineteecghtury Sri Lanka. Duncan notes that
throughout Southeast Asia, “Terrestrial space wasctsired in the image of celestial

space. Many royal cities were explicitly built tepresent the cosmos in miniaturized

37 Duncan (1990)The City as Text: The Politics of Landscape Intetgiion in the Kandyan Kingdgm
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Lefebvreé9{)9The Production of Spac§l974], Cambridge,
Mass: Blackwell; Mitchell,Colonising Egypt Sluyter (1999), “The Making of the Myth in Poskmoial
Development: Material-Conceptual Landscape Transddion in Sixteenth-Century Veracruzhnals of
the Association of American Geograph88s(3), 377-401; Sluyter (2001), “Colonialism and danape in
the Americas: Material/Conceptual Transformatiomsd aContinuing Consequencesfnnals of the
Association of American Geographe®d (2), 410-28; Sluyter (2002)Colonialism and Landscape:
Postcolonial Theory and Applicationdew York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.

3 Lefebvre, The Production of Spacg47.
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forms.”™® Constructing places in the image of a given cosmpbkerved to perpetuate that
cosmological framework while also enhancing thétikegcy of those in powel’

Yet, cosmologies are not the only conceptual fraorkss that have historically
been inscribed into particular landscapes. In aneset of articles on colonialism and the
American landscap®, Andrew Sluyter shows how European categorizationesies
went beyond merely reclassifying pre-colonial eonments. In addition to the
introduction of different ways of conceptualizinget world, colonizers physically
transformed the landscape to fit their own catemion systems: “the conceptual
parameters manifested in the land-grant documertsraps [of the colonizers] became
self-ratifying categories, materially precipitatitige very landscape they . . . described by
visually validating their own conceptual parametéfsThe same can be said of modern
state-building activities in general. “The buildes$ the modern nation-state do not
merely describe, observe, and map,” argues Janus Sbey strive to shape a people
and landscape that will fit their techniques of @bation.”® The emphasis here is that
governmental ways of seeing (“techniques of obsemg are inextricably intertwined
with mechanisms of socio-environmental conffol.

A common theme of all such theorizing is the redlan that humans often
project their own conceptual frameworks onto thed&rape, thereby physically

transforming the world (by planning a city, for tasce) to make it conform to the

% DuncanThe City as Tex#8-9.

0 Duncan explains that a king’s palace was oftamagid at the center of a city—and thus at the ceifte
the universe—which thereby gave the king the stafas“god on earth.” Ibid., 49.

L Sluyter, “The Making of the Myth in Postcoloniakielopment,” 377-401; Sluyter, “Colonialism and
Landscape in the Americas,” 410-28.

“2 Sluyter, “The Making of the Myth in PostcoloniaéZelopment,” 392.

3 Scott,Seeing Like a Stat82.

*4 This line of reasoning owes a great deal to the&xwb Michel Foucault. See Burchell, Gordon and il
(1991), The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmental@picago: University of Chicago Press; Hannabh,
Governmentality and the Mastery of TerritoAlso, see Chapter 6 of the present study.
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epistemological assumptions of the dominant culté® is evident from the work of
Duncan, Scott, Sluyter and others, the conversiblandscapes into materialized
conceptual frameworks—whether in Sri Lanka or Newrk—necessarily entails a
political project of manipulating the spatial orgaation of socio-environmental systems
for some desired end. While the establishment odéd is generally the central goal of
such projects, the material form that this takedegagreatly in different historical
contexts, with landscapes being converted into nahteeplications of religious
cosmologies on the one hand and scientific cooteliagstems on the other. In all cases,
however, the concrete materiality of these physreaisformations, in turn, reinforces the
very conceptual framework that gave rise to suahosspatial organization in the first
place.

For the purposes of this study, | am primarily camed with the materialization
of a scientific conceptual framework—the Cartestaordinate system. However, while
it may be tempting to view the rationalization dfet Manhattan landscape into a
materialized Cartesian grid as being the resuttusély secular logic and practice, | hope
to demonstrate that the rationalist logic behingl Manhattan grid cannot be separated
from its religious underpinnings, which fostereddeciplinary-utilitarian ethic that
legitimized the emerging capitalist economy of #haerican Empire. The science of
surveying (linear perspective) was commandeeredhbyprophets of empire to fulfill
their self-proclaimed mission of remodeling the Moto satisfy the twin goals of
accumulating wealth and consolidating power—alltfog larger glory of God. Because

surveying principles played such a crucial rolgha implementation of this “civilizing
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mission” in Manhattan, it is essential to grapplghwthe “mechanics” of projecting
scientific conceptual frameworks onto the physlaatlscape.

I am by no means the first to point out that istifie conceptual frameworks have
been inscribed into particular landscapes. In bBemnt bookPandora’s Hope(1999),
Bruno Latour follows a group of environmental stigts into the forests of Brazil and
examines the manner in which they inscribe theangtative conceptual frameworks
into the material world. “After an hour in the jeepe have arrived at the plot of land that
Edileusa [a Brazilian botanist] has been chartmrgnhany years,” says Latour. He goes
on to note that Edileusa:

would not be able to remember the difference betwesches of the forest for

very long without marking them in some way. She tresefore placed tags at

regular intervals so as to cover the few hectafekeo field site in a grid of

Cartesian coordinates. These numbers will allowtbaegister the variations of

growth and the emergence of species in her notelitath plant possesses what

is called a reference, both in geometry (throughattribution of coordinates) and

in the management of stock (through the affixingmécific numbers}>
Latour remarks that by tagging numerical labelgpanticular trees at regular intervals
(literally nailing a piece of paper with a numberitten on it to a tree branch, for
instance), “the land has become a proto-laborataryEuclidean world where all
phenomena can be registered by a collection of dioates.*® Attaching reference
numbers to particular physical entities in such anner is one way of materializing
thought, of inscribing a conceptual framework iatphysical landscape.

As | shall discuss in greater detail in the nelapter, the “mechanics” (i.e.

techniques or procedures) of inscribing the grtd the Manhattan landscape can be seen

in much the same way as Latour describes this BaaAorest’s encounter with a group

*5 Latour (1999),Pandora's Hope: Essays on the Reality of Scienadi&f Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
University Press, 31-2.
*®1pid., 43.
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of scientists. The main difference, however, ist tivien the survey teams trekked
through the thickets of Manhattan with their carggghic instruments during the early
nineteenth century, their goal was not simply taarstand the ecology of the region.
Rather, they were on a state-sponsored missiomitiaté the process of completely
reconfiguring the Manhattan landscape. In both s;alsewever, numerical sign systems
were inscribed into the landscape, but in Manhath@npreliminary inscriptions that the

surveyors delineated (using numerically-coded stor@uments instead of pieces of
labeled paper attached to tree branches) foresheatithveir ultimate purpose: the carving
up of the Manhattan landscape into a material capbn of the Cartesian coordinate
system and the obliteration of anything that did cenform to the linear logic of the

grid. Is it any wonder then that Manhattan has béescribed as a “laboratory” and a
“collective experiment in which the entire city lamee a factory of man-made

experience"?

47 KoolhaasPDelirious New York9-10.
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3. DESIGNING THE REASONABLE CITY: THE

MECHANICS OF MATERIAL RATIONALIZATION

Travellers, who view what they see through the amedf preconceived notions,
measure what they meet with by the standard ofyesdlcation . . . find that,

wherever they go, there is much to blame and mouckform . . . . Moreover, as
the state of society is changed, by time and chaheelaws, too, must change.
New disorders require new correctives, and when thason of ancient

ordinances no longer exists, they fall into oblivio

—Gouverneur MorrisAn Inaugural Discourse Delivered Before the New-
York Historical Society1821 [1816])

A Death Sentence to Disorder: Geometry as a Mean$ Gorrection

During the course of the nineteenth century, ghenld of Manhattan underwent a
profound metamorphosis. The rural landscape ndrtthe present Houston Street was
transformed, by century’s end, into a sprawlingustdal metropolis. The irregular
property boundaries of old farmsteads and estatenteally gave way to the
standardized blocks of the grid, while the unev@rography of the island was, for the
most part, brought into line by the “leveling hasfdmprovement.* The implementation
of the grid street plan, in essence, transformedhdtian from an Island of Hills into a
Cartesian Flatland.Using Polanyi’s phrase, | shall refer to this dyma process of
human-induced environmental change as “The Greamtsformation” of the Manhattan

landscape (see Chapter 1). The “stone and metak ¥ humanity” would come to

1's.L. Mitchell (1807) as quoted in Hartog (1983Wblic Property and Private Power: The Corporatioh
the City of New York in American Law, 1730-18f8aca: Cornell University Press, 94.

2 While the meaning of the Lenape word “Manna-hasashrouded in uncertainty, one likely candidate is
“hilly island” or “island of hills.” Burrows and Wkace (1999),Gotham: A History of New York City to
1898 New York: Oxford University Press, 15. The préddandscape was indeed quite hilly, but the grid
leveled much of the island, converting the Manhmattandscape into a “material replication” of the
Cartesian coordinate system (see Chapter 1). Howehough much of the island was leveled or
flattened, there are still portions—especially wrthern Manhattan—that are anything but flat. thg
term “Cartesian Flatland” rings true for much of ikland.
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dominate the island, and as a result of such dianchtinge, the “traditional way of
thinking about the relationships between public poand private autonomy had become
impossible.® The state would come to play an ever-increasite irothe regulation of
the physical environment.

The city’s elites viewed the narrow, twisting stee@f lower Manhattan with
contempt for their lack of systematic logic andnerhbility to fire and disease, which
were thought to result from “confined air” and “le&n” conditions in such narrow
alleyways. Such criticisms were not unfounded, ellow fever epidemics swept through
the city in 1803 and 1805 causing large-scale edtzmms from lower Manhattah.
Between 1790 and 1800, the New York City populatinare than doubled to over
60,000, and as the city began expanding northwinele was growing concern for
“avoidingthe frequent error of laying oshort, narrow, andcrooked streetswith alleys
andcourts endangering extensive conflagrations, confinedusiclean streets, &C."The
protection of public health and safety, therefavas one pressing reason for proposing
that the city develop a network of broad, stragfhtets.

Yet, the simplification of property boundaries waso a major motivating factor
for imposing a standardized geometrical order ufpenisland. As early as 1787—at

precisely the same time that the federal governmest devising the U.S. Rectangular

% Smith (1938)Springs and Wells of Manhattan and the Bronx: Newk City at the End of the Nineteenth
Century New York: New-York Historical Society, xiii; Havg (1983),Public Property and Private

Power: The Corporation of the City of New York ime&kican Law, 1730-1870thaca: Cornell University

Press, 142.

* Spann (1988), “The Greatest Grid: The New YorknRi& 1811,”Two Centuries of American Planning
Schaffer. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Prd$s

® Randel (1864), “City of New York, north of Canateet, in 1808 to 1821,Manual of the Common

Council of New York‘alentine's Manual9, Valentine. New York, 848, emphasis in original.

40



Survey System for systematically settling westeand8—the City of New York
contracted surveyor Casimir Goerck to map its mudbmain, or “Common Lands,”
dividing them into rectangular parcels to be sol@ider to pay the city’s debtsGoerck
completed his map of the Common Lands in 1796 (eidul). At the time, much of
Manhattan was a patchwork of farms and estates widgularly shaped property
boundaries that, as Edward Spann notes, “had d&igem laid out in reference to the
meanderings of a few main roads.”

Dividing the Common Lands into rows and columnseaftangles, no doubt, was
an attempt to establish a new order upon the [&he.geometrical uniformity of this new
conceptual reconfiguration of the Manhattan landscaimplified property boundaries
and assured, if only in theory, that nearly allge¢s of the Common Lands, once sold,
would be publicly accessible. Such accessibilityswassential for increasing the
circulation of people and commodities across tHant while also enhancing the
government's ability to monitor, and tax, its sult§e It was a rather simple equation: the
perceived “disorder” of irregular property lines daimeandering roads would be
“corrected” by Goerck’s rectangles.

Having conceptually converted the Common Lands ateeries of rectangular

units, members of the Common Council began debé#tiedate of the rest of the island.

® The Land Ordinance of 1785 established the fedemangular survey system while the Northwest
Ordinance of 1787 laid out a set of articles fa ¢foverning the western territory. White (1988)istory

of the Rectangular Survey Systéffashington, DC: Government Printing Office, 11-6.

" Shanor (1982)New York's Paper Streets: Proposals to Relieve 1B#1 Gridiron Plan Columbia
University, Master’s thesis, 15; Spann, “The Greg@rid,” 14-6.

8 Spann, “The Greatest Grid,” 14

° Law historian Hendrik Hartog notes that by thdyemineteenth century, the Common Council “had come
to view itself as a record keeper and statisti@érall aspects of city life . . . . One of the newblic
responsibilities of the city government was to nueaschange, to describe objectively the various
guantifiable indicia of life in New York City, fasuch information was considered to be of ‘publitityt™
Hartog,Public Property and Private Powget44.
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Figure 3.1: Casimir Goerck’s 1796 map of the Comnmamds (Source: Black, 1967

[1891])
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At the edge of the city, which was still below tpeesent Houston Street, private
developers were in the process of independentlydidiy their properties into grid
patterns, resulting in “a jumble of independentlgtied grids.*® The city government
sought to impose a formal order upon these indep@ndevelopments through the
process ofstandardization It was conceivable that if the city were to devia
comprehensive street plan, it could completely sfeifan the material and conceptual
fabric of the Manhattan landscape by creating adstaldized grid that would cover the
island. Yet, creating such a street plan dividednivers of the Common Coundfiand
they feared that without a state mandate any maideasily be “disregarded or annulled
by their successors.”

In 1807, therefore, the Council petitioned the &taegislature to create a
Commission that would devise, in their words, aedtplan “in such a manner as to unite
regularity and order with public convenience anddfg, and in particular to promote the
health of the city.*? Public health was, indeed, a concern promptingcityeto create a
systematic street system but certainly not @ahé/ concern. Just as important was the
hope of establishing “order” and “regularity” sotasmaximize “public convenience and
benefit.”

On April 3, 1807, the New York State Legislaturesged “An Act relative to

Improvements, touching the laying out of Streetd Rwoads in the City of New-York,

10 Kostof (1991), The City Shaped: Urban Patterns and Meanings Thottistory, Boston: Bulfinch
Press, 95.

1 An oft-quoted passage from the Common Council earing such debates explains that “the diversity of
sentiments and opinions which has hitherto existedi probably will always exist among members of the
Common Council, the incessant remonstrances ofrigtops against plans however well devised or
beneficial, wherein their individual interests dat concur, and the impossibility of completing thgdans
but by tedious and expensive course of law, aréaoles of a serious and perplexing nature.” As egliarnt
Spann, “The Greatest Grid,” 17.

12 Stokes (1915-1928Fhe Iconography of Manhattan Island, 1498-198@w York: R.H. Dodd, Vol. V,
1454, Also, see Spann, “The Greatest Grid,” 17.
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and for other purposes® This law established a Commission to determineftinere
street layout of Manhattan. The three men choseseitee as “Commissioners of streets
and roads in the City of New-York™—Gouverneur Merfl752-1816), Simeon DeWitt
(1756-1834), and John Rutherford (1760-1840)—wdrenambers of old landowning
families and college educated, having gone to KinQobllege (Columbia University),
Queen’s College (Rutgers University), and the Qualeof New Jersey (Princeton
University), respectively’ Morris and Rutherford were both former United &gat
Senators (the wooden-legged Morris was also tte tirafter of the U.S. Constitutiof),
while DeWitt had served as chief surveyor under rGeoWashington during the
Revolutionary War and was currently the Surveyon&al of New York State.

The law of 1807 gave these three men the “exclupomser to lay out streets,
roads, and public squares, of such width, extert,darection, as to them shall seem most
conducive to [the] public good, and to shut updioect to be shut up, any streets or parts
thereof which have been heretofore laid out, artdanoepted by the Common Council.”
While the law only applied to lands above Northe8tr(now Houston Street), the

message was clear: no longer would narrow, croskeets be tolerated on the Island of

13 Bridges (1811)Map of the City of New-York and Island of Manhattaith Explanatory Remarks and
ReferencedNew-York: T & J Swords.

% Interestingly, both Morris and DeWitt each receivblaster's degrees. Wilson and Fiske (1921),
“Rutherfurd, John,"The National Cyclopaedia of American Biograpkipl. 2. New York: James T. White
& Co., 10-1; Bedini (1999), “DeWitt, Simeon&merican National Biography/ol. 6. Garraty and Carnes.
New York: Oxford University Press, 528-30; Mintz9@9), “Morris, Gouverneur,’American National
Biography Vol. 15, 896-99.

15 1n 1780, while residing in Philadelphia, Morristhallen out of a carriage and injured his leg sttt it
had to be amputated. According Appletons’ Cyclopaedia of American Biographyo a friend who
called the next day to offer consolation, and wiminfed out the good effects that such a trial might
produce on his character by preventing him frormuigithg in the pleasures and dissipations of life, h
replied: ‘My good sir, you argue the matter so rsmdely, and point out so clearly the advantagdxeufy
without legs, that | am almost tempted to part with other.” During the remainder of his life hereva
wooden leg . . .” Anonymous (1888b), “Morris, LeWig\ppleton's Cyclopaedia of American Biography
Vol. 4. Wilson and Fiske. New York: D. Appleton a@b., 414-6. Also, see D.S.M. (1934), “Morris,
Gouverneur,”Dictionary of American Biographyol. 7. Malone. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons
211.
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Manhattan. The Commissioners were directed to laly “teading streets and great
avenues” that were to be no less than sixty fedewso as to “secure a free and abundant
circulation of air among said streets and publionasgs when the same shall be built
upon.™® They were given four years to provide a map ofrthéan, accompanied by
survey field notes and “elucidatory remarks.” Then@nissioners’ Plan was to be “final
and conclusive,” which essentially meant that amyre changes would require state
approval’

On a map of suitable scale, the proposed streetsaaenues were to be drawn
“together with all such hills, valleys, inlets, agtteams as may be necessary on the said
maps, so as to render the same explicit and igitgl.” Yet, the goal of this
“intelligible” geographical survey of the island svenore than simply producing a map. It
was the first step in the process of materializihgught—of converting the physical
world (the Manhattan landscape) into a materialicapon of a conceptual framework
(the Cartesian coordinate system). The imaginasslin the surveyors’ minds would be
given physical form as required by state law: ‘tlhéd Commissioners shall erect suitable
and durable monuments at the most conspicuous frafiehe “intersection” of each of
the proposed streets and aventieBhese monuments would be harbingers of the Great

Transformation and a death sentence to everythiaigstood in the way of “the march of

modern improvement:®

16 Bridges,Map of the City of New-Yori-7.

7 bid., 9-10.

*®Ipid., 8-9.

19 Bolton (1928);The Path of Progress\ew York: Kalkhoff Company, 5.

45



A Blueprint for the Future: the Commissioners’ Planof 1811

In 1811, the Commissioners unveiled their plan floe island. It consisted
principally of a rectilinear matrix of 12 major auees and 155 cross stre&tall were
numerically-coded in consecutive order, therebyoamging to the world that the
Manhattan landscape—uwith its hills, wetlands, streafarmlands, and estates—was to
be converted into a life-size Cartesian coordisgstem (Figure 3.2). The grid pattern is
often compared to a checkerbodtdbut the Manhattan grid’s numerically-coded,
rectilinear streets actually come closer to resergkd Cartesian coordinate system. Yet,
this comparison is not merely an analogy. The modiéanhattan landscape is rlike a
Cartesian coordinate systemisia Cartesian coordinate system in materialized f@®e
Chapter 1).

Within this Cartesian matrix, the Commissionerseresd space for a military
parade, a centralized market place, a reservod, aamumber of public squares. In a
wetland area to the east df Bvenue bounded by 186and 108 Streets, they also set
aside a rectangular parcel called the Haerlem Mgfgjure 3.3). The exact reasons for
preserving this area were not specified, but it wagre one of the largest streams in
Manhattan, the Haerlem Creek, flowed at the timee @ossible explanation is that the

Commissioners viewed the shear size of the Hae@erek and its surrounding wetlands

% |n addition to the 12 major avenues depicted & @mmmissioners’ Plan, there were also four smaller
avenues (labeled Avenue A through D) to the east' @fvenue that ended betweer™and 16' Streets.

2 Reps (1961), “Thomas Jefferson’s Checkerboard Bgwiournal of the Society of Architectural
Historians20 (3), 108-114. For a recent example related to Mevk City, see Gandy (2002;oncrete

and Clay: Reworking Nature in New York CiGambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 81.
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Figure 3.2: The Commissioners’ Plan of 1811, sueeeyoy John Randel Jr., and

published by William BridgeSource: Cohen, 1988)

Figure 3.3: The Haerlem Marsh, as laid out on then&el Farm MapgSource: Randel,

c. 1819)
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as a formidable barrier to street construction,thiet does not seem consistent with the
mentality of the rest of the pl&h.

Whatever the reason, the Haerlem Marsh was onehefonly pre-existing
environmental features of the Manhattan landscdy@ twas incorporated into the
proposed street plan. The Haerlem Marsh aside, Belps correctly notes that “the street
system they established [was] totally unrelatethéocontours of the land® That this is
“one of the outstanding defects of the commissisnptan,®* however, is open to
debate. After all, was it not the ultimate goaklsd Common Council to establish a new
order upon the Island of Manhattan, one that mgedd geometrical legibility over
existing socio-environmental conditions? If thissywan fact, the government’s goal—
which | think the evidence supports—then it does make any sense to refer to the
disregard for “the contours of the land” as a tecdri‘'defect.”

Let me be clear here: it is one thing to critictke objectives of a public works
project and quite another to argue that a plan doésneet ssetof chosenobjectives.
One can argue that the goal of privileging geometsr “the contours of the land” was a
bad objective—which Reps, Shanor, and others arge¢-# does not follow that the
grid plan failed to meet state and municipal gadlsonstructing a legible landscape. On
the contrary, by transforming the heterogeneoushdtian landscape intotabula rasa
or blank slatepf standardized city blocks, the objective of ekshlng spatial order and

regularity was, in fact, achieved by creating a mgewically-defined landscape of

2 However, the Commissioners were not oblivioushdifficulties that the Manhattan topography posed
The Commissioners recognized that “It is not im@dale that considerable numbers [of people] may be
collected at Haerlem, befothe high hills to the southward of it shall be buwipon as a City Bridges,
Map of the City of New-YorB0, emphasis added.

% Reps (1965)The Making of Urban America: A History of City Ptang in the United State®rinceton:
Princeton University Press, 298.

* |bid.
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legibility par excellenceSpann notes that “the Commissioners . . . weteengaged in
the utopian task of imposing ideal forms on emppace,” because there were
landowners in the area under considerattonthile it is true that the pre-grid landscape
was not an “empty space,” this is not the main ptonconsider. More important is the
fact that the grid plan sought to convert this tddeeManhattan landscape intdadula
rasa thereby erasing everything that stood in its wayother words, the grid actually
created “empty space” by obliterating socio-environmentedterogeneity in order to
perform “the utopian task of imposing ideal fornmsempty space?®

However, to battle out the politics of proper olijges under the pretext of
discussing technical “defects,” as Reps does, isask the political nature of the issue at
hand by reducing it to a mere matter of techni@ahgetency (i.e. that the grid was
chosen merely from a “lack of professional competem planning”). This is a classic
example of how experts—in this case twentieth-agntuban planners—conceal their
own political positions by investing them with aura of scientific authority, as if science
could somehow tell us what weightto value?” The same charge can be made against
the grid itself, however. The grid plan’s quantitat Cartesian logic gave it the
appearance of being an “objective” basis for spwtiarganizing the Manhattan
landscape using “scientific and engineering prilegg Imposing such “objective”

principles upon the world, however, was a procésstense power struggle.

% gpann, “The Greatest Grid,” 18.

% The obliteration of existing landscapes and thedsition of a new order upon the world is a keyeasp
of modern “development” projects in general. Seentzs (1988)All That Is Solid Melts Into Aji{1982],
New York: Penguin Books.

%" Max Weber's comment on a passage from Tolstoy dstnappropriate here: “Tolstoi has given the
simplest answer, with the words: ‘Science is meglegs because it gives no answer to our questien, t
only question important for us: “What shall we daléhow shall we live?” That science does not give
answer to this is indisputable.” Gerth and MillslsE(1958)From Max Weber: Essays in Sociolpdiew
York: Oxford University Press, 143.

49



The Mechanics of Materializing Thought: The Politis of Inscribing the

Cartesian Coordinate System into the Manhattan Landcape

Merely envisioning the possibility of nearly obliating the environmental
conditions in Manhattan and constructing a reld§ivlat surface carved into a
numerically-coded grid formation required, if neidacity, at least a bit of imaginatiéh.
Yet, how would such imaginings become anything ntben daydreams in the Street
Commissioners’ minds? How would the Commissiont#rsughts become materialized?
At the intersection between the cross-streets afgyimation and the avenues of actuality
stood John Randel Jr. (c. 1780-1885%hief surveyor of the Manhattan grid plan. We
must therefore examine Randel’s actions if we ararntderstand theediationbetween
thought and material practice.

Described as “an eminent mathematician, and a sloiétl practical surveyor,”
the Commissioners hired Randel to survey the IslahdManhattan, and his work
eventually led to the production of a set of mapthe Commissioners’ Plaff.Within a
year after the law of 1807 was passed, Randel b&banHerculean task of surveying

Manhattan Island,” an undertaking he would notsfinuntil 1822*' Although Randel

% Traditional wisdom, as espoused by many urbannglem has it that the Manhattan grid was an
“unimaginative” plan. | find this perspective to héerly unsatisfactory. It took imagination, | agj to
evenconsiderthe possibility that Manhattan could be leveled #attened beyond recognition. It required
the capacity to imaginahat might berather than limiting oneself tavhat is If envisioning a complete
reconfiguration of a landscape does not entailcdrofimagination, what does? Whether or not oreavei
the grid with pleasure or disdain, it certainly ugqd the ability to tap into what Street Commissio
Simeon DeWitt calls “the mysterious, unfathomatdpasitories opossible things DeWitt (1813), The
Elements of PerspectivAlbany: H.C. Southwick, ix. In the next chaptediscuss the issue of imagination
in more detail.

29 Conklin (1997), “Kingsbridge, An Early Quarryingdirict on Manhattan IslandNMineralogical Record
28, 457-73.

%0 carey (1825)Exhibit of the shocking oppression and injusticéfesad for sixteen months by John
Randel, Jun., EsgPhiladelphia, 7. For reproductions of these wawionaps, see Cohen and Augustyn
(1997),Manhattan in Maps, 1527-199B8lew York: Rizzoli International Publications, In@¢00-11.

%1 Cohen and AugustyManhattan in Maps102-4.
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later described certain areas of pre-grid Manhadtabeing “impassible without the aid
of an axe,” he did not categorize the pre-grid $aage as a “wilderness,” as a number of
twentieth-century scholars have ddAdnstead, Randel recalls “performing field work
. . . in the suburbs of the city” where there wa@untry residences . . . with court yards
and lawns of trees and shrubs in front of thém.”

If he speaks of rugged hills, Randel reminds usttiese hills existed not in some
idealized primeval state but served the wealthicasntry residences.” If Randel speaks
of salt meadows, he also reminds us that througkethmarshlands were ditches and
“well-beaten” paths (Figure 3.4f.The grid, in other words, was not inscribed into a
virgin wilderness but rather superimposed uponegxisting social order of property
relations and small-scale environmental manipufafiigure 3.5). When seen in contrast
to the concreteness of the modern Manhattan lapdst¢a be sure, pre-grid Manhattan
does appear to have an element of “wildné3syet, we should be cautious not to
idealize the pre-grid landscape, for in doing sorwe the risk of ignoring the social
relations that were unquestionably embedded witiah landscape. This point is crucial
if we are to understand the power struggles thaidBlaand the Commissioners engaged

in as they inscribed the Cartesian coordinate systéo the Manhattan landscape.

32 Randel, “City of New York, north of Canal stre@t, 1808 to 1821,” 850. For examples of twentieth
century interpretations of the pre-grid landscapévélderness,” see Trachtenberg (1964), “The Raimb
and the Grid,”American Quarterlyl6 (1), 3-19; ShanorNew York's Paper Street§; Cohen (1988),
“Civic Folly: The Man Who Measured ManhattanAB Bookman's Weeklh\2511-15; Cohen and
Augustyn,Manhattan in Maps102.

33 Randel, “City of New York, north of Canal streiet,1808 to 1821,” 847-9.

* Ibid., 847.

% Yet, when compared to the rest of the city, event€l Park (a deliberate human construction) seems
“wild” to urban dwellers. See Gardner (1988)ban Wilderness: Nature in New York Cityew York:
Earth Environmental Group. To someone who has lthed entire life in rural America, however, Ceaitr
Park would likely appear an extremely manicured| damesticated, landscape. In this sense, “wildness
is, indeed, relative to one’s point of referencee Nash (1982)Wwilderness and the American Mind
[1967], New Haven: Yale University Press, 1.
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Figure 3.4: A “well-beaten” path through marshlandsar the then-imaginary Avenue A

and 15" Street(Source: Randel, c. 1819)

Figure 3.5: The complexity of the pre-grid landsedgetween the then-imaginary blocks
of 128" through 135 Streets and ®through 13' Avenues of the Commissioners’ Plan

(Source: Randel, c. 1819)
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Randel himself was certainly aware of the socigbaot of his surveying, as he
was arrested numerous times for trespassing:

Col. Richard Varick, who walslayor of the city of New York for théwelve years

from 1789 to 1801, always becarail for my appearance at Court when, in the

absence of the Commissioners, | was arrested bghieeiff, on numerous suits
instituted against me as agent of the Commissiorierstrespass and damage
committed by my workmen, in passing over groundstiregy off branches of
trees, &c., to make surveys under instructions ftbenCommissioner®.
In the minutes of the Common Council one finds fibkowing reference to such an
instance of Randel’s encounter with the law:

A petition of John Randall [sic] one of the surveyoemployed by the

Commissioners for laying out Streets and roadsyipgareimbursement of

damages & costs recovered against him by John Ntllan action of trespass for

entering on his grounds in the service of said csioners was received and
referred to Alderman Mesier Mr Jones & Mr Hawes . The amount of damages

& costs recovered against said Randell [sic] inghi¢ against him by John Mills

is $153.59"

Jones and Hawes recommended that Randel be reibios his expenses and the
measure was accepted by the Common Council. Ths wed an isolated incident,
however, as Randel notes that there were “numesaus” brought against him in a
similar manner.

Legend has it that “at the sight of men approachwith their maps and
measuring instruments, dogs were unleashed, amgghbraing families banded together
in driving the men off the property®Writing in 1896, historian Martha Lamb goes so
far as to suggest that “On one occasion, while ohrgwhe line of an avenue directly

through the kitchen of an estimable old woman, Wlad sold vegetables for a living

upwards of twenty years, they [the surveyors] wesked with cabbages and artichokes

% Randel, “City of New York, north of Canal streiet, 1808 to 1821,” 848.

37 Common Council of the City of New York (1810-181Rj)inutes of the Common Council (Vol, 6)ew
York: City of New York, 315 and 330.

3 ShanorNew York's Paper Streetd8.
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until they were compelled to retreat in the examterse of good ordef® That the
surveyors could have invaded the kitchen of ann@chan may seem far fetched, yet it is
not improbable given the fact that the law of 1&@¥e them the authority to do so: “it
shall and may be lawful to and for the said Comiarsss, and for all persons acting
under their authority, to enter, in the day tim@piand upon any lands, tenements or
hereditaments which they shall deem necessary tsubesyed, used or converted for
laying out, opening, and forming of any streetaad as aforesaid®
Despite the privileges bestowed upon the Commisssgand survey teams by the
law of 1807, conflicts with local landowners becasueh a hindrance to their surveying
project that, as Randel notes,
In consequence of those suits, the Commissionprstesl to the Corporation [of
the City of New York] the impracticability of theaompleting the duties of their
appointment unless protected from such vexatiotexrumptions; whereupon the
Corporation obtained from the [State] Legislature Act, passed 2% March,
1809, authorizing the Commissioners, and all pexsgrder them, to enter upon
grounds to be surveyed, and tout down trees, and do other damdgand
allowing a specified time thereafter within whiah ¢compensate the owners for
such damagé
As such measures illustrate, the act of surveyiegandscape was an inherently political
enterprise, no matter how many “maps and measumsiguments” the surveyors carried
along with themand no matter how much trigonometry they used to mmeashe
Manhattan landscape. Randel and his surveyors ageats of a political program to

completely reconfigure the Island of Manhattantteese “vexatious” landowners knew

all too well.

39 Lamb (1896) The History of the City of New York (Vol, 8)ew York: A.S. Barnes and Co., 572. Also,
see ShanofNew York's Paper Street48.

“0 Bridges,Map of the City of New-Yor8.

*1 Randel, “City of New York, north of Canal streiet,1808 to 1821,” 848-9. For an extract from “AntAc
respecting Streets in the City of New-York,” Pasbtatch 24, 1809, see Bridgddap of the City of New-
York
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Between 1811 and 1821, the Common Council paid Jeandel a total of
$32,484.98 for supplies and equipment to perforendiities with regard to the surveying
of Manhattan Islan&® The Common Council had great interest in obtaimraps of the
island. As the Finance Committee noted in 1820héi$ been customary to present each
person on his becoming a member of the Common Glpwvith a Map of the City; in
order that he may possess the information requinedhe discharge of his public
duties.”® Randel’s work was held in high esteem, and he pvaised as “an artist and
correct delineator™ The “correct delineation” of the various propestiexisting in pre-
grid Manhattan was a crucial component of the ptoje transform the landscape. As
Cohen and Augustyn note, “Accurate surveying infation for these farms was essential
for a city that had a plan to construct streetshenvery land occupied by these farms.”

Yet, Randel’'s assignment went well beyond merewang maps of the island.
Of the total sum allocated to his surveys, Randelduapproximately 40% of the funds
for the purpose of placing “monumental Stones” ache of the then-imaginary
intersections of the streets and avenues of theefugrid?® This included the setting of
1,549 marble monuments and 98 iron bolts. Inscriéd each monument were its
Cartesian coordinates within the matrix of the Mattdn grid—that is, written on each

monument was both the number of the street anduavémat were to intersect at that

2 Common Council of the City of New York (1820-182Minutes of the Common Council (Vol. 1New
York: City of New York, 449.

**pid., 299.

4 Common Council of the City of New York (1818-182®inutes of the Common Council (Vol. 18w
York: City of New York, 249.

%5 Cohen and Augustyanhattan in Maps110.

“5 For a complete account of the financial suppoovjured for Randel’s surveys by the Common Council,
see Common Council of the City of New York (182@18 Minutes of the Common Council (Vol. 11)
New York: City of New York, 449.
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point under the proposed Plan of 1811t is here—with Randel and his numerically-
coded stone monuments—that we can observe the ‘anadi of materializing thought
at work.

Before monuments were bolted into the landscapgepfaRandel’'s maps of
gridded streets and avenues were nothing more temreams and hypothetical
imaginings. But, by inscribing monuments with thedordinate points within the matrix
of the future grid, and then fastening these momisato the actual landscape, John
Randel Jr. partook in thproto-materializationof the Cartesian coordinate system in
Manhattan. At this stage, we do not yet have thdladged “material replication” of the
Cartesian coordinate system that we know todayodk decades of hard labor by
construction crews to fully carve the Cartesianrdo@te system into the landscape;
Randel’s initial monuments merely marked, or labekbe landscape with numerically-
coded inscriptions. It is at this initial stagenséterialization, however, that the mediation
between conceptual frameworks and the materialdisnnost evident.

Let us take a slight detour for a moment into thrazBian forests with science
studies scholar Bruno Latour once again so thamag better come to grips with the
inscription process (see Chapter 2). Recall th&burafollows scientists on an expedition
into the forests of Brazil and notices that, amotiger things, they tag numerically-coded
labels to tree branches at regular intervals tckroat the terrain. Standing in front of one

of these tree branches, Latour makes the followingervation: “I thought | was deep in

" Cohen and Augustyn remark that “Between 1811 ##il1Randel and his determined crew placed a
three-foot nine-inch-long white marble marker ewngdh with the street's number at each intersection.
Where rocks blocked the way, half-foot iron boltsrevaffixed to them.” Cohen and Augustjanhattan

in Maps 104. While previous scholars have only noted that“street's number” was inscribed on each
monument, Randel himself informs the readers ofiBit1 map that both the stremtd avenue numbers
were inscribed on his monuments.
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the forest, but the implication of this sign, ‘23#iscribed on a label attached to a tree
branch], is that we arm a laboratory albeit a minimalist one, traced by the grid of
coordinates. The forest, divided into squares, dlesady lent itself to the collection of
information on paper that likewise takes a quatiita form.™®

Without these numerical inscriptions attached e tbranches, the scientists
would be utterly lost when trying to retrace th&tieps both out “in the field” as well as
back at their “centres of calculatioff™If | were to tear down these tree tags,” says
Latour, “or if | were to mix them up, Edileusa wdypanic like those giant ants whose
paths | disturb by slowly passing my finger acrtesir chemical freeways?® Tree tags
offered a mechanism by which to gain conceptuatrobover the landscape: “thanks to
inscriptions, we are able to oversee and contrgtuation in which we are submerged,
we become superior to that which is greater thaitus

Through the inscription process, the material lapde is encoded with a sign
system intended to be read in #@mnelanguage as whomever has done the inscritfing.
After a landscape has been encoded with such jptigers, the map and the territory
become commensurable. Road maps, for instancendyeuseful if compared with the

road signs posted in the real world. In other wpttle physical world often has to be

marked with inscriptions in the same language asntlap if the map is to make any

8 Latour (1999),Pandora’'s Hope: Essays on the Reality of Scienodi&t Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
University Press, 31-2.

9 Latour (1997)Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and iBagrs through Societ§1987],
Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 215-57.

*0 | atour,Pandora's Hopg32.

*! bid., 65.

*2 This is true not only for scientific inscriptiobsit also for other conceptual frameworks (suchetigious
cosmologies) that are inscribed into a materiad$aape. See Duncan (1990he City as Text: The
Politics of Landscape Interpretation in the Kandy&ngdom Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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sense. As Latour notes, if the material inscrigtiare taken away, so too is the power of
the map:
we most oftercomparethe readings on the map with the raaghswritten in the
samelanguage. The outside world is fit for an applimatof the map only when
all its relevant features have themselves beertemnriand marked by beacons,
landmarks, boards, arrows, street names, and sbheneasiest proof of this is to
try to navigate with a very good map along an urk@a@rcoast, or in a country
where all the road boards have been torn off (ggpdr@ed to the Russians
invading Czechoslovakia in 1968). The chance i$ yba will soon be wrecked
and lost. When the out-thereness is really encoedtevhen things out there are
seen for thdfirst time, this is the end of science, since the emdechuse of
scientific superiority has vanishéd.
We see precisely such a relationship between Randwrkers, his maps, and the
Cartesian coordinate system. The names of thetstmed avenues on his maps, and their
corresponding monuments, were written in the “sadarguage” as the surveyor’s
guantitative conceptual framework. By encoding lipgimns of the Cartesian coordinate
system into the landscape, Randel and his “men with their maps and measuring
instruments” converted the Manhattan landscape ‘@atproto-laboratory—a Euclidean
world where all phenomena can be registered bylection of coordinates™
If Randel and his stone monuments can be compgarédtour’'s environmental
scientists and their tree tags, this means thatl®annetwork was just as vulnerable to
an act of sabotage as was Edileusa’s matrix ofiptemns. Whereas Latour apparently
did not indulge his fancy by actually tearing doenmixing up Edileusa’s tree tags,
Randel was less fortunate. Whether out of calcdlatalice or sheer amusement, Randel

found that someone had tampered with the settingi®fstone monuments, and he

therefore had to remeasure a significant portiorthef island. In 1817, the Common

%3 Latour,Science in Action254.
% Latour,Pandora's Hopg43.
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Council compensated Randel for “Remeasuring Onelteghand sixty thousand feet to
replace pegs destroyed by persons unknown to hiarebthe Monuments were set.”

Let us suppose for a moment that such actions ta&en by angry landowners as
a form of resistance to the grtl.Were these “deviants” opponents of Science and
Rationality? After all, they did disrupt the surimy, or “correct delineation,” of
Manhattan Island. They, therefore, must not havenba friend of Science,” as was
Street Commissioner Simeon DeWitYet, why would anyone oppose Science and its
municipal representative, the technical expert? dsisoday’s technical experts attempt to
reduce political questions to technical calculatiomvhen the technical expert first
emerged as “a new player in the political arenafmomicipal policymaking during the
nineteenth century, he (and it most always was g, rhance the gendered language)
often claimed to make decisions “on the basis bfe€ctive’ scientific and engineering
principles.®®

To charge a technical expert with “political enginag” was paramount to
guestioning his intellectual integrity and sciestiicumen. For instance, John B. Jervis,
who served as engineer for the construction of lbth Erie Canal and the Croton
Aqueduct, “categorically den[ied] that he was alifpzal engineer,” and affirm[ed] that
his decisions had always been determined by teahaid fiscal constraints rather than

159

politics.™” If surveyors and engineers based their decisioh®mn politics but rather on

“objective” principles, then they could portray theelves as merely following the

5 Common Council of the City of New York (1817-181B)inutes of the Common Council (Vol, 8)ew
York: City of New York, 132.

% Such an assumption seems reasonable given theusaother “vexatious interruptions” that Randel
encountered with irate landowners.

" Anonymous (1835), “Obituary American Journal of Science and Ait, 395.

%8 Goldman (1997)Building New York's Sewers: Developing Mechanisfigrban ManagemeniWest
Lafayette, Indiana: Purdue University Press, 53&hd

%9 GoldmanBuilding New York's Sewerg4.
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dictates of scientific law, which provided a semsdegitimacy to the decision-making
process.

Since the grid’s street names were based on thebubtary of science
(mathematics), it had the appearance of beingtafra” plan (see Chapter 4), yet surely
even Randel must have recognized that his encodmtlmments were not “neutral”
markers for a scientific analysis. Rather, they Bglzed governmental control and the
imposition of a new order upon the Island of Matdrat Randel was a “technical expert”
par excellenceand he conducted his surveying with the utmosinsifie precision. Yet,
to the landowners who fought against him, all #hnicalities in the world did not mask
the reality that he was an agent of a politicaigrbthat, in their view, infringed on their
property rights.

The battles between property owner and surveyodlyivdemonstrate that the
governmental science of the technical expert—bas®d'scientific and engineering
principles”—was inherently political. Only when tltechnical experts are seen as being
“beyond politics” do their calculations and ins¢igms appear “neutral” to the unwary
public. In any situation where technical experte arolved, however, a number of
guestions should always be asked: What are thetigabligoals and objectives
presupposedy the technical experts? Who benefits from thgesals and who suffers?
What types of power structures are legitimizingrthechniques of analysis? That Randel
was engaged in a political enterprise is clearlgl@wt in the fact that the resistance he
encountered from landowners led to the passagartifeir state legislation and cost the
city at least an additional $4,080Surely there must have been a logic, or “ratiapAli

behind such resistance to Randel and his team abinieal experts. | explore the

0 Common Council of the City of New YorMinutes of the Common Council (Vol, 282.

60



“rationality of deviance” in greater detail in Chap5, but first, | will take a closer look

at the reasoning behind the grid itself.
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4. THE REASONING BEHIND THE
RATIONALIZATION OF THE LANDSCAPE

The Mason’s Sieve Myth and the Treacherous Searcloif the Origins of
the Manhattan Grid

It has become a tradition among historians to lrewamyth popularized by
Frederick Law Olmsted and James Croes for why thar@issioners chose the grid plan.
As Olmsted and Croes explained in 1877,

There seems to be good authority for the story timatsystem of 1807 was hit
upon by the chance occurrence of a mason’s sieaeanmap of the ground to be
laid out. It was taken up and placed upon the raad,the question being asked,
“what do you want better than that?” no one wag éblanswer. This may not be
the whole story of the plan, but the result isthme as if it weré.

Another rendition of this “creation myth” was giveg a man named Randall Comfort in
an address to the New-York Historical Society iO1L9The story, it seems, speaks across
generations:

In one of his many writings, the late Colonel Wagriells a most interesting story
about early New York City, that happened way batki807. It seems in that
year, the Street Commissioners were sorely pergléxeagreeing on a plan of
laying out the city north of Fourteenth Street. THele three of them chanced to
be standing near a gravel-screen, alongside oh@lsank, and they were totally
at sea in discussing the the [sic] many ways ot¢uare. At last a brilliant idea
ocurred [sic] to one, and by way of illustration $teoped down and drew in the
sand an outline map of Manhattan Island, roughétadkng in the existing streets.
Just at that moment the sun shone suddenly out behind a passing cloud,
throwing across the improvised map the shadowefthvel-screen.
“There you are!” cried the Commissioner in triumgfihat's my idea

exactly.”

! Olmsted (1971)Civilizing American Cities: A Selection of Freddritaw Olmsted's Writings on City
Landscapesedited by S.B. Sutton, Cambridge, Mass: MIT Pré5ss
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And that very gravel-screen, or gridiron plan, afihg out the city’s
streets, has been faithfully followed on Manhattistand, regardless of
topographical difficulties, until this very day.

As with all good creation myths, there is a “mortd”this story of the Manhattan grid’'s
origins. One gets the sense that there is a sathatfrariness and, especially in Olmsted
and Croes’ version, a lack of imagination in thiel gian.

These sentiments have resonated well with twentiettiury historians, urban
planners, and other scholdr¥et, in Comfort’s rendition, far more than Olmstadd
Croes’, there is also a feeling of drama, excitegndluminated intellects, destiny.
Comfort's Commissioners are no “apathetic authdryst rather engaged participants
walking “alongside of a sand-bank” and contemptatthe future of Manhattan with
philosophical zeal. While the details of this ipatation of the Commissioners’ actions
are pure fiction, | think it captures the Commis&is’ passions—which | shall elaborate
on below—much more than Shanor’s indictment of tlenbeing “apathetic authors” or
Trachtenberg’'s remark that “the commissioners wamamoved by thoughts of national

grandeur.” Whatever conclusions we may draw frois tiythical tale of the Manhattan

grid’s origins, the fact that it has been passedrddrom generation to generation

2 Comfort (1901)Colonial Homes in the Bronx: A Paper delivered befine New York Historical Society,
November 6, 19Q1Collection of the New-York Historical Society, B&, # 10 1. The original piece that
Comfort refers to was written by Geo. Everett lditld Geo. E. Waring, Jr. in 1897 and goes as foll6ivs
is said that while examining the ground one fing,dghen fleecy clouds were flying across the skgyt
[the Street Commissioners] stopped at noon to distlue problem near a bank where some workmen had
been screening gravel. In illustration of his idease of them—the story does not say which one—héga
trace upon the ground with a stick a rough maphefisland. Just as he had finished the outline,veasl
about to sketch in his proposed system of stréle¢ssun flashed forth from behind a passing cloudl a
threw across the skeleton map the shadow of theelgsgreen. “There is the plan!” exclaimed anotlae
forthwith it was adopted. For all time the shaddwhat gravel-screen will cover the Island of Matiaa
from First Street to [the] Harlem River. Whetherrmt the plan adopted in 1811 really originatedhiis
manner, it is certain that its absolute disregdrthe natural topography of the land, and the biivad in
which its provisions have been carried out, haweilted in serious sanitary and financial loss.”l iitd
Waring (1969), “Old Wells and Watercourses of thand of Manhattan,Historic New York: The Half
Moon Papers[1897], |. Goodwin, Royce and Putnam. Long Istdna J. Friedman, Inc., 240-1.

% For instance, see Cohen (1988), “Civic Folly’: éfllMan Who Measured ManhattarAB Bookman's
Weekly 2512. Also, see Chapter 2 of the present study.
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suggests that myth is just as important as “fatatisfying the desire for explaining the
origins of the Manhattan grid. Fact, however, ieofmore perplexing than fiction.

When historians reallyant to get at the “root cause” of the grid pldigt turn to
a document called theommissioners’ Remarksghich is part of a compilation of laws
and references concerning the grid plan that wadighed in 1811 by the architect and
City Surveyor William Bridge$.While there is more to the logic of the Manhattaid
than is stated in thRemarksit does offer a general window into the reasoning rizhi
the Manhattan grid. Utility and convenience are tie@n themes of th€ommissioners’
RemarksThe Commissioners inform us that “one of thet fgjects which claimed their
attention . . . [was] whether they should confinemiselves to rectilinear and rectangular
streets, or whether they should adopt some of teapposed improvements, by circles,
ovals, and stars, which certainly embellish a plahatever may be their effects as to
convenience and utility.” Economic utility and c@mience were given top priority. After
all, since “the price of land is so uncommonly graa seemed proper to admit the
principles of economy to greater influence thanhtignder circumstances of a different
kind, have consisted with the dictates of prudemakthe sense of duty.”

Streets and avenues at right angles to one anathdd result in a landscape of
economic efficiency. The Commissioners “could not bear in mind that a city is to be
composed principally of the habitations of men, #mak strait sided, and right angled
houses are the most cheap to build, and the maosteoegent to live in.” The
Commissioners add that “The effects of these @aith simple reflections was decisive.”

What more could a historian in search of the gridisgins ask for than the

* Bridges (1811)Map of the City of New-York and Island of Manhattaith Explanatory Remarks and
ReferencesNew-York: T & J Swords, 23-38.
® Ibid., 24-6.
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Commissioners’ comment that “If it should be ask&bly was the present plan adopted
in preference to any other? the answer is, becafss, taking all circumstances into
consideration, it appeared to be the best; or,tleroand more proper terms, attended
with the least inconvenienceé”8o, there we have it, pure and simple: the Maahagtid
was a product of economic utility and expediency.

This is, at least, the conclusion we must inevitaishw if we take th&emarksat
face value. Yet, have we not yet learned that tieeneore to the past than what is written
in formal documents such as tBemmissioners’ RemarRHave we not yet learned the
lesson from the “shopkeeper” in Marx and Engdlee German Ideolo@y“Whilst in
ordinary life every shopkeeper,” they note, “isywearell able to distinguish between what
somebody professes to be and what he really ishistorians have not yet won even this
trivial insight. They take every epoch at its wend believe that everything it says and
imagines about itself is trué. The Street Commissioners themselves were harily th
naive, as one of them admitted in 1813 that he“Amasre of the false estimate we are
prone to make of our own productiorfsSurely there is more to the logic and reasoning
behind the grid than is stated in tB®@mmissioners’ Remark8ut, how are we to go
about navigating through the logic of the grid wiih the roadmap of the

Commissioners’ pre-packaged answers to our fundehguestions?

6 .

Ibid., 25.
" Marx and Engels (1970The German Ideology1845], New York: International Publishers, 67.
8 DeWitt (1813),The Elements of Perspectivibany: H.C. Southwick, iv.
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Beyond the Commissioners’ Remarks“the mysterious, unfathomable
repositories ofpossible thingsand “the boundless field of improvement

before us”

As has already been noted, Casimir Goerck’'s maghe@fCommon Lands set a
precedent of rectangularity in Manhattan as eady 196 (see Chapter 3). The
Commissioners essentially expanded on Goerck’s asawell as a subsequent map by
Goerck and surveyor-architect Joseph Mangin. Am&heentions, “The East, Middle
and West Roads on Goerck’s 1796 map became Fatitin,and Sixth Avenues on that
of the commissioners’; the projected grid on thee@k-Mangin plan was adopted
virtually block for block north of East ¥2Street on the 1811 map” (Figure 3°1Given
this fact, one might be tempted to conclude witlargin that the Commissioners suffered
from a lack of imagination.

Such a conclusion, however, is premature. This awktbf searching for the
“origins” of the Manhattan grid by looking for prdents, while important, only takes us
so far'® It does not explain why the Commissioners chartechames of the roads on
Goerck’'s map into ordinal numbers. And, it does riatly explain how the
Commissioners themselves viewed the rationalizatddnthe landscape. Were the
Commissioners really “apathetic authors” and “unetbvby thoughts of national
grandeur”? Is it really true that “Of artistic effethere was not a suggestion; the thought

of such a thing probably never entered the heatlsegplanners. Their ideas were narrow

® Shanor (1982)New York's Paper Streets: Proposals to Relieve 1B&l Gridiron Plan Columbia
University, Master’s thesis, 15.

19 Speaking of the search for the origins of the WR&ctangular Survey System through the establishmen
of precedents, William Pattison remarks, “the issdieorigins is likely to be more entertaining than
instructive.” Pattison (1964Beginnings of the American Rectangular Land SuiSgstem, 1784-1800
[1957], Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 64.
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and provincial”?! Were the Commissioners solely interested in atilin expediency, as
one might conclude from tt@ommissioners’ Remarks

The answer to all of these questions, | shall atgreughout the remainder of this
chapter, is no. The Street Commissioners who dedighe grid plan were, indeed,
motivated by utilitarian aims. Yet, the goal ofghshapter is to demonstrate that the
Commissioners’ utilitarianism was deeply influenced only by their faith in reason and
science but also by their belief that the Christitottrine of self-renunciation should
serve as a model for the conduct of civil affagnsg social life, in general. This required
the establishment of disciplinary rules of self-doat that fostered productive
employment and the suppression of idleness, lusissipn, and caprice. The
Commissioners had little faith in the “multitudeahd felt that if reason was to be
followed and order secured, it would have to beddrupon the population.

As we shall see, the grid plan was one way tolirssense of disciplinary order
into the general population by forcing people tetéhe course which reason indicates”
via the material rationalization of the landscafk.of this was to secure a prosperous
future not just for New York, but also for the Arman “empire” in generaf The
accumulation of wealth in the pursuit of empirewlwer, was but a means to the end of
religious salvation in the eyes of the Commissien#iris important to keep this in mind
as one examines the Commissioners’ utilitarianclogise one may be led astray in

thinking that their reasoning was simply a fornEofightenment secularism.

! Flagg (1904), “The Plan of New York, and How topimve It,” Scribner's Magazin86 (August 1904),
253-6.

2 Morris (1821),An Inaugural Discourse, delivered before the Newkistorical Society, by the
Honourable Gouverneur Morris, (president,) 4th ®epiber, 1816, Collections of the New-York Historical
Society, for the Year 182Collection of the New-York Historical Societidew York, 37.
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Contrary to traditional wisdom, | also argue there was, indeed, an aesthetic to
the Manhattan grid. Far from utility and beauty ngeimutually exclusive, the
Commissioners—Simeon DeWitt in particular—advocagedclassical aesthetic that
emphasized symmetry, order, and proportion, alwbich were consistent with the
utilitarian objectives of the grid. To make the eba@arguments, it has been essential to
move beyond th€ommissioners’ Remarksd instead to take a closer look at a number
of other texts written by the Commission&tsiot to take their words at face value, but
rather to tap into the Commissioners’ thought psses in order to understand the logic
they used to explain their actions and the changiodd—or more accurately, the world
they themselves were changing—around them.

Since these texts do not explicitly mention the&l gnian, one must approach them
with caution. However, it does not require too & “leap” to assume that the goals
expressed also pertain to the grid. In fact, tl@estimes in which it is patently obvious
that Simeon DeWitt implicitly refers to his work éme grid plan, as | will demonstrate.
By moving beyond th&€€ommissioners’ Remarks$ hope to expand the horizon of the
historian’s current conceptualization of the Mamdwatgrid as merely an artifact of
economic logic. What follows is an attempt to restomct the multifaceted nineteenth-
century spectacles through which the Street Comomsess themselves viewed the
world.

Gouverneur Morris, Simeon DeWitt, and John Rutherfoved through the

Revolutionary War and were all deeply aware of tpefound socio-political

13 It should be noted that the arguments that folle mainly based on a critical examination of texts
written by Morris and DeWitt. | have found considely less written by Rutherford, but this may siynpé
a result of a lack of comprehensiveness on my fJérérefore, when | make generalizations about “the
Street Commissioners,” one should be aware thdt soeclusions may not always apply to Rutherford.
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transformations that had swept through their lamdng the last quarter of the eighteenth
century. The early nineteenth century marked tlggnimeng of the “internal improvement
period” in U.S. history, and all three Street Corssioners were actively involved in
numerous “improvement” projects during this pertddMorris had advocated the
construction of the Erie Canal for some time, aathline and DeWitt were engaged in its
development while serving as Street Commissioners tie City of New York.
Rutherford helped resolve a number of territoriapdtes between states, resulting in the
adjustment of the boundary between New Jersey &awd Xork as well as “setting the
line between those states and Pennsylvani@tie Street Commissioners, in other words,
were deeply committed to laying the foundationhaf hew nation.

Their actions both as Street Commissioners andharaffairs were not simply
tailored to satisfy the interests of their day. Tdmed would literally take years to
implement and would actually be quite costly fongl property owners who had to pay
for its construction. Rather, their vision was ofylarious future for posterity. While
serving as president of the New-York Historical ®bcin 1816, Morris expressed his
hopes for the future in himaugural Discoursea mere three months prior to his death.
“Oh God! that a long and late posterity,” says N&rfenjoying freedom in the bosom of
peace, may look, with grateful exultation, tae day-dawn of our empité® Whereas
many in twenty-first century America do not cons@ly think of themselves as being

part of an “empire,” Morris did not hesitate fromngparing the United States, which he

1 Trachtenberg (1964), “The Rainbow and the Grighierican Quarterlyl6 (1), 5.

5 Wilson and Fiske (1921), “Rutherfurd, Johfifie National Cyclopaedia of American Biograpkipl. 2.
New York: James T. White & Co., 10.

18 Morris, An Inaugural Discourse37.
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helped found, to the Roman EmptfeHere was an American Empire in the making, and
the grid would serve as the basis for buildingEnepire City in the Empire Staté.

For Morris, the destiny of the American Empire wast to be achieved by
acquiescing to the narrow interests of the fleeprgsent. Rather, a vision of a glorious
future and a commitment to serving the long-ternalgmf empire were required. As
Morris explains, “Men sore with present sufferingve not temper to reflect on remote
consequence. In the maddening moment, they areetteafto the voice of a prophét.”
Morris, on the contrary, was absorbed in the coptation of the future and viewed the
myopic vision of his fellow citizens as potentialgading to ruin: “Oh man! how short
thy sight. To pierce the cloud which overhangs ritgu how feeble.® The term
“futurity,” so rarely used today, was common cumgifior Morris’ contemporaries who
saw before them a prosperous future for their desems?*

The only question was, as Morris puts it, what $theerve as “the great columns

22

which are to support the fabric of our wealth andver?= For Morris, the answer was

clear. “Am | mistaken in concluding,” he rhetorilyahsks us,

" Ibid.

18 According toValentine’s Manual George Washington was one of the first to refeNew York as the
“Empire City.” Valentine’s Manuapraises such imperial terminology as follows:\itl be a pleasure to
read in Washington’s own language his descriptibow city which already he foresees as the ‘séat o
Empire.” It is within this climate of opinion tha¥lorris speaks of “the day-dawn of our empire.” By
Ed. (1917)Valentine's Manual of the City of New York for 1g1®&ew York: Valentine Company, 7.

9 Morris, An Inaugural Discourse31.

%% bid., 37.

2L A dictionary published in New York in the year T86efines the word “futurity” as “1. Time to come;
events to come. 2. Event to come.—3. The stateinighto be; futurition.” Anonymous (1807), “Futut
The New and Complete American Encyclopaedia: oivésgal Dictionary of Arts and Sciencegol. 3.
New-York: John Low. The 1989 edition of the OxfdEdglish Dictionary offers various other meanings of
this term: “What is future . . . . What will exist happen in the future; future events as a whalso
tthose that will live in the future, posterity .. .. Also, existence after death.” Simpson and We{h889),
“Futurity,” Oxford English Dictionary (2nd Ed.Yol. VI. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

22 Morris (1814),A Discourse delivered before the New-York Histdriaciety, at their Anniversary
Meeting, 6th December, 1812, Collections of the Newk Historical Society, for the Year 1814
Collection of the New-York Historical Societiew York, 148.
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. ... that we should encourage husbandry, comemara useful arts, as the great
columns which are to support the fabric of our weahd power? That we should
promote order, industry, science, and religion, ordy as the guardians of social
happiness, but as the outworks to the citadel oflibarty? And, finally, that we
should, as the best means of effecting those ahjeotarrange our concerns, as
that the management of public affairs be entrusbechen of wisdom, firmness,
and integrity?®
Science, in particular, would serve as a “guardérsocial happiness” by helping to
convert the “dreary wilderness” of America intoaad of plenty** Referring to Robert
Fulton’s development of a functioning steamboafl&®7, Morris declares that “It was
here [in New York City] that American genius, segithe arm of European science, bent
to the purpose of our favourite parent art the @stdand most devouring element . . . .
bow with grateful reverence to the inventive spifithis western world?® The practical
application of science would provide a means of teragy the American continent.
Street Commissioner Simeon DeWitt concurred. itreatise on surveyin@he
Elements of Perspectiv€l813), DeWitt declares, “The Americans are iamentive
people; perhaps more so than any other existifigt’was not so much that Americans
had “any superiority of intellect,” but rather th#teir circumstances were “more
favorable.®” In particular, DeWitt argues that the ease withich“the means of
comfortable subsistence may be procured” enablesrisans to contemplate the
“improvements” that are to come. For, it “leavesuee to the mind to wander through

the mysterious, unfathomable repositoriespossible thingsto the boundless field of

improvement before us® The logic of “improvement” requires a vision of déess

% |pid.
24 Morris, An Inaugural Discourse38.
% |bid., 40, emphasis added.
% DeWitt, The Elements of Perspectj\e.
27 \|hi
Ibid.
2 |bid.
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possibilities, the imagining ofvhat might berather than limiting oneself tawhat is It
also reveals a dissatisfaction with “what is.” Asiefdsche rightly suggests,
“Improvements are invented only by those who cael feat something is not goo&”
This goes a long way towards explaining why then@ussioners actively chose
to disregard “the contours of the land.” Their ga@s not to contrive a street plan that
would accommodate the current socio-environmentalditions of Manhattan Island.
Just the opposite, they let their minds “wandeoulh the mysterious, unfathomable
repositories opossible things and imagined the city of the future, unencumberg the
limitations of the past. As Marshall Berman conwunggty argues, this type of thought and
action is a hallmark of the modern world in genédfahnd Morris and DeWitt
incorporated the logic of endless “improvementoimbany facets of their pubic lives.
Morris notes that while the future was full of pati@l, so much work was yet to be done:
“Other paths remain to be trodden, other fieldsbéo cultivated, other regions to be
explored. The fertile earth is not yet wholly pespl The raging ocean is not yet quite
subdued.®" Science, above all, would be an instrument torebrin unruly world, and

the progress of “internal improvements” would be ¢jospel of the day.

Reasoning as a Means of Discipline: “a cheerful sofission to that
extent of discipline which is held necessary for rearingthem to

maturity”

Greatness awaited the American Empire, but Morndeustood that if such a

future was to become reality, government would haveaccommodate to the rapid

2 Nietzsche (1974)The Gay Sciencé1887], New York: Vintage Books, 214.
30 Berman (1988)All That Is Solid Melts Into Ajf1982], New York: Penguin Books.
31 Morris, An Inaugural Discourse39.
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changes occurring in American society. The disaddr post-Revolutionary America
would have to be corrected: “as the state of spaegethanged, by time and chance, the
laws, too, must changélew disorders require new correctivesd when the reason of
ancient ordinances no longer exists, they fall otibvion.”? Here was the recognition of
a world in constant flux, and government would h&ve&eep pace with the changing
scene if order was to be maintained.

What Morris fails to acknowledge, however, is tgatvernment policy was not
merely a reaction to the changing “state of sotidiyt was also an active agent in
shaping society and its individual human subjéttéNew disorders require new
correctives’—this is the language not of democraay of discipline What exactly was
it, in the eyes of the Commissioners, that requsech disciplinary measures? If Morris
was one of the “fathers” of the U.S. Constitutitren surely he must have been a friend
of democracy?

Morris was no friend of democracy and during then§lwutional Convention of
1787, he “favored a strong, centralized governnmetiie hands of the rich and the well-
born. He would have a president elected for lifeghwwower to appoint a Senate of life
members.* Morris eventually compromised on these points, ibshows nonetheless
that he had little faith in ordinary citizens amsit that centralized authority was necessary
to maintain a disciplined population. While Morfigas a firm believer in reason and

science, he questioned the “assumed principle’hgoigshed by his fellow Enlightenment

2 |bid., 35, emphasis added.

% Hannah (2000)Governmentality and the Mastery of Territory in &lisenth-Century AmericaNew
York: Cambridge University Press. Also, see Burch@brdon and Miller (1991)The Foucault Effect:
Studies in Governmentaljt€hicago: University of Chicago Press.

3 D.S.M. (1934), “Morris, GouverneurpPictionary of American Biographyol. 7. Malone. New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 211.

73



comrades that “man is a rational creatufeRather, he insists on asking, “But is that
assumption just? or, rather, does not History shamg experience prove, that he is
swayed fromthe course which reason indicatdsy passion, by indolence, and even by
caprice?®® Here was a perceived struggle between reasonassion, and if reason was

to triumph, the population would have totaeghtto obey its dictates.

To take “the course which reason indicates” requidescipline. As DeWitt
explains, “The discipline of young persons is neghmore than compelling them to do
what theyoughtto do, andnustdo, to escape a comparatively ignominious life, oliat
they are naturally unwilling to do, and by propeeans to impress on them the habit of
doing it. This in the operation may not be pleasanthe patient, but the habit once
induced will become the source of his greatest yengmts.®’ There must be a firm
commitment to extinguish “improper propensitiegjgad observance of rules, a radical
extermination of evil habits, a scrupulous improeam of time, an unwavering
perseverance, and a judicious exercise of a wstliglined reason in the selection of
means for the attainment of the objects to be aehii&*®

DeWitt recognized that it was, indeed, true thabthing can appear more
romantic than a project for effectingnaaterial alterationin long established national
habits.® But, there was still hope because human nature“pliable” and the world
could be molded like clay to fit the form which a®on indicates.” The key was to

accustom people to new material conditions thatefesl disciplined behavior from the

% Morris, An Inaugural Discourse28.

% |bid., 28, emphasis added.

37 DeWitt (1819),Considerations of the Necessity of EstablishingAgmicultural College, and having
more of the Children of Wealthy Citizens Educatadttie Profession of FarmincAlbany: Websters and
Skinners, 7.

*®1pid., 13.

% |bid., 38-9, emphasis added.
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get-go. “With adults it is impossible,” says DeWitbut by commencing with infancy in
its earliest stages, it is not absolutely impraile, for the human being as come from
the hands of the Creator, is composed of qiEble materials that it can be moulded
into any shape, which time will harden and rendealterable”*® But, given the endless
possibilities of “improvement,” what exactly woutllis “course which reason indicates”
lead to and how would it serve as a disciplinargrfective” to the disorders to be
overcome? More importantly for our purposes, hogvali this relate to establishment of
the grid in Manhattan?

The Manhattan grid, | have argued, is a Cartesiaardinate system in
materialized form (see Chapter 1). But what didvesting the landscape into a Cartesian
grid mean in terms of constructing a disciplinedisty? Let us turn to DeWitt again for
guidance. As | have indicated, while serving as ainthe Street Commissioners, DeWitt
was also the Surveyor-General of New York Statewds a trained surveyor and well
acquainted with the practical implications of reshniques. He also agreed with Morris
that science was crucial for serving as a “guardifisocial happiness.” What did the
science of surveying have to offer to the purstitisciplinary self-control and using
“reason” as a guide for human action? “It opensih ) DeWitt maintains, “into which
strong allurements invite the reasoning facultless therefore well calculated to lead
them [the youth] into a cheerful submission to teatentof discipline which is held
necessary for rearing them to maturity; and thissateration alone gives it a stamp of

value that entitles it to more than common regétd.”

0 |bid., 39, emphasis added.
“1 DeWitt, The Elements of Perspectjwaii-ix.
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DeWitt, no doubt, felt this to be true from persoegperience: “If | have any one
thing more than others to regret, in my recollegiof the past it is, that stronger
injunctions have not been inforced . . . and a ®wf more scrupulous and assiduous
performance of duties have not been assurffed@tiinking like a surveyor would not
only help instill discipline into the youthful polasion, it would also be a source of
inspiration for DeWitt himself as Street Commis@onThe benefits of thinking like a
surveyor were clear: “It creates habits of formiglgar and distinct ideas of complex
objects, with the relative bearings of all theirrtpawhether such objects have been
presented to the eye, or be only creatures of tinel,nand changed to every shape and
position, in order to ascertain which will bestwes a meditated purpose” (Figure 4%1).
The ability to view the world through the surveyrtonceptual lens enhanced the
“reasoning faculties” such that one could “bestarsa meditated purpose.”

If we are to live by reason and suppress all capmee must follow the rules of
surveying to achieve the “improvements” which weekseWhy? “The imagination
becomes so far improved by it,” DeWitt informs Udhat the models it forms are as
complete as those made of material substancesit8umost useful office is to give
substance and visibility to those aerial shapedgufe 4.2)** But, what do these
imaginary models have to do with remaking the maltevorld? The answer: everything.
This system of thought, or way of seeing, offeradfits of immense proportion: “The

productions of the creative mind grow under thecgetil they result in wonderful

systems, endowed with powers to produce effeciscalculable benefit to marf® There

“2 DeWitt, Considerations of the Necessity of Establishing\gricultural College 8.
“3 DeWitt, The Elements of Perspectj\e.
44 (1.
Ibid.
*® |bid., ix-x.
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Figure 4.1. DeWitt's demonstration of the simpliciof rectilinear geometrical form,
creating the habit of “forming clear and distinaildas of complex object{Source:

DeWitt, 1813)

Figure 4.2: DeWitt’s illustration of the means b¥iah to “give substance and visibility
to those aerial shapes” produced through the lerisCartesian linear perspective

(Source: DeWitt, 1813)
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Figure 4.3: DeWitt's “wonderful system” materialide a hypothetical utilization of

surveying principles to remodel the wofslource: DeWitt, 1813)

is a profound connection here between thought atidra Through the use of surveying
principles, people can produce ‘“incalculable beénédi man” by imposing these
“wonderful systems” of thought onto the materialrldqFigure 4.3).

But, what is the secret of such systems? What gthhesn such powers to
“meliorate the condition of man*?Answer: they make visible our reasoning processes.
“[T]he aid of algebraic characters,” says DeWitt, . keep[s] the whole process of his
[the surveyor’s] reasoning continually before hyg® and render[s] his progress to the
conclusion practicable and eady.”By visualizing thought through “algebraic
characters,” our reasoning processes become fgibdd.”*® This has profound

implications for an explanation of the ManhattandgrAfter all, the grid—with its

“5 Morris, An Inaugural Discourse40.
" DeWitt, The Elements of Perspective
“8 |bid.
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numerically-coded streets and avenues—was one WitDe materialized “wonderful
systems” that was composed of “algebraic chardctead literally recreates “the whole
process of . . . reasoning continually before [oeykes”! To navigate through the
Cartesian grid which is Manhattan requires a coisteevaluation of one’s physical
position within the material matrix of numerical aczdinate points that define the
landscape. If one is to get around in the citygtimer words, one is forced to submit to the
Cartesian logic of the numerically-coded grid.

What better way to “teach” the general populatiom to take “the course which
reason indicates” than to convert the landscapf itsto a material replication of a
scientific conceptual framework? If people are &af¢o use their “reasoning faculties” to
get around in the world (or at least in Manhattamn perhaps this may even result in “a
cheerful submission to thaktentof discipline which is held necessary for rearingm
to maturity.” And what was Enlightenment other thanKant’'s famous words,man’s
emergence from his self-incurred immatufy

Reasoning was a means of discipline, yet it was als attempt to lift people
above their “animal instincts” (Morris’ “passionhd “caprice”) to a higher plane where
enlightened reason ruled supreme. Such a transhimnever, would have to be forced
upon the people because, as DeWitt explains,

we behold multitudes who can scarcely find anydtimpursue to which they are

not impelled by stimulants possessed in common With brutal race. Habits

suffered to acquire a spontaneous growth, the sahmeglect of early discipline
in the proper duties of life, cruel indulgencies afdepraved propensity to

idleness, and a want of attention to the cultivatad those inlets of rational
delight, so bounteously provided, for animating ahdering us on the journey of

49 Kant (1996), “An Answer to the Question: What islightenment?,” From Modernism to
Postmodernism: An Anthologi 784], Cahoone. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 51
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life, bring on, with an accelerated speed, thatlfapathy, which, to the miserable
sufferer, blasts all the beauties of creafidn.

| will come back to DeWitt's notion of “the beawief creation” in a moment. For now,
it should be noted that if the “multitudes” wererige to a “dignified elevation above the
level of a mere animaf* some type of order would have to be imposed ttadtthe

process of “spontaneous growth” and to eliminate thropensity to idleness” so

common given the “neglect of early discipline ie foroper duties of life.”

The Religious Foundations of the Rationalist Enterpse: “the flaming

sword of paradise” and “the moral orbit of empire”

Thus far, | have emphasized the modernist aspdctslasris and DeWitt's
thought (reason, improvement, etc.), but one waeatially misunderstand their rationalist
enterprise if one were to conclude that their visid a rationalized world—and the grid
street system as a means to that end—was whollulasecWhile part of the
Enlightenment tradition, Morris and DeWitt were HMotevout Christians. If the
accumulation of wealth and the consolidation of powere their chief objectives for the
American Empire, all of this was for a larger pweoln the final analysis, wealth and
power were not enough. All worldly goods were selzog to the larger glory of God.
For, as Morris insists, “There must be somethingento hope than pleasure, wealth, and
power. Something more to fear than poverty and.p8mmething after death more

terrible than death. There must be religiéh.”

0 DeWitt, The Elements of Perspectjvevii.
*L bid., xviii.
2 Morris, An Inaugural Discourse31-2.
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Morris believed that while human initiative was @ssal, all history was the
workings of a divine Providence. To understand Gatlvine plan, one needed only to
acquaint oneself with the “Sacred History” of thilB, which Morris believed held the
key to understanding all historical events: “Th#eion and experience of many years
have led me to consider the holy writings, not cadymost authentic and instructive in
themselves, but @ke clue to all other history. . . It is the clue which leads through the
intricacies of universal history. It is the prinkpof all sound political sciencé® All
nations who ignored the holy writings were boundrton:

Those nations are doomed to death who bury, icdheiption of criminal desire,

the awful sense of an existing God, cast off thesobing hope of immortality,

and seek refuge from despair in the dreariness rofihdation. Terrible,
irrevocable doom! loudly pronounced, frequentlye&igd, strongly exemplified
in the sacred writings, and fully confirmed by thag record of timé&?
Morris saw no contradiction between his commitntenthe “improvements” of science
and his religious belief. Recall that both scieac®l religion were among his list of
“guardians of social happiness.”

The fate of the American Empire as guided by reasuhscience was subject to
the same divine laws that ruled the universe. K th& burden of the American people to
obey the dictates of divine law if their salvatiwas to be assured:

Let mankind enjoy at last the consolatory spectattay throne, built by industry

on the basis of peace and sheltered under the wingstice. May it be secured

by a pious obedience to that divine will, which gmébesthe moral orbit of
empire with the same precision that his wisdom and polare displayed, in

whirling millions of planets round millions of sutisrough the vastness of infinite
5
space’

>3 |bid., 30, emphasis added.
** bid., 34.
% |bid., 40, emphasis added.
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All the worldly efforts of industry—which was “sttered under the wings of justice”™—
were to culminate in the “final event” of Judgmémy: “Let them [posterity] learn . . .
for such we trust will be the final event, that whthe altars of idolatrous lust had been
overturned . . . those of JEHOVAH [will be] restdrg®
What were we to do to prepare for this “final ev@niAccording to Morris and
DeWitt, we must renounce our animal lust, passiansg, caprice, for such idle pleasures
detract from the path of reason and wisdom of G@ must work upon the
“improvement” of our lot in this world, as requiremf us by the dictates of divine
wisdom:
It is the destiny of man, fixed unalterably in tt@uncils of eternal wisdom, that
HE MUST BE EMPLOYED; he must have some object ofspit or be
miserable; and it is a wise provision in the lawsature, that he has innumerable
wants to coerce him into the road of happiness, hkel the flaming sword of
paradise, drive him to fields where he must labodie; where corporeal toil or
mental energy only can save him from the wretchssloé his doom.—*
All the benefits of material improvement, accordiogDeWitt, are for the glory of the
Almighty: “To contemplate the wonderful works oktiCreator, the MAGNALIA DEI, is
the chief purpose of our creation, and therefore \artue and happiness so closely
connected with it*® Given the blessing bestowed upon us, “When weeroplate the
illimitable field which a beneficent Providence h@sened for the activity of man, and

the delightful incentives that press us throughtsllvenues, it seems incredible that any

one should be found to loiter on its confines iglémious indolence

*®|pid., 36.

>" DeWitt, The Elements of Perspectjveviii.
%8 |bid., xv.

%9 lbid., xvii.
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Yet, such indolence was precisely what DeWitt sawhis fellow Americans
(recall DeWitt’s “multitudes who can scarcely fiady thing to pursue to which they are
not impelled by stimulants possessed in common thightbrutal race”). It is now possible
to understand why DeWitt felt so strongly abowd trecessity of discipline. DeWitt saw
the luxuries and “customs of cities” as “fosteritleness and dissipation,” and he
believed that “frugality, temperance and economgtavthe only means by which to deal
with such debauchefy.

The irony of the pursuit of wealth and power whaettaccording to DeWitt, these
very objectives—if pursued for their own sake—tleead the entire enterprise of
religious salvation and social order. The religi@iBic of disciplined self-renunciation
and self-control would have to be brought into spbere of civil affairs to remedy such
evils through a complete rationalization of humanduct. Permit me to quote at length a
passage by DeWitt that | have already alluded td, vhich can now be seen in a
different light:

They [the aristocratic youth] expect to glide snipidown stream on the credit
of a family name, or a family’s riches, or possibly the reputation of a superior
genius, without the necessity of combatting cogtr@mds and currents into a
port where accumulations of wealth and honor awein. Miserable dreams!
fatal delusions! No: young men must have it impedssn them, as an undeniable
self-evident propositioftt that they must work and work hard both in quatityi
themselves for the business of their professiomatewrer that may be, and in
conducting it afterwards, if they have any ambitionbe seen in the ranks of
honorable men; and that all their powers must keEnabusly, systematically and
perseveringly exerted, if they aim at any thing lguperiority.

By the infallible oracles of divine inspiration vage taught, that no man
can obtain a good character as a christian, uhlestenies himself, takes up his
cross—ecuts off a right hand, or pulls out an efyagcessary for his advancement
to perfection—Figurative expressions denoting thdreenes of self-denial,

9 Dewiitt, Considerations of the Necessity of Establishing\gricultural College 35.

®1 Note here how a “self-evident proposition” haseforced upon a population. If people are to bezom
enlightened, the dictates of reason would haveettirbpressed on them,” for otherwise “they are relty
unwilling to” follow the “course which reason indies.”
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fortitude and voluntary sufferingThe same doctrine may, with a qualified

propriety, be addressed to those who aim at disondn any of the professions

of civil life. Whatever may be the genius or natural powergetherst be th&abor

improbus hard labor, strong exertions, struggles agamgtroper propensities, a

rigid observance of rules, a radical exterminatainevil habits, a scrupulous

improvement of time, an unwavering perseverance,ajudicious exercise of a

well disciplined reason in the selection of meaorstiie attainment of the objects

to be achieve
For anyone acquainted with the history of sociabutyht, DeWitt's words will
immediately bring to mind Max Webershe Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism(2000 [1930]).

Weber essentially argues that Protestant ascetigiss the foundation from
which the modern capitalist ethic of methodical dwet was born. This so-called
“Protestant ethic,” according to Weber, “strodeittie market-place of life, slammed the
door of the monastery behind it, and undertookeoeprate just that daily routine of life
with its methodicalness, to fashion it into a lifethe world, but neither of nor for this
world.”®® What was this ethic responding to? Weber's anstilére real moral objection
is to relaxation in the security of possession, #mgoyment of wealth with the
consequences of idleness and the temptations dfele, above all of distraction from
the pursuits of a righteous lifé*What ideal was to replace such debauchery? “It had
developed,” says Weber, “a systematic method admat conduct with the purpose of

overcoming thestatus naturgeto free man from the power of irrational impulsesl his

dependence on the world and on nature . . . . thet orgent task [was] the destruction of

%2 DeWitt, Considerations of the Necessity of EstablishingAgricultural College 12-3, emphasis added
except the term “labor improbus,” which is italietzin the original.
83 Weber (2000)The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitaligi®30], New York: Routledge, 154.
64 [
Ibid., 157.

84



spontaneous, impulsive enjoyment, the most impbrteeans was to bring order into the
conduct of its adherent§>

Weber’'s classic example of this disciplinary-ugitian ethos is that which
Benjamin Franklin proscribet,and it should come as no surprise that there weeat
linkage between Franklin’s advocacy of self-impos#idcipline and DeWitt's own
disciplinary obsession. “Let the biographies of memt men be consulted,” DeWitt notes,
“and it will be seen, that, superadded to the @udirseverities of their instructors or
masters, their distinction is to be chiefly asadilte self-imposedseverities, deliberately
adopted and perseveringly observed, till they haveted the habits that gave the
complexion of their fortunes and determined thesstihies.®” In particular, says DeWitt,
“Without such self-imposed discipline, Franklin wdunot have risen above the standing
of an ordinary printer. Washington, whose name nsireled with a halo of glory
unparalleled among mortals, would have been comfedirwith the common planters of
Virginia, had he not, from early life, subjectednisielf to a uniform series of labors and
sufferings, both of body and min8While his assessment of Franklin and Washington’s
“destinies” may be an oversimplified, retrospectiggonalization of their achievements,
the historical accuracy of DeWitt's remarks is l@sportant than the fact that he uses
them as role models for hasvndisciplinary project.

One key aspect of this disciplinary order, for Webwas the “rational

organization of our social environmefif.A rationalized landscape was a prerequisite for

65 ;i
Ibid., 118-9.
% One of Franklin’s maxims cited by Weber is thddaling: “He that loses five shillings, not onlydes
that sum, but all the advantages that might be rbgdarning it in dealing, which by the time thayaung
man becomes old, will amount to a considerable gimoney.” Ibid., 50.
7 DeWiitt, Considerations of the Necessity of Establishing\gricultural College 10.
68 [|hi
Ibid.
% Weber,The Protestant Ethjc109.
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the simplification of state affairs and the ratitiration of economic conduéf. With
respect to the Manhattan grid, the latter has vedeia disproportionate amount of
attention by scholars who tend to base their claiangely on theCommissioners’
Remarks It is true that the Commissioners were inspirgdabutilitarian ethos, yet to
ignore their larger goals for the American Empinel éheir belief that wealth and power
were only means to the end of religious salvatienta miss, perhaps, the most
fundamental aspect of their reasoning. Rationalizive landscape would instill into the
youthful population the discipline necessary foniaging the worldly goals of obtaining
wealth and power, while such “improvements” woulth) America one step closer to
“the boundless Perfections of the Deify.”

Before continuing, | would like to clear up a fewtgntial misunderstandings. |
am not arguing that the development of the entu@talist system was solely the result
of a “Protestant ethic” nor am | suggesting thhhaleteenth-century Protestants adhered
to the same principles as Gouverneur Morris or 8rmeeWitt. My argument, thus far,
is simply that the Commissioners confrontkd existing politico-economic conditions of
the early nineteenth century (and the perceivednells fostered by the “customs of
cities”) through a utilitarianism (DeWitt’s ethid &frugality, temperance and economy”)
that was seen as being consistent with the Chrisliiatrine of self-renunciation and self-
denial. DeWitt, in particular, explicitly advocatetat the Christian doctrine of self-
renunciation be brought into the sphere of cividimé through this disciplinary-utilitarian

ethic.

Y HannahGovernmentality and the Mastery of TerritpA24.
" Morris (1771),Oration on Love Columbia University, MS Collection, “Morris, G apers, 1768-1816,”

Reel 3, Copy 12.
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These ideas, of course, did not occur in a vacuuma.Commissioners recognized
that it was their duty to lay the political and romic foundations of empire; hence, the
“material practices” (i.e. capitalism) of the emiagyAmerican Empire influenced their
reasoning to a considerable degree. However, avé hlready mentioned, Morris and
DeWitt viewed the acquisition of such worldly goaais serving the larger glory of God.
Capital accumulation, and the creation of a disogul population to serve such capitalist
ends, was a major motivating factor for utilizing\litt's surveying principles to design
the grid and likely influenced their interpretatioh Christian revelation. Yet, reducing
the Street Commissioners’ actions to merely acgingsto “real estate interests”—and
nothing moré—is to completely misunderstand their overall pcojas well as its

continuingconsequences.

The Aesthetics of Harmonious Proportion: The Unionof Beauty and

Utility in the Art of Design

To argue that there was more to the Commissiomeesoning than economic
logic may at first strike some with suspicion, boitmaintain that the grid plan satisfied
the Commissioners’ aesthetic sensibilities is botmdhake a number of contemporary
historians and urban planners crifdéhere is a longstanding tradition, going back at

least to Olmsted, to view the Manhattan grid planb&ing intrinsically unaesthetic

"2 For instance, see Augustyn and Cohen (1995), “Niapise Making of ManhattanMagazine Antiques
(Sept. 1995) 345. For a particularly uncritical acceptancehaf thesis that the Manhattan grid was nothing
more than “a biased aid to speculation” that resulh “a most unattractive place to visit,” seelZeg
(2002), “Urban Life as Entertainment: New York a@dpenhagen in the Mid-nineteenth Centuritie
Urban Lifeworld: Formation, Perception, Represeidat Madsen and Plunz. New York: Routledge, 319.
Obviously, real estate speculation played a lagde in theimplementatiorof the grid, yet to reduce the
Commissioners’ rationale to an economic calculutifose sight of their disciplinary project anceith
imperial vision of futurity.

3 In particular, see Trachtenberg, “The Rainbow tedGrid,” 3-19; ShanofNew York's Paper Streets
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because it served utilitarian ends (see Chaptefis. viewpoint was well expressed at
the end of the nineteenth centuryHarper's Magazine

The magnificent opportunity which was given to themmissioners to create a

beautiful city simply was wasted and thrown away they clapped down a ruler

and completed their Boeotian programme by creaticigyan which all was right

angles and straight lines . . . . Excepting inl#y®ut of the city upon so large a

scale—in which there was a touch of uncommon sehaebordered upon

imaginatior—common sense of the plainest sort was the domictzaracteristic
of the Commissioners’ plan. Thinking only of ugliand economy, they solved
their problem—which admitted of so magnificent &uon—in the simplest and
dullest way’*
For those not acquainted with the myths of ancigrgek historical geography, Boeotia
(as in the Commissioners’ supposed “Boeotian prograinwas a Greek region to the
north of Attica that was supposedly “noted for m®ist, thick atmosphere, and the
dullness and stupidity of its inhabitants.”

To such late-nineteenth century critics, the simgtal of “right angles and
straight lines” suggested not only the dullness stagidity of the Commissioners’ Plan
but also its complete lack of aesthetic considenati(“The magnificent opportunity
which was given to the Commissioners to createaatifel city simply was wasted and
thrown away”). A similar position is maintained lopntemporary scholars Rebecca
Shanor and Alan Trachtenberg (see Chapter 2). Ad®sall another critic’s comment that
“Of artistic effect there was not a suggestion; tth@ught of such a thing probably never
entered the heads of the planners. Their ideas merew and provincial™

What is so fascinating here is how critics—oftenaoRomantic, Olmstedian

persuasion—universalize their own aesthetic of“fheturesque” and assume (without

" Harper's Magazine (1991)New York: A Collection from Harper's Magazjméew York: Gallery Books,
216-8, emphasis added. Also, see Short (20R&presenting the Republic: Mapping the United State
1600-1900 London: Reaktion Books, 84.

> Anonymous (2002), Boeotian. Website. <<http://wdistionary.com>>. accessed on 1/9/2002.

® Flagg, “The Plan of New York,” 253-6.
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even consulting the evidence) that it is ¢mdy standard by which to judge the beauty of
a city. That the Commissioners—or anyone, for thatter—could have viewed the grid
as aesthetically pleasing is considered preposterdecording to such accounts, there is
a strict dichotomy between beauty and utility, dhel Commissioners, so the argument
goes, chose utility. It is this assumption of theampatibility of aesthetics and utility
which enables critics to maintain that “their pfafi so far short of what might have been

accomplished by men of genius governed by arttasite.”’

But, this begs the question:
who has the power to define “true” artistic tasWflile the critics are entitled to their
own aesthetic sensibilities (which | shall examihe historico-geographical roots of in
the following chapter), the time has come to vieee Commissioners on thawn terms
rather than subjecting them to an aesthetic tleat thhemselves—as well as many of their
contemporaries—did not hold.

“It must be obvious to all,” exclaimed the Streein@nissioners’ contemporary
and New York City native, Gulian Verplanck, in aidaess to the American Academy of
Fine Arts in 1824, “that the arts of design hawkract and positive utility . . . to many of
the most important pursuits of civilized lifé*Verplanck believed that beauty and utility
were intimately bound together in the “arts of dasi That beauty and utility are
mutually exclusive, for Verplanck, is absurd. Raleis in the simplicity of symmetrical
proportion that beauty and utility converge:

that quick sensibility to the beauties of form gwdportion, that relish for purity

of design and simplicity of execution, which reduétm a familiarity with works

of taste, have a still wider, and (though lessimtisiiy perceptible in their

operation) scarcely a less practical influence hupmst of the arts of civilization,
upon commerce and manufactures . . . . it [i.ehiggcture] brings together in very

""Harper's Magazine\lew York: A Collection from Harper's Magazir#48.
8 Verplanck (1824)Address, delivered before the American Academyiref Arts Columbia University,
Avery Library Rare Books CollectiomNew York, 6.
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singular yet most harmonious union, the rigid axacerules of mathematics, and
the undefinable and unexpressible, but not lestiogrlaws of sentiment and
taste; in its history, it is throughout interwoventh that of the progress of
society, of national character, and of geniusismpractice, it contributes at every
moment to private happiness and public grandeur.
The fusion of “taste” and “the rigid and exact silef mathematics” would result in a
“harmonious union” of sentiment and practicality.Merplanck’s eyes, beauty and utility
are inseparable. “Good taste,” says Verplanck,
is always the parent of utility. While in works pliblic dignity it attains the
grandest results by the simplest means . . . . Witlassenting in full to that
metaphysical theory, which resolves all beauty thi® perception of utility, still,
though use be not the efficient cause, it is tiseparable companion of true taste,
and the same faculty which regulated the propaostioh the column, or the

composition of the frieze, presides with equal carer the minutest arrangement,
which can conduce to personal convenience or ple&Su

Utility, Simplicity, Good Taste, Proportion, Convence: all of these were interwoven in
an aesthetic that took pleasure in attaining “ttendest results by the simplest means.”

In the remainder of this chapter, | argue thateghgas a “utilitarian aesthetic,”
similar to Verplanck’s, at work in the reasonindhivel the Manhattan grid plan. My aim
is to show how the Street Commissioners, Simeon iRakVparticular, did not separate
utilitarian goals and aesthetic sensibilities—astiosr have charged—but rather
articulated a classical aesthetic of harmoniougpgnoon and mathematical exactitude
that was compatible with the utilitarian objectiveand scientific mechanics, of
converting the Manhattan landscape into a mateedlCartesian coordinate system.

| have already shown how Simeon DeWitt advocatedstience of surveying as
a systematic means of reordering the world. | nal look a little deeper into DeWitt's

aesthetic interpretation of the science of surveying. For\W, the surveyor’s

" bid., 6 and 21.
8 bid., 19-20.
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perspective offers clarity of mind and leads toagpreciation of “those simple, plain,
complete well selected and well arranged objectstrpooper to make deep, lively and
agreeable impressions on the mifiiThose who are “in total ignorance of the beauties
and powers of its language [i.e. mathematics]” wéler know the classical beauties of
symmetry and never experience “that relish forttaenonies of proportior®?

DeWitt argues that the elements of perspectivesuoveying, instill an aesthetic
that lifts one up from one’s animal passions to Hphere of universal harmony.
“Perspective drawing,” says DeWitt,

especially that of Landscape, gives him who is mfadaliar with its principles
and practices a new and deeper interestimPAPPEARANCEorF THINGS. By it
he becomes habituated to discriminating views efrtbeauties, and thus they
acquire a superior power of ministering to his pleas. In the aspect of nature,
where others see nothing to affect them, but lowik brute, unconscious gaze,”
he sees the distinct myriads of parts, wonderftdiyned and put together by
infinite wisdom to constitute a whole, perfect ilh the varieties of proportion,
shape, color, and purpose, and his sensationsbambed and dissolve in the
harmony that reigns universally among them. Delgfhtams into his soul from
every quarter to which he turns the contemplatie®2

DeWitt's aesthetic of harmonious proportion perresathis view not only of
comprehending landscapes, it is the standard byhwhe judgesall types of art,
including poetry and prose. As DeWitt maintains,

He who cannot mould and group his ideas in distineid images, and pencil
them on his fancy with the skill of a [realist] ptar, must never dream of
chaplets about his temples for exploits in thedfief POETRY. This art [the
science of surveying] is therefore important alsathat department of genius.
And even in prose-rhetorick, making pretensionmagit, how often do we meet
with metaphorical images of monstrous shapes ared rttost incongruous
composition! As such must ever be disgusting toreect critical taste, they could
never be admitted into the productions arfe acquainted with the rules of

81 Dewiitt, The Elements of Perspectjuii.
8 |bid., xiv.
% bid., xix.
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symmetry and that chaste, harmonious arrangement of imagahich
perspective [drawing] familiarizes to the miffd.

DeWitt, no doubt, considered himself to be “oneusigted with the rules of symmetry,”
and given that the grid plan was one of his “prdigdus,” it is not unreasonable to
assume that he viewed it as obeying the “rulesyofnsetry” and therefore satisfying a
“correct critical taste.” It is also worth notincghat just like his critics, DeWitt
universalizes his own aesthetic and would likelyeagwith Verplanck’s belief in the
existence of objective “laws of sentiment and téste
Given DeWitt’s disciplinary propensities, one migittfirst be surprised to find
him advocating any type of amusement whatsoevet, DeWitt understood that
amusement was a necessary element of life. Hetedsihiowever, that it be of a
“rational” sort. Proper doses of so-called “ratibrsanusement” would reinvigorate
people for the hard labor demanded of them by tbdem world. “Amusements must be
had,” DeWitt exclaims,
—Dby the busy to relieve them from the lassitudédf and re-invigorate them for
labor—by the idle, to fill up the dreadful vacugief time: And wo! to that man
who is not furnished with harmless resources framcivto draw the supply . . . .
His malignant destiny drives him to the fraterndly gamblers, the resorts of
drunkards, or the haunts of more infamous gratifices, as refuges from the
intolerable dreariness of a vacant life. An acqizeioe with one source of
diversion for his mind, such as is here recommenahght save him from ruiff
No idle amusements would suffice, however. DeWbtild not understand how so many
people, especially those of “the lovelier parthed human race” (i.e. women), could:
sacrifice the best of their time, or so much oh#t can be spared from other
noxious recreations, toie DEMON or ROMANCE, [and] have their delicate,
susceptible minds irremediably poisoned by thatifeesus trash, which, under

the denomination oNovels is poured upon the world; and, by indiscriminatel
and incessantly swallowing those deleterious opjateave their judgments

8 bid., xvi.
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deranged, and their mental appetites so utterhated, as to revolt from the
natural aliment of rational soufé?

To combat the “pestiferous trash” produced by a Raimism tailored to the instincts,
DeWitt offers a “rational” alternative based on tphenciples of surveying: “Besides
serving those purposes giractical utility, Perspective drawing, as a minister of
RATIONAL AMUSEMENT, holds a high station in the ghaations of merit; and may
almost dispute precedency with the poetic mie.”

If people, women in particular, have not grownustomed to appreciating such
“rational” art, it is only because “They have haadl guide to direct their partialities to
substantial improvements . . . . They have had mend to bend their habits to
employments worthy of the rank they hold in thelsscd being.® Our rank in the “scale
of being,” however, is not set in stone. By using mtellect, we may “improve” our
senses and experience the bliss of “beauty” ande'gigon.” As is often the case, when
one hears words such as “improvement” or “perfegtione should take note of the
Platonic-Christian world of discourse that onakslly about to enter. “[T]he government
of the universe,” DeWitt informs us,

is conducted by means most wisely adapted to &mels, and as every thing with

the Almighty is infinite, there can be no assigmalinits to the number of these

[i.e. human senses]. Objects of which we can nove lm conception, and new

senses to perceive them, may therefore be reséovesl more exalted stage of

existence. We know that here the sum of happinessre@ capable of attaining,
depends materially on the number goaiifection of our sensgeand among these,
those belonging to the soul, by which we perceasnbny and beauty, are of
primary consequeng¢eBut in some individuals these senses shew but the
glimmerings of existence, although capable of beghgited, cultivated and
refined, till they have power to transport almosydénd the enjoyments allotted to

this infant state of being. And thus by educaticayrthe human soul be improved
in its capacity for happiness here, in a manneeméding that by which it is

8 |bid.
8 1bid., xv-xvi.
8 |bid., xvii.
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prepared for the higher regions of bliss . . . e®i [i.e. the science of surveying]

not resemble the creation of a new sense, by wheh mounts one step higher in

his approaches to the rank of superior intelligeffte
By enhancing our senses, science would serve @stament to bring us one step closer
to “the higher regions of bliss.”

Make no mistake: there was power in this way ofrggthe world, and those who
neglected it faced irrevocable doom. DeWitt makes shat we understand this point: “if
in such employments and in the contemplation ohsalgects, their gentle spirits rise in
aspirations to that wonderful POWER, from whom thihgs have emanated, the all
beneficent Provider of such ineffable delights,ythéll feel themselves elevated to a
region of pure intellectual enjoyments, far abokattin which the untutored and less
favored part of their species are doomed to wdste existence® DeWitt's ultimate
goal, then, was to break free from our animal ntd§ and to enter the realm of Platonic
existence—a worldly Heaven, if you will—of “puret@ilectual enjoyments.”

As far as DeWitt was concerned, if people would potsue the aesthetics of
harmonious proportion willingly, then they must berced to do so—it must be
“impressed on them.” If only the “multitudes” coutge the world as the surveyor does,
then they might “see the light” shining into Platatave’' as it were, and be “saved”
from the doom of their existence. But, how couloVD& successfully proselytize the
“multitudes™? Certainly not everyone would read tiesatise on surveying, that was to be
expected. In fact, DeWitt's writings were targetguecifically at the upper class elites

and their children who would likely attend collegéis disciplinary project and the

utilization of surveying principles as a pedagobitaol, therefore, emerged as a

8 |bid., xxi-xxii, emphasis added.
O Ibid., xxiii.
L Warmington and Rouse, Eds. (1988)eat Dialogues of PlatoNew York: Penguin Group, 312-320.
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mechanism for disciplining not the “multitudes,” tbrather the elites such that they
would be able to use their “reasoning faculties” nmaintain their power and
“superiority.” Yet, while DeWitt's treatises on surveying and #stablishment of an
agricultural college for the training of “the Chih of Wealthy Citizens” were only for a
select few of the ruling class, the strategies bpexl to discipline the elites were
employed to create a disciplined population in ganley using the “rules of surveying”
to construct a rationalized landscape in orderam the “multitudes” to take “the course
which reason indicates>

Besides book learning, what other way could pedg@etrained to think like a
surveyor? If not everyone would read DeWitt's tisat on linear perspective,
reorganizing the landscape such that it would beossiblenot to see the world in any
other way but through the lens of symmetrical negtdarity offered a potential solution.
Carving the landscape into a symmetrical grid, awtoding it with numerical
inscriptions as street names, was one way to praaple to think “rationally” by insisting
that they live in a life-size Cartesian coordinaystem. By what superior means could

Enlightenment be brought to the masses?

92 DeWitt, Considerations of the Necessity of Establishing\gricultural College 12.
9 Foucault describes a very similar process witpeesto production of sexual norms, see Foucault
(1990),The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volumg1978], New York: Vintage Books, 122.
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5. THE RATIONALITY OF DEVIANCE

This march of progress is as relentless as a modany, levelling all before it.

—Frederick Bruckbauet,he Kirk on Rutgers Farrf1919)

The Price of Progress: “the devouring of the old aantry residence by

the overgrown monster of the City”

The implementation of the grid plan resulted ircamplete reordering of the
socio-environmental conditions of Manhattan Islambve the present Houston Street.
This “Great Transformation,” as | have called iingsPolanyi’s phrase, was a process in
which the landscape was effectively “rationalizeih, the sense that the island’s surface
was generally reduced to a two-dimensional plarenwphich a mathematical order was
imposed. The physical force unleashed during thiecess has been compared to a
military operation, with the aggressors being “dmenies of street openers and . . .
builders.* This military analogy, of course, presupposes etini—or at least an
enemy—upon which the aggressors ultimately havie i@y in spite of any resistance
they may encounter. While such an analogy hasingsl it also has its virtues. It
reminds us that the process of material rationttimaoften requires a form of violent
force, whether this consists of the leveling otshdr the demolition of houses. It also

reminds us that both the “aggressor” and the “wittare entangled in a web of power

! Smith (1938)Springs and Wells of Manhattan and the Bronx: Nevk City at the End of the Nineteenth
Century New York: New-York Historical Society, 127.
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relations, which potentially leaves open the paBsilihat the “victim” may become the
“master.”

In the previous chapter, | examined the world tgtoduhe eyes of the Street
Commissioners who designed the grid—the “genemashe “armies of street openers,”
if you will—and showed how they saw their discilig-utilitarian project as serving the
long-term politico-economic goals of the Americamitre and the will of their Christian
God. Now that we have thought as the “aggresst€ (isciplinarian), it would seem
appropriate to view the world through the eyesh& tvictim” (the patient), since the
writing of history all-too-often comes only fromettpen of the “victor* The question
then arises: who was the victim, if indeed theres vame? One could say that the
immediate victims were the hills leveled and watllaiand streams filled as the landscape
was molded like clay to take the shape which “reasdicates.”

All topographical features that stood in the “path progress® were to be
obliterated (Figure 5.1). “Springs and rivulets edpd progress and were finally choked
into subordination to the laws, and buried withcatemony,” wrote historian Martha
Lamb in the late nineteenth centdrywWhether or not the environment was truly
“conquered,” however, is open for interpretatiors Kill and Waring noted in 1897,
“eventually the brooks and meadows, and the hillsiclv bounded them, alike

disappeared. Occasional complaints of wet cel&rd,a high death rate from pulmonary

2 In his characteristically unsympathetic yet baitii manner, Nietzsche notes that those in a subseérv
power relation often “long for domination, calliitgfreedom.” Nietzsche (1989Beyond Good and Evil:
Prelude to a Philosophy of the Futyf@886], New York: Vintage Books, 153. Also, seketdsche (1969),
Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for Everyone and®Ne [1883], New York: Penguin Books, 137.

3 Blaut (1993),The Colonizer's Model of the World: Geographicaff@sionism and Eurocentric Histary
New York: Guilford Press; Blaut (2000Eight Eurocentric Historians: The Colonizer's Mod#l the
World, Volume 2New York: Guilford Press.

* Bolton (1928),The Path of ProgressNew York: Kalkhoff Company.

® Lamb (1896);The History of the City of New York (Vol, Blew York: A.S. Barnes and Co., 570.

97



Figure 5.1: Making way for the “path of progresdgoking north up 2 Avenue from

42" Street in 186QSource: Spann, 1988)

and diarrheal diseases, alone remain to recalbthgnal conditions.® The ghosts of
buried streams, it seems, still have the abilityaffect the world of the living, for better
or for worse’ While such non-human actors (and their associaydids} can surely
claim to have beede factovictims’ of the onslaught of the grid, their human brethren
were the only ones givete jure status by the courts and the political machinethef

nineteenth century. It is to this latter group aftims that | shall now turn to examine

® Hill and Waring (1969), “Old Wells and Watercowssef the Island of Manhattantiistoric New York:
The Half Moon Paperg1897], I. Goodwin, Royce and Putnam. Long Istdna J. Friedman, Inc., 224.

" Hill and Waring note that many wetlands in Manhattwere filled in as they lay, and upon them were
constructed houses up whose walls the foul dampr@ssually crept, and whose cellars were veréabl
lairs of disease and death.” What they do not pant is the fact that the lower classes were
disproportionately impacted by such living condiso These same hydrological conditions, however,
actually benefited a number of trees: “The litleeam [called Ash Brook near the “foot of East Tiyen
fifth Street”] was crowded out of existence mangngeago, but some of the oaks that once shadbdritss
remained to watch over its grave, and are stifiditag,—or at least were standing, a short time"agad.,
242.

8 Latour (1993)We Have Never Been Modefi991], translated by Catherine Porter, Cambriddass:
Harvard University Press, 11.

® This is not to deny that these “victims” were atsmive agents, with their own mechanisms of rasist

to the “armies of street openers,” whether physicdliological.
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“the rationality of deviance,” or in other wordlgtreasoning behind the resistance to the
rectilinear, Cartesian logic of the Manhattan grid.

The pre-grid landscape, north of what is now Houstreet, was a patchwork of
farms and “country residences,” and many landegenty owners of the day built their
mansions on the hilltops of Manhattan’s ruggedaiarm order to secure a “picturesque”
view of the world below? A good number of these “suburban villas,” as thesre
sometimes callelf, served the well-to-do as summer retreats frombtistle of the city,
much as the homes in the Hamptons on Long Islantdimy. According to/alentine’s
Manual during the 1830s,

the entire upper portion of the [island], above f@enth street, was very sparsely

populated, much of it being under cultivation asnfsand market gardens, while

a large portion, particularly above Twenty-eighthest, was in use by private

residences, having large gardens attached in a s$iigte of cultivation—the

proprietors residing therein only during the summenths, using exclusively
private conveyances to their places of businegshenower part of the city, and
residing “down town,” as it was termed, during thieter months of the yeaf.
It was in these “suburban villas” where those witkalth, or connections, “repaired for
quiet country living.*®
In comparison to the built-up “down town” areae ttest of the island seemed to

offer a “picturesque” alternative of rural-suburbamplicity. “This place is, to me,

entirely country,” remarked the nineteenth-centdimgerican author antllew York Daily

19 For examples of such country residences on hillimpManhattan, see Randel (1864), “City of New
York, north of Canal street, in 1808 to 182Manual of the Common Council of New York ("Valezitin
Manuals") Valentine. New York, 847; Lamidhe History of the City of New York (Vol, 369; Brown,
Ed. (1923)Valentine's Manual of Old New York: No. 7, New &(i923 New York: Valentine’'s Manual,
Inc., 276-80; Brown, Ed. (1924Yalentine's Manual of Old New York for 19New York: Museum of the
City of New York, 57-8; Brown, Ed. (1925Yalentine's Manual of Old New York for 1928ew York:
Museum of the City of New York, 134, 140-2, 244;|&rey (1965)New York's Turtle Bay Old & New
Barre, Mass: Barre Publishers, 4 and 9; Hill andridép “Old Wells and Watercourses of the Island of
Manhattan,” 230-1.
i Brown, Ed.Valentine's Manual of Old New York for 192%4.

Ibid.
13 DelaneyNew York's Turtle Bayl1.
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Tribuneliterary critic, Margaret Fuller, referring to ldmear Turtle Bay (now home of

the United Nations Building), “and all around istsald and free. It is two miles or more

from the thickly settled parts of New York™She then takes us on a short journey

through this landscape, and life-world, of the past
Stopping on the Harlem Road, you enter a lane yneaduarter of a mile long,
and going by a small brook and pond that lockshim place, and ascending a
slightly rising ground, get sight of the house, ehiold fashioned and of mellow
tint, fronts on a flower garden filled with shrulterge vines and trim box borders.
Passing through a wide hall you come out on a pigaztching the whole length
of the house, where one can walk in all weatherd;thence by a step or two, on
a lawn with picturesque masses of rocks, shrubsti@as overlooking the East
River . . .. The beauty here seen by moonlighuily transporting?®

Here we encounter a landscape of consumption—gtraistinct from the place of

production, “down town”—and a Romantic aesthetic tbé picturesque that takes

pleasure in “a flower garden,” “shrubs,” “a lawrfie “moonlight,” and “picturesque
masses of rocks.” This, of course, was the santeeatésthat later produced Central Park
and now permeates much environmental thinking i@ $sluburbs of the so-called
“civilized world.”

But, let us not get ahead of ourselves. Fulleescdiption of the Turtle Bay
region is but one example of how suburban residéotmsumed” the Manhattan
landscape during the nineteenth century. Fullartsugban aesthetic was part of the larger
Romantic movement whose representatives included'deod friends” Ralph Waldo

Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Edgar Allen ¥oBoth Hawthorne and Poe

unquestionably shared Fuller's sentiments concgrtiie benefits of suburban living in

1 bid.
B bid., 11-2.
% pid., 10-5.
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nineteenth-century Manhattan and mocked the arafisgeet openers for despoiling the
picturesque Manhattan landscape.

While Hawthorne’s critique was made at a distarRee actually lived in the
Turtle Bay region for a brief period and also residn a house on the Brennan Farm on
the West Side near Broadway (then called BloomileggBaad) between what is now'83
Street and 85 Streett” When Poe took up residence near Turtle Bay in 18#6wife
was “desperately ill” and Poe himself was “on therge of a complete breakdown,”
according to one scholdt.The refreshing country air and picturesque vieffsred an
ideal place for their convalescence (Figure 5.2)e Rvas known to frequently go
swimming and row-boating in Turtle Bay and the Ester. “When | was a little girl,”
reminisces one of Poe’s neighbors, Sarah Miller,

we lived in a house facing Turtle Bay, on the Haster, near the present %7

Street. Among our nearest neighbors was a charfamdy . . . consisting of Mr.

Poe, his wife, Virginia, and his mother-in-law, M@emm . . . . [Poe] would . . .

run over every little while to ask my father to dehim our row-boat, and then he

would enjoy himself pulling at the oars over to fitde islands just south of

Blackwell’s Island for his afternoon swifn.

Poe himself describes one such journey as foll6#vstay or two since | procured a light
stiff [i.e. a boat], and with the aid of a pair dulls (as they here term short oars, or

paddles) made my way around Blackwell’s Island, arnvoyage of discovery and

exploration The chief interest of the adventure lay in thensey of the Manhattan shore,

" Brown, Ed.,Valentine's Manual of Old New York: No. 7, New &i923 10-5; DelaneyNew York's
Turtle Bay 276.

 Ipid., 12.

19 bid.
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Figure 5.2: An idealized view of Turtle Bay, whétdgar Allen Poe frequently went

swimming and boating in the 184(®ource: Brown, 1924)

Figure 5.3: Mount Tom, an “immense rock” near"88treet and Riverside Drive where

Poe “would sit silently for hours gazing out updretHudson”(Source: Brown, 1923)
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which is here particularly picturesqu®.” Sarah’s brother likewise recalls Poe’s
recreational excursions: “We had five acres of gebbeautifully laid out with shade and
fruit trees in great variety on the river front kmo as ‘Turtle Bay' affording a fine
opportunity for boating, fishing, bathing and swimm All of these Poe enjoyed
exceedingly. | may add he was a great swimmer amelliremember some of his antics
in the water.®

Before moving to Turtle Bay, Poe spent his summesgling in a house on the
Brennan Farm “upon a rocky knoll” between the yeard844 and 184% It was later
noted that during this time, “It was Poe’s custamwander away from the (Brennan)
house in pleasant weather to ‘Mount Tom’ an immews& which may still be seen in
Riverside Park, where he would sit silently for rogwazing out upon the Hudson”
(Figure 5.3¥ While “gazing out upon” the world below, Poe wastbpartaking in, and
reinforcing, the emerging Romantic aesthetic kndan seeking the “sublime” while
looking out upon the world from the vantage poihtam immense rock.” It seems fair to
suggest that Poe made such excursions to calmihégsand rejuvenate him for life in the
bustling city>* According to those who knew him, Poe’s taciturspdisition also led him

to seek the woods: “he was a shy, solitary, tagisart of man, fond of rambling down in

% gpannuth, Ed. (1929Roings of Gotham: Poe's Contributions to The Coliam®py Pottsville, Penn:
Jacob E. Spannuth publisher, 40, emphasis added.

% DelaneyNew York's Turtle Bayl3-4.

2 Brown, Ed.Valentine's Manual of Old New York: No. 7, New &(i923276.

> 1pid., 279.

% poe seems to have been particularly sensitiveeaxcessive noises of the city: “The street-ciéesi
other nuisances to the same effect, are partigutishgreeable here. Immense charcoal-waggond thies
most frequented thorough-fares, and give forthnawdiich | can liken to nothing earthly (unless,hzos, a
gong), from some metallic, triangular contrivancithim the bowels of the ‘infernal machine’ . . the
amount of general annoyances wrought by streeeaadssincalculable; and this matter is worthy oeryv
serious attention . . . . Are we never to have deitle these unmeaning round stones?—than whichra mo
ingenious contrivance for driving men mad throudiees noise, was undoubtedly never invented. It is
difficult to foresee what mode of street-pavemeitt @@ome, finally, into vogue; but we should haseme
change, and that forthwith, or we must have newrance plentiful remedies for headache.” As quoted i
Spannuth, EdDoings of Gotham60-1.
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the woods, between the house and the river, atwlgsfor hours upon a certain stump on
the edge of the bank of the river.”

I mention all of this not to give a detailed acebaf Poe’s biography but rather to
provide a brief sketch of the personal historicogygaphical context from which Poe
launched his literary attack on the Manhattan gndhis letters to th&€€olumbian Spy
Poe recollects his journeys through Manhattanspraiits “picturesque” and “sublime”
qualities while criticizing the effects which thewklopment of the grid plan entailed. “I
have been roaming far and wide over this islantMahnahatta,” Poe wrote in 1844. He
goes on to add that “Some portions of its intehawe a certain air of rocky sterility
which may impress some imaginations as sintpBary—to me it conveys the sublime.
Trees are few; but some of the shrubbery is exngedipicturesque® The pre-grid
landscape was so aesthetically pleasing that Roemia us that he encountered “some of
the most picturesque sites for villas to be fourithiw the limits of Christendom?* Here
was a suburban playgroupar excellence-a place with “the most picturesque sites for
villas.”

Yet, unlike a picture which captures a glimpse oha@ament and holds it steady
until it fades, Poe’s picturesque landscape wdkermmidst of tremendous flux, which he
lamented on a number of occasions. Much like Ja@megh some fifty years later (see
Chapter 1), Poe foresaw the oblivion that awaiteahMattan’s rugged topography and
suburban villas:

In fact, these magnificent places are doomed. Tgiet ©f Improvement has

withered them with its acrid breath. Streets areaaly “mapped” through them,
and they are no longer suburban residences, bwn*tots.” In some thirty years

2 Brown, Ed.Valentine's Manual of Old New York: No. 7, New &efi923279.
% Spannuth, EdDoings of Gotham25.
27 |bid.
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every noble cliff will be a pier, and the wholeaistl will be densely desecrated by
buildings of brick, with portentouscadesof brown-stone®

What is especially interesting about Poe’s critigguéhat while he laments the “spirit of
Improvement,” he sees the development of the gridcemehow being inevitable (“these
magnificent places are doomed”). This responsedamdbt, leads to a form of cynical
resignation to the inevitable rather than activastance to the powers that be.

For instance, while instructing would-be Romanbesthe sublimity of the views
from various summits in Manhattan, Poe remarks tmat“could not look on the
magnificent cliffs, and stately trees, which atrgy@oment met my view, withow sigh
for their inevitable doom—inevitable and swift twenty years, or thirty at farthest, we
shall see here nothing more romantic than shippiragehouses, and wharveg. This
“sigh” is the sigh of resignation. We encountered same sentiment on Smith’s bicycle
excursion in his “pathetic interest aroused by gbing pleasureable which will shortly
cease to exist” (see Chapter 1). This logic redleat teleological metaphysics of
inevitability (i.e. “fate” or “destiny”) which leasl one to relinquish all hope in the
prospect of effective resistance. This is precisieéy effect that the “aggressors” (in this
case capitalists, real estate developers, governdmsiplinarians, etc.) long for: it is the
white flag raised at the end of a battle. Resigmatin other words, feeds the fire of

inevitability.

*®1pid., 25-6.

% Poe’s instructions to would-be Romantics are #evis: “When you visit Gotham, you should ride out
the Fifth Avenue, as far as the distributing reegrwnear Forty-third Street, | believe. The praspeom

the walk around the reservoir is particularly b&altYou can see, from this elevation, the norervoir

at Yorkville; the whole city to the Battery; with large portion of the harbor, and long reacheshef t
Hudson and East rivers. Perhaps even a finer i®mever, is to be obtained from the summit of the
white, light-house-looking shot-tower which starmmsthe East river, at Fifty-fifth Street, or thelbeats.”
Ibid., 40-1, emphasis added. One can only wonderrany people took Poe’s advice and “re-discovered”
the picturesque views from these cliffs before theye leveled.
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Figure 5.4: A retrospective reproduction of the Bean House (Mount Pleasant) before

it was demolished to make way for the g@&adurce: Brierly, 1953)

In the decades that followed Poe’s “sigh,” manyhaf mansions that were “in the
way” of a street or avenue were, in fact, demolisberemoved to a different location.
The historical record is replete with examples wétsdestructiori° One such case was
the destruction of the Beekman House (also knowd@mt Pleasant), which stood near
what is now the intersection of $Btreet and L Avenue and was originally erected by
James Beekman during the eighteenth century (Figudie “For over a hundred years,”
notes Edmund DelaneyiMtbunt Pleasanstood as one of the great and historic mansions
of New York.” In any event, the house was eventually demolismd®74, but this was

only after it had beemovedto 50" Street when 5iStreet was finally opened through 1

%0 Lamb, The History of the City of New York (Vol, 859 and 574; Brown, EdValentine's Manual of Old
New York: No. 7, New Series 19236-80; DelaneyiNew York's Turtle Bayl-17; Hill and Waring, “Old
Wells and Watercourses of the Island of Manhattaa4.

31 DelaneyNew York's Turtle Bay.
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Avenue. Nathaniel Hawthorne was aware of the “fateRMount Pleasant and makes the
following remarks in higsmerican Notebook
A sketch—the devouring of the old country residehgehe overgrown monster
of the City. For instance, Mr. Beekman’'s ancestesidence was originally
several miles from the city of New York; but thevpments kept creeping nearer
and nearer; till now the house is removed, andeetstuns directly through what
was once its haf
Fourteen years after the Beekman House was derad|idPoe’s old residence at the
Brennan House met a similar fate with the openifigVest 84" Street® The tide of
urbanization, it seemed, was a force that could betreckoned with—it spelled the

“inevitable doom” of Manhattan’s suburban villas ‘“dse old country residence” was

literally “devoured” by the “overgrown monster diet City.”

Quantifying Obliteration: The Pre-Grid Landscape asObstacle Course

When the Street Commissioners unveiled their Bfah811, it was obvious to
anyone who examined the plan that its implemematrould entail the demolition of a
number of houses and other buildings then existug, when surveyor John Randel Jr.
completed his Farm Maps nearly a decade f4térese detailed maps (92 in all) revealed
the full extent of the future devastation. Durihg summer of 2001, | did what no one, to
my knowledge, has done before: | went through tla@del Farm Maps (held at the

Manhattan Borough President’s Topographical Offiae)l recorded the percentage of

%2 bid., 14.

% Brown, Ed.Valentine's Manual of Old New York: No. 7, New &(i923 280.

% This was also the time period in which Randeltéstgrid of stone monuments across the island (see
Chapter 2). For a reproduction of one of these naaqpsgeneral commentary on the Randel Farm Maps,
see Cohen and Augustyn (199'Manhattan in Maps, 1527-199%New York: Rizzoli International
Publications, Inc., 110-1. Randel's Field Notes bhed&d at the New-York Historical Society. It is wor
noting that, according to historian I.N. Phelpskst “There is a legend that Mrs. Randel, wife hof t
author [John Randel], drew the [Randel Farm] mapsheir final form.” Stokes (1915-1928)he
Iconography of Manhattan Island, 1498-190&w York: R.H. Dodd, Vol. lll, 532.
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pre-existing buildings that were “in the way” (iléerally in the middle) of a street or
avenue of the proposed grid pf&riThe numbers are truly astounding (Table 5.1 agj 5.

Of the 1,865 pre-existing buildings standing narfithe present Houston Street
(excluding Greenwich Village), nearly 40% were Ine tmiddle of a street or avenue of
the grid plan and were thereby “destined” to be aleshed®*® Proposing the grid plan, in
other words, amounted to saying: “Two out of evierg buildings must go! Many more
will also perish in due time, for oblivion awaitlseim all.” This is precisely what Poe
meant when he said that “Streets are already ‘ntipgpeough them, and they are no
longer suburban residences, but ‘town-lots.”

Randel labeled one hundred and eighty (or apprataiy 10%) of the buildings
by type(e.g. “dwelling house,” “barn,” “cider mill,” “hermouse,” etc.) (Figure 5.5). A
potential clue as to why Randel did not feel thedchto list all buildings by type may be
found in the fact that nearly all of the labeledidings are at the northern section of the
island. It is quite possible that members of then@mn Council perceived this northern
area as being more “remote,” and, hence, in needasé explicit “intelligibility” than

the region just on the outskirts of the city limits

% In other words, | counted the total number of @xesting buildings (x) above North Street (now Hioums
Street), then counted the number of these build{gygthat were in the middle of a proposed street o
avenue, and finally proceeded to calculate thegueage of pre-existing buildings (z) upon whictests
and avenues of the grid plan were superimposed(fz/=) * 100]. In cases where two maps overlapped
(i.e. one building was shown on two maps), | madeoimt to count each building shown only once. It
should also be noted that there were some casekiah it was unclear whether a structure was orgela
building or several smaller buildings in close proity. In such cases, if there was no visible satian
between them, | counted it as only one structutd@qfwvadmittedly was somewhat of an arbitrary decisi

S0 as not to overestimate the number of pre-gridiings above North Street.

% The exact figure is 38.7%, or 721 buildings. Sebl& 5.1.
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Table 5.1:

Pre-grid Manhattan Building Statistics (generalyr@ided from the Randel Farm Maps

Total Number of Pre-Existing Buildings above No8treet (now Houstor 1,865
Street) in Manhattan (c. 1819)
Total Number of Pre-Existing Buildings upon whictiegts and Avenues pf 721
the Grid Plan were Superimposed
Percentage (%) of Pre-Existing Buildings upon wtitteets and Avenuegs 38.7
of Grid Plan were Superimposed

Table 5.2:

Pre-grid Manhattan Building Statistics (by type)ngmled from the Randel Farm Maps
(Note: Data only for labeled buildings; not all lnlimgs were labeled.)

Total Number of Pre-Existing Building Percentage (%) of Pre-Existing
Building Type Number of| upon which Streets and Avenues|of Buildings upon which Streets and
Buildings Grid Plan were Superimposed Avenues of Grid Plan were
Superimposed
Ash Houses 2 1 50.0
Banks 1 0 0.0
Barns 33 21 63.6
Bath Houses 1 1 100.0
Blacksmith’s Shops 2 0 0.0
Boat Houses 2 2 100.0
Churches/Parsonages 7 2 28.6
Cider Mills 2 1 50.0
Dairy/Milk Houses 3 0 0.0
Dwelling Houses 65 29 44.6
Fishermen’s Houses 6 4 66.7
Flour Mills 1 0 0.0
Granaries 2 1 50.0
Hen Houses 2 2 100.0
Hospitals 1 1 100.0
Ice Houses 5 2 40.0
Lime Houses/Kilns 2 1 50.0
Military Buildings/Forts 14 13 92.9
Mills (type unspecified) 1 1 100.0
Mills for Sawing Marble 2 0 0.0
Root Cellars 1 0 0.0
Root Houses 1 1 100.0
School Houses/Academies 2 0 0.0
Sheds 7 6 85.7
Stables 10 3 30.0
Stores 1 1 100.0
Towers 2 1 50.0
Vaults 1 1 100.0
Welling Houses 1 1 100.0
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In any case, Table 5.2 provides a breakdown dhalbuildings that were labeled
in both numbers and percentagéfs Table 5.2 demonstrates, 64% of all barns siood
“the path of progress” and would have to be derhelils while 86% of all sheds would
meet a similar fate. If only 29% of the churches @arsonages were to be obliterated,
this was compensated by setting "1 1Street straight through the middle of New York
Hospital (Figure 5.6)! As these figures show, thd glan was rather undiscriminating in
its choice of “victims.” These percentages, howewanly represent the immediate
“victims” (i.e. those with buildings directly in ¢hmiddle of a street or avenue), but as the
plan went into effect, many more buildings would seept off into oblivion as the
ground in betweenthe streets and avenues was flattened by “thelingvénand of
improvement.”

Nineteenth-century historian Martha Lamb describese activities as a “jubilee
of destruction,” and she also uses the militaryl@nadiscussed at the beginning of this
chapter:

All that was romantic in scenery and prepossessingcultivated grounds

immediately above Canal Street was quickly doormiée. city was on the march,

and every form of hill and dale and pleasant vaiteyst be sacrificed . . . . The
enemy, with its armor of pickaxes, stood back dppa&t the strong, firm, bold
front which the Bayard Hill [where the Bayard mamsistood between Grand

Street and Broome Street] presented. It [i.e. tileahd the mansion] seemed

invincible. But the assault was finally made, thiéeadel yielded, and the

inhabitants fled. As for the real-estate ownersyttvere solaced by the rise of
property. Fortunes grew while dwellings, stabléswér-gardens, fruit-orchards,
grassy lawns, summer-houses, lovers’ walks, anelyfishaded private avenues
tumbled promiscuously into the mass of worthlessisstt-and posterity was

enriched. . . . Numerous farmers and mechanics of smadmaénad purchased
plots of land in various places, laid out and ealfitd gardens, and erected

comfortable dwellings. When they discovered tha tity was about to run
streets wherever it pleased, regardless of indaligtoprietorship, and

3" Since not all of the buildings were labeled, tiséineates by type should be taken with a grain tif sa
because it is not possible to extrapolate beyordpitpulation of labeled buildings (n = 180) to make
generalizations for the entire set of buildings\abblorth Street (n = 1,865).

110



Figure 5.5: Randel’s labeled buildings in the migldif 147 and 148 Streets between

9" and 10" Avenues of the proposed grid pBource: Randel, c. 1819)

Figure 5.6: New York Hospital in the middle of 1Street of the Commissioners’ Plan

(Source: Randel, c. 1819)
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that their houses and lots were in danger of beiwgded and cut in two, @wept

off the face of the earth altogethethey esteemed themselves wronged and

outraged. At the approach of engineers, with theasuring instruments, maps,

and chain-bearers, dogs were brought into seraité,whole families sometimes

united in driving them out of their lots, as if $heere common vagrants.
Lamb also notes a “humorous etching” by John P. Eman chemistry professor at the
University of Virginia at the time, depicting “theondition of Bayard’s house during the
jubilee of destruction, which he [Emmet] designagss ‘corporation improvements,’
[and] will be regarded with a smile of credulityydha twinge of painful reminiscence, by
all those who have witnessed the demolition ofrtkarthly idols, ‘with the approbation
and permission of the mayor, aldermen, and commwimmatommon council convened™
(Figure 5.7)*°

As noted in Chapter 3, during his surveying expedjtJohn Randel was arrested
at the request of a landowner named John Millstfespass and damage to property.
Based on Randel's own depiction of a house in tiddim of 6" Avenue, between™
Street and 10 Street, on Mills’ property, one can perhaps unded why Mills, and
numerous other landowners, took action against 8gfigure 5.8). The grid obeyed its
own internal logic of Cartesian rectangularity, loé mere conditions existing on the
ground. Rather than being a “defect,” this complatk of accommodation to existing
conditions was actually its greatestue for those who were mesmerized by the logic of
“improvement.” The consequence of such a logic vedlser predictable: in addition to

the suburban villas, small-scale landowners—withirtthen houses and granaries—

would also have to make way for “the boundlessifilimprovement before u8”

3 Lamb, The History of the City of New York (Vol, 8$9-72, emphasis added.
¥ 1bid., 570.
0 DeWitt (1813),The Elements of Perspectividbany: H.C. Southwick, ix.
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smile of eredulity, and @ twinge of painful reminiscence, by all those who
have witnessed the demolition of their earthy idols, * with the approba-
tion and permission of the

i lmayor, aldermen, and com-
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monalty  in
COMIMON coun-
cil convened.”
The sketch was
made from near
the corner of [
White Street |
and Broadway,
looking toward
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Canal Street\, Corporation Improvements.

mld' however [From an eriginal etching by John P. Emmet: copied through the conrtesy of kls son,
exaggerated, is Dr. Thomas Audis Emmet, )
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Figure 5.7: “Corporation Improvements” and the clsmdhat unfolded as buildings

“tumbled promiscuously into the mass of worthlagas” (Source: Lamb, 1896)

Figure 5.8: The Mills and neighbors’ houses in thieldle of &' AvenugSource: Randel,
c. 1819)
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A Reasonably Plain Statement: “Are we to be reducedo a perfect
uniformity?”

To finance the implementation of the grid plare dity used what Blackmar calls
the “benefits assessment systeth&ccording to this system, landowners whose prgpert
was adjacent to a street or avenue that was tqpbeed were “assessed,” or taxed, for
much of the costs of construction, because it wesiraed that “whatever the larger
public advantages, proprietors immediately gaimethfthe enhanced convenience, rents,
and land values that accompanied new traffic angldpment.*? In cases where the
government recognized that “damages” resulted ftioentaking of property for public
purposes, the landowner was compensated, butithisotl necessarily relieve them from
being assessed for the assumed “benefits” thatwloeyd obtain from such construction.
This system of assessment antagonized many landswand even led some community
members during the 1840s to organize what thegadhe Anti-Assessment Committee,
which published thé&lew York Municipal Gazett® vent their anger over the manner in
which the grid plan was implemented. Moehring pdeg us with an account of the
struggles that unfolded as the grid plan was impleed during the nineteenth century,
and the details of the implementation process—whégond the scope of the present
study—offer fertile ground for future researth.

Hence, not everyone acquiesced to the “inevitgbibf the development of the

grid without a fight. Perhaps the most articulatgicque of the Commissioners’ Plan

*! Blackmar (1989)Manhattan for Rent, 1785-185Rhaca: Cornell University Press, 159.
42 i

Ibid.
3 Moehring (1981)Public Works and the Patterns of Urban Real Estatewth in Manhattan, 1835-
1894 New York: Arno Press, 52-82. Also, see Marcuse8{), “The Grid as City Plan: New York City
and Laissez-Faire Planning in the Nineteenth CgritiMlanning Perspective® 287-310.

114



came from the landowner and scholar Clement Clafkere (1779-1863}* Moore
graduated from Columbia College in 1798 as cladediaorian and later became a
professor of “biblical learning” as well as “ori@htand Greek literature” at the General
Theological Seminary, which he helped fodAdn 1813, he inherited land just above
Greenwich Village on the West Side in the area thatgrandfather, Captain Thomas
Clarke, named Chelsea (Figure 5'9As a young man, Moore lived “down town” but
used the Chelsea estate as a “summer héme.”

When Moore published his critique of the grid plarRlain Statement, addressed
to the Proprietors of Real Estate, in the City &ddunty of New-York1818), he was
essentially calling to arms his fellow landowneFse city had just opened"@venue
straight through his property, and Moord®&in Statementvas a political manifesto
against the “oppressions” suffered by “owners armipants of real estate” as a result of
the implementation of the grid plan as well asttebiattack on the increasing power of
the technical expert in municipal policymakitfg.

There are numerous facets to Moore’s argument, nanwhich have been

overlooked by previous scholdfsThe two major points that the current literature

4 Moore is best known for his Christmas poem, “Aivfsom St. Nicholas,” whose opening lines are
“T'was the night before Christmas when all throufjle house not a creature was stirring, not even a
mouse.” While there has been some debate as tcherhktoore actually wrote this poem, Moore himself
published it in his collection d?oemsn 1844. In the Preface, he writes to his chitdré here present you
with a volume of versesyritten by meat different periods of my life . . . . | flattenyself that you will be
pleased to have as true a picture as possiblewffather’'s mind, upon which you and your childraay
look when | shall be removed from this world.” Meof1844),Poems New York: Bartlett & Welford, v-
vi, emphasis added. There is every reason, theregfmbelieve that Moore was the author of “A Visitm

St. Nicholas.”

5 Anonymous (1888a), “Moore, Benjamin&ppleton's Cyclopaedia of American Biographyol. 4.
Wilson and Fiske. New York: D. Appleton and Co.,83Marks (1999), “Moore, Clement Clarke,”
American National Biography/ol. 15. Garraty and Carnes. New York: Oxford \nsity Press, 743-4.

“6 patterson (1935Id Chelsea and Saint Peter's Church: The Centéntiistory of a New York Parish
New York: Friebele Press, 4-11.

“"Ibid., 11.

“8 Moore (1818)A Plain Statement, addressed to the ProprietorRexd! Estate, in the City and County of
New-York New-York: J. Eastburn and Co.
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Figure 5.9: A retrospective reproduction of CleméntVioore’s mansion neaf"@venue

and 237 Street in ChelsegSource: Brierly, 1953)

highlights are Moore’s belief that (1) street constion benefited the propertyless who
obtained jobs from the endless continuation of jpulvorks projects at the expense of
property owners who had to pay for such projectd,that (2) the grid plan destroyed the
“beauty” of the island by leveling its topographihe first point is definitely part of
Moore’s argument, but the second requires qualiioa

There is no question that the leveling of Manhastatopography offended
Moore’s aesthetic sensibilities. “The great priteipvhich appears to govern these
plans,” says Moore,

is, to reduce the surface of the earth as nearlgoasible to a dead level. The

natural inequalities of the ground are destroyed the existing water-courses

disregarded. And, in defiance of all the outcrieBioh are raised, and the
remonstrances which are offered, our public autiesriseem unwilling to depart

*9 For instance, see Shanor (1982w York's Paper Streets: Proposals to Relievd 8id Gridiron Plan
Columbia University, 19; Hartog (1983%ublic Property and Private Power: The Corporatiohthe City
of New York in American Law, 1730-18Thaca: Cornell University Press, 162; Blackmdanhattan for
Rent 162-3; Burrows and Wallace (199%otham: A History of New York City to 1898ew York:
Oxford University Press, 447-8.
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from their levelling propensities, but proceed tt ap and tear down the face of
the earth without the least remorse, and, appgrewith no higher notions of
beauty and elegance than straight lines and fl&ses placed at angles with the
horizon . . . . The effects, upon private propeofythese changes in the surface of
the ground, are manifest. Some lots, with the Ingisl upon them, are raised into
the air; some are depressed below the surfaceeddtth; while some few remain
unchanged. Thus this equalizing system acts masjually in its operation . . . .
That most of the great changes wrought by the catjpm in the surface of our
city, are detrimental to its beauty, and not nemgsdo its cleanliness and
convenience, is the opinion of many persons ofetamtd experience. The
levelling of some of the beautiful eminences whadorned the suburbs a few
years ago, has been the subject of regret to traag well as to our own citizens
.. .. They [the Street Commissioners] think, p@d) that th@ppearanceof the
ground would be so improved by their straight-lingdn, that it ought to be
preferred. But there is little doubt, in the mindf people of taste, that the
preserving of the natural inequalities in the gibuwhen not too great and too
abrupt, is one of the greatest beauties that catthimed”

While Moore uses the language that we often eneounhen one aesthetic becomes
universalized (i.e. the belief that there existpravileged “people of taste” whose
aesthetics are universal), he recognizes that tiwbee designed the grid viewed their
“straight-lined plan” as aesthetically pleasing.
He even admits that some of the critics of the gtielved its uniformity as
beautiful. “The writer is aware,” Moore informs us,
that a diversity of sentiments exists, on some tgpiamong those who, in the
main, think the measures of our corporation gris\puoppressive, and
unnecessarily destructive of property, both pubhd private. Some persons who
dislike the assessments for the digging and filfigtreets, stilthink the beauty
of the city improved by its being reduced to a amif flat surface Tastes, it is
true, are various; but it may be observed to swasgms, that they already have
ample roomto gratify their love for plane surfaces . . It is, therefore, but fair
that the taste of other people should likewise taifged. We do not, however,
wish to undo what has already been done; but teepve what has not already
been destroyetf.

Here we see the recognition of a struggle betwamnpeting aestheticsather than a

universalized (Romantic) aesthetic that is beirgdated in the pursuit of profit or utility.

%0 Moore,A Plain Statemen®3-4 and 35-6.
*L Ibid., 54, emphasis added.
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In other words, Moore recognized that there wempfeelike DeWitt and Verplanck who
truly believed in a classical aesthetic of synmdsse Chapter 4), yet he did not share
their sentiments and vigorously fought against them
Moore was not necessarily seeking to proselytize DieWitts of the world, he
merely wished that his own aesthetic would not mmetely overridden by what John
Randel Jr. calls the aesthetic of “beautiful unifdy.”>? These competing aesthetics, of
course, were manifestations of deeper underlyingigmeconomic interests. Yet, the
fact that the politics of landscape transformatiwere articulated in a discourse on
aesthetics is worth noting. Using the languageestleetics was a convenient way of de-
politicizing one’s own politico-economic agenfamuch like the reliance on science
(and the technical experts) was a means of reduairgplitical problem to a mere
technical calculation.
The effectiveness of such de-politicization, no latpus what makes Moore so
persuasive when he makes statements such as ltheing:
The changes wrought in the face of this islandHgy gresent mode of levelling
and filling, and thus reducing it to a flat surfaeee lamented by persons of taste,
as destructive to the greatest beauties of whichciby is susceptible. Although
our corporation may be so devoted to this systémat they cannot think any
beauty to exist without it, they might, at leassome instances, yield to the taste
of others. But, to judge from appearances, theynsessolved to spare nothing
that bears the semblance of a rising ground; ngtisnto be left unmolested
which does not coincide with the street-commissiesn@ummet and level. These
are men, as has been well observed, who would tivéown the seven hills of

Rome, on which are erected her triumphant monumaeritsbeauty and
magnificence, and have thrown them into the Tylbéhe Pomptine marshés.

2 Randel, “City of New York, north of Canal streiet, 1808 to 1821,” 848.

*3 Duncan and Duncan (2001), “The Aestheticizatioithef Politics of Landscape Preservatiofrinals of
the Association of American Geographig(2), 387-409.

** Moore,A Plain Statemen#9-50.
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While Moore compares Manhattan's hills to those asfcient Rome, the Street
Commissioners also used Roman history as an an&oghe “destiny” of New York
City and the American Empire (see Chapter 4). Bottponents and opponents of the
grid, therefore, sought to appropriate the histofyRoman antiquity to bolster their
political positions. The Commissioners, no doubduld have appreciated Moore’s
reference to Roman history, yet they would havelyikesponded by maintaining that the
“triumphant monuments” of the American Empire had to be built and that the grid
would pave the way for American “beauty and mageifice.” Monumental history,
therefore, can be used to serve competing politicggndas by providing a sense of
legitimacy to the battle cries of warring armiestba battlefield of life.

Given Moore’s positionality, can one blame him fighting against the “armies
of street openers” and “the street-commissionetigmmet and level™? If the city
succeeded in reducing the island to a flat surfdes,would have spelled the “doom” of
the conveniences so cherished by those with surhorees above the present Houston
Street. If the technical experts held a monopolysmientific truth” (after all, they were
the ones with the maps and measuring instrumehts), would not an aesthetic argument
be the only other means by which to de-politicine’s political program?

Not exactly. An even more effective strategy wapull the wool out from over
the public’'s eyes and show the “technical expeat” Wwho he really was: a political
engineer. Moore does so with style and a touchhicll irony:

To a person unacquainted with the abject dependehtee landowners in this

island upon the will of the corporation, it woulé Quite ridiculous to hear these

gentlemen talk in this manner of cutting and cagwime property of others. But, it
is, in truth, a thing not to be thought of with roaless, that the owners of real

* Nietzsche (1980)0n the Advantages and Disadvantages of HistoryLite, [1874], Indianapolis:
Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 14.
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property in this city are so much at the mercy olea men, that the street-

commissioner may stand on an eminence in the cehthe island, stretch out his

hand, like Moses over the Red Sea; command alimilie reach of his eye to be

overwhelmed; and find men ready to declare pubticht they think his measures

the best which could be devised. Not only so, hos¢ who are to suffer must

furnish the means of their own destruction; theysimbecome their own

executioners®
Moore argues that since the Common Council was rakpe “upon their street-
commissioner for all their information,” this gavke street commissioner too much
power to sway them over to his opinityhAs Moore himself puts it, “it is almost a thing
of course that they [the Common Council] shouldsbeyed by his opinion in matters
with which they are, for the most part, totally agaainted, but which he is obliged by
his office to make the subject of his particuldeation.”™®

Placing this much power in the hands of one maa walemocratic as far as
Moore was concerned. And, supposing for a momaeaitah political decisions could be
reduced to a mathematical calculus, Moore stillsissthat “so many and various are the
occupations of a street-commissioner, that, hathégenius and knowledge of Newton,
the task which he has to perform would be too gr&¥aBut, according to Moore, the
experts were not beyond politics. Rather, they weften forced to make political
decisions under the guise of mathematical exaditud

Creating a street plan that had #ppearanceof scientific rationality through the

use of a geometrical logic and a vocabulary of nemslby no means meant that the plan

itself somehow became more “scientific,” and, herness political. Moore did not deny

% Moore, A Plain Statement38-9. For another nineteenth-century depictiorthef technical expert as
Moses, see Powell (1997), “Enterprise and Dependeiater Management in AustralialZcology and
Empire: Environmental History of Settler Societi€siffiths and Robin. Seattle: University of Wasgion
Press, 110.
" Moore,A Plain StatementlO0.
58 i

Ibid.
**pid., 10-1.
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that Randel, for instance, was an honest man whortepped out the street and avenues
of the grid plan with mathematical precision. “Bthe whole system be intrinsically
wrong,” remarks Moore, “no uprightness of intentionthose who blindly follow that
system can compensate for the injury sustainedrisequence of i®®

We got a taste of what it meant to “blindly follotve system” when Randel
countered the property owners who had him arrdsyechaintaining that he was simply
an “agent of the Commissioners” and that he waselpezonducting “surveys under
instructions from the Commissioners” (see Chapiet' Jhis is the language dle-
politicization, when the technical expert claims to be “beyoniitips.” Yet, the moment
that Randel set foot onto John Mills’ property dratl his survey team “cut down trees,
and do other damage,” Randel himself was engagingpatial politics. No action that
Randel took—conducting the surveys, drawing thesnaetting the stone monuments—
was “beyond politics” regardless of how many tiniRasndel claimed to be following
“instructions from the Commissioners.”

For Moore, the whole system of leveling Manhatatopography to impose a
mathematical grid was all “wrong.” He could not ept the maxim that “private
convenience must give way to public good,” becaweséelt that landowners were being
unfairly “oppressed” for the benefit of the workitass>? “Sometimes a considerable
proportion of the members of our corporation arelmaaics,” notes Moore, “and persons
whose influence is principally among those classeshe community to whom it is

indifferent what the eventual result of their intlysnay be to society, if they but obtain

60 f

Ibid., 8.
®1 Randel, “City of New York, north of Canal streiet,1808 to 1821,” 848.
2 Moore, A Plain Statemen6-13.
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employment, and are well paid out of the pocketthefr richer fellow citizens® The
benefits assessment system of financing streettromtion, according to Moore,
essentially amounted to “private property beingamed by public authority, without
necessity and without compensatiéf.”

Moreover, since those landowners with suburbdas/ihad already risen to “their
permanent station on the face of the earth,” af thusiness about destroying their
cherished hills was “all needless waste of time,neyoand labour®® Moore was
perfectly content to have “northern” Manhattan reme suburban dreamland forever—
like a picture which captures a glimmer of a momemd holds it still. Would it not be
“‘convenient” if Manhattan’s suburban landscape wpretected from the armies of
urbanization so that Moore could enjoy his sumn@ané in Chelsea? Using language
uncannily resembling Verplanck six years later (§dwapter 4), Moore insists that
“agreeably to a leading principle which appearpdovade the universe; and which must
have presented itself to every observing mind,—Hitha operations of nature or atte
greatest results are attained by the simplest m&%nBSor Moore, the “simplest means”
was not to flatten the surface of Manhattan angecérinto a simple grid (which would
cost a considerable sum). Rather, in Moore’s eyyessimplest solution was to use the

“contours of the land” to guide public policy. Thétimate question, for Moore, was:

% bid., 12.

® Ibid., 8.

®® bid., 6-8.

% Moore, A Plain Statemen2, emphasis added. Verplanck’s wording of thiaiis that beauty “attains
the grandest results by the simplest means.” MaarkVerplanck were both faculty members together at
the General Theological Seminar in the 1820s. (L®p1), The Essential New Yorker: Gulian Crommelin
Verplanck Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press] .21
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“Must every part of a city be equally elevated? Ave to be reduced to a perfect

uniformity?"®’

No Predictable Future or Guaranteed Order Here: “the level of the

ground is not determined, and nobody can say what will be”

When we explored the literature on the Manhattad gt the beginning of our
journey, we confronted historian Edward Spann wiguad that while landowners may
have been angered over the intrusion of their ptgpat least they “received a general
guarantee of future opportunities and restrainkse public plan thus provided a stable,
assured basis for private planning . . . . it aballeorovided them with a predictable
future and a guaranteed order within which theyld¢aarry on their myriad acts of
development® While one of the initial goals of devising a “panent plan” for the
streets of Manhattan was to provide some senséabiliy for future growth, Moore
correctly notes that the legislation of 1807 did remuire that the Commissioners specify
what thefuture elevation®f the island would be, and the Commissioners diddo so
on their own initiative. The determination of theture elevations of city blocks in
Manhattan, therefore, was to be decided piecemetildcoCommon Council, which led to
great uncertainty concerning the level at whichd@mners should construct their
buildings without having them demolished if theestr grade was subsequently

changed”’

" Moore,A Plain StatemenB1.

% Spann (1988), “The Greatest Grid: The New YorknRi&1811,"Two Centuries of American Planning
Schaffer. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Pr&ssand 35. See Chapter 2 of the present study.

% Moore,A Plain Statemen8-10 and 45-8.
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“The map of the island shows where the avenuessteets are to be,” Moore
admits, “but the elevations and depressions whiclstrtake place before an avenue or
street is finally regulated are to be determinedthwy corporation [i.e. the Common
Council].” The plan, says Moore, would have been much impkesand uncertainty
much alleviated—if all the future elevations hacteayiven from the very start: “Were
thewholeplan prepared, that is, were the profiles [i.evations], as well as the courses
and widths of the avenues and streets, all detexniand then merely thexecutionof
this plan committed to the corporation, much les®nvenience would ensué'”

What was so unnerving about leaving the deternoinadf elevations to the
Common Council was that since its members were alynelected, even when they did
decide the future elevations for a particular atkeir decision could always be changed
after a new election: “Even if a plan [for futureations] be adopted and acted upon, it
may be changed and undone by a subsequent Gdars the public can enjoy no security
that any plan shall be carried into full and finaffect”’? This lack of security was
precisely what the members of the Common Couneitel@ when they petitioned the
State Legislature in 1807 to devise a “final andhatosive” plan for the streets of
Manhattan. They worried that any street plan chdsgrihe Common Council could
easily be “disregarded or annulled by their suazessgsee Chapter 3).

The results of this ad hoc manner of decidingriutlevations led to considerable
“casualties” for those landowners who were braveugh to erect any buildings. As one

example, Moore describes the perilous fate of @ aird card manufactory:

1bid., 9.
1 1bid.
2 |bid., 10, emphasis added.
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The proprietors of the wire or card manufactoryGaeenwich employed every
method they could devise to ascertain how theildngs should be placed in

security against the regulations to which the gdowabout them might be

subjected. The buildings were erected at a cosipwards of thirty thousand

dollars . . . . But notwithstanding their supposedurity, Asylum-street . . . has
been heaped up, so as to rise several feet abevsate of the manufactory. The
injury which is thus sustained is self-evident. But addition to this, the

proprietors have been obliged to pay one hundret thimty-three dollars and

some cents, as their quota of the assessmentsifong the street. When the
streets on the other three sides of the plot inckvithe manufactory stands are
raised, the assessments for so doing must likdveg®id; and the corporation [of
the City of New York] may then order the box thiadhe by their regulations to be
filled to the level of the streets around it, withaegard to, and without being
accountable for, the ruin to the buildings whichstnensue. This cannot be right.
No law can make it just for individuals to give tigir rights, and sacrifice their

property to public convenience or public whim, witth any remuneration on the
part of that public?

Incidents like this are, no doubt, what Moore ifemeng to when he notes that the
implementation of the grid forced landowners torfiish the means of their own
destruction” and become “their own executioners.”

While the grid plan did, for the most part, provitke predictable future and a
guaranteed order” in terms of the futloeationsof avenues and streets (the x- and y-
coordinates of the materialized Cartesian coordirgtstem discussed in Chapter 1),
Moore rightly argues that the plan’s total silerwmcerning futureelevations(the “z-
coordinates,” if you will) left landowners in a staf utter uncertainty, because “the level

% Such uncertainty,

of the ground is not determined, and nobody canng®at it will be.
and examples like the Greenwich manufactory, lechyrlandowners to refrain from
constructing buildings or buying property that lyad to be regulated, which according to

Moore, led to prices “so low as to invite specwalati’

\bid., 45-6.
bid., 19.
S bid., 47.
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As Moore himself explains, “No one dares to purehgsoperty] . . . because no
one can foretell the future condition of the prapevhich he may buy, nor the future
assessments with which it may be burdened. Il ia Elttery, in which the tickets are so
high, and the chances of gain so few, that peomadito venture™ Having said all of
this, however, it is worth noting that when pressacen people such as Clement Clarke
Moore eventually yielded to the “inevitable” grithp and tried to make the best of their
circumstances. Several years after writingflen StatementMoore “ordered his estate

divided up into blocks*

Manhattan’s Anomaly: The Meandering Broad Way and te Logic of

Irregularity

Over the course of the nineteenth century, then mlancocted in the Street
Commissioners’ minds was actualized through thecgs®s of physical landscape
transformation. DeWitt's “wonderful system” of “abraic characters” became a
material reality in the form of the numerically-@atistreets and avenues of the modern
Manhattan landscape. One might presume, then, tthat Cartesian logic of the
Commissioners’ Plan dominated all other logics whercame to constructing the
conditions of politico-economic efficiency. It wallkkeem, therefore, that the city was
planned on a “rational” (methodical) basis, in lstaontrast to the unguided “spontaneous
growth” that results from “the criminal neglect edirly discipline in the proper duties of
life.” Anything other than geometrical regularitirom this perspective, would appear

“irrational” and “undisciplined.” It was these “ational impulses” (animal instincts) that

76 H
Ibid.
" pattersonQld Chelsea and Saint Peter's Chur&é-7.
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Morris and DeWitt sought to eradicate, or more @&y to control (domesticate),
through their disciplinary-utilitarian framework.oiever, the fact that the government
decided not to take the Commissioners’ advice toaday with Broadway—whose
meandering path clearly defies the Cartesian reitylaf the grid—throws this argument
of “rational order” vis-a-vis what Le Corbusier lsathe “Pack-Donkey’'s Way” for a
spin/®

The Pack-Donkey’'s Way is seen as “irregular” beeati does not conform to a
linear geometrical logic. Instead of following aasght line, the donkey and other
animals such as the cow (and we must surely incthdehuman when hiking on hilly
terrain), “meanders along, meditates a little is $catter-brained and distracted fashion
... [and] zigzags in order to avoid the largenssts, or to ease the climb, or to gain a little
shade:he takes the line of least resistarié®When viewed from above and abstracted
from its topographical context, the path that thaley (or hiker) takes seems “scatter-
brained and distracted,” yet there is a methodhéomadness—that method, of course, is
the logic of the “line of least resistance.” It is,other words, the logic of following the
“contours of the land,” just as water takes thehpatt least resistance when flowing
downhill. This logic—and it is a logic—has humorbuseen called the “bovine
instinct,” as cows often create such paths whertheyr tread?

While what is now Broadway originated as an Indieml, it was, in fact, later

used to drive cattle out to pastures in the Combaonds (Figure 5.10% The logic was

8 Kostof (1991),The City Shaped: Urban Patterns and Meanings ThioHiistory, Boston: Bulfinch
Press, 95.

" Le Corbusier as quoted in Kostdhe City Shaped®5, emphasis added.

8 Upton (1869), “The Plan of San Francisc@fie Overland Monthl2 (February), 131-6; Brown, Ed.
(1917),Valentine's Manual of the City of New York for 1¥1®&ew York: Valentine Company, 67.

8 Brown, Valentine's Manual (1916-7)70.
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Figure 5.10: A retrospective depiction of cows leinerded up Broadway to the

Common LandéSource: Brierly, 1953)

simple: “It was the line of least resistance amsstearly showed its utility?® When the
Commissioners laid out their grid plan, they wessemtially trying to erase this previous
logic, and its associated utility, from the lands=aThe Manhattan of the future, the
Commissioners seem to be telling us, must be a gmapire City not a rugged isle for
goat herding and hen houses. “With their distasteoddly shaped blocks,” remarks
David Dunlap in On Broadway: A Journey Uptown Over Tim@990), “the
commissioners viewed Broadway and the Bloomingddad as anathem&If such
“deviant” paths were to remain, they would compietgset the “rational” appearance of
the grid. In their Plan of 1811, therefore, the @uBsioners decided to have Broadway
continue in a straight line up to "23Street where it was to get “lost” in the military

Parade. As John Randel noted in retrospect sonyeygfrs after the grid plan was laid

82 Ihi

Ibid.
8 Dunlap (1990),0n Broadway: A Journey Uptown Over TimWew York: Rizzoli International
Publications, Inc, 3.
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out, “By the Commissioners’ Plah Broadway was to have beettraightened. . . by
continuing it from the bend at the present"ifreet, northward between 3d anfl 4
avenues to 23d street, where it was losTime' Parade” 3

While the Commissioners viewed “irregularities” Bu@s Broadway and
Bloomingdale Road (now upper Broadway) as incoestswith their utilitarian program,
members of the Common Council and the New YorkeStaggislature felt otherwise.
Upon petition from the Common Council, the Statgikkature passed a law in 1815 to
ensure that “Broadway shall not be continued noatiNy from the Tenth street to the
Twenty-third street, as is contemplated by the saidmissioners and designated on the
said map or plan® Rather than taking a straight line to"2Street, Broadway was
“bent” at 10" Street so as to “align Broadway with the BoweryaBomaking for a
smoother and more direct junction with the angl¢hef Bloomingdale Road at Sixteenth
Street,” as Dunlap points offt. Just as Broadway was exempted from the
Commissioners’ Plan, so too was Bloomingdale Rbaough the passage of subsequent
state legislation in 1838 and 18%7The meandering Bloomingdale Road (Broadway),
insisted the Legislature, “shall remain and be lagggn as a public road®

The government did not choose to keep Broadwapuserits meanderings had
sentimental value. Rather, Broadway was “savediftbe plan of the Commissioners
because the plan, not Broadway, was inconsistetht thve politico-economic values of

the government in numerous respects. Members d@¢imemon Council seem to have

8 Randel, “City of New York, north of Canal streiet,1808 to 1821,” 850.

8 valentine (1862)Laws of N.Y.S. Relating to the City of N.Mew York (held at the Municipal
Reference Library), 818.

8 Dunlap,0On Broadway91.

87 valentine,Laws of N.Y.S. Relating to the City of N846-52.

® 1bid., 847.
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Figure 5.11: Henry Brevoort’s property cut in halfy the opening of Broadway

(Bloomingdale Road) at f0Street(Source: Randel, c. 1819)

been more accommodating to the desires of localolaners than the Commissioners

had anticipated. In the law of 1815, the rightslasidowners who would have been

affected by the straightening of Broadway were rmmp@&unt concern:
the several and respective owners and propriefdfeedands over which the said
Broadway would have run, and which would have fairtteat street from Tenth
street to Twenty-third street, according to the map plan of the said
commissioners . . . shall have, hold, occupy, pxsssand improve the same in the
same manner that they would have been entitlefitte isaid commissioners had
not included such lands and tenements in the sai@roadway?’

One of these “owners and proprietors of the lands ¢the said Broadway” was Henry

Brevoort Sr., who owned property at the presemtrggction of Broadway and i Gtreet

(Figure 5.11). In 1807, Brevoort and six other landers sent a petition to the Common

% |bid., 820.
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Council entitled, “Reasons of several land holderBroad Way against the payment of
the Sums assessed upon them for Opening the Sdme.”

In this petition, they insist that they should matve to pay the assessments for
opening “the Broad Way” because “the further opgniri the said Street was never
solicited by them, or any of them, but has beeredainthe instance and by the desire of
others.® The petitioners also maintain that government gpromised them that they
would not have to pay any assessments as longgg#ve up a portion of their property
for the public road:

Because as an Inducement to the Undersigned toaseaeich of their respective

lands as was necessary to form part of the saekStiney were assured and had

every reason to believe that the lands requireth ftbem respectively for that
purpose would be accepted in lieu of all demandbédomade upon them on
account of the Opening of the said Street, andithab event were they or was
either of them to be called upon for the paymeh&ny money for the opening of
the Samé?
Not only were the petitioners upset that they wdudde to pay additional assessments,
they were outraged that there was no talk of rensihg them for “the damages the
Whole or either of them should sustain by openhggdaid Street’™

If the city did reimburse some individual landowsiéor “damages,” they did so
by assessing others. That all landowners wereorapensated equally for equal losses is
one of the petitioners’ harshest criticisms of ¢hig:

Because in one instance at least the Owner of ldmdagh which the said Street

is now further opened is to be paid out of the amaif the said assessment, not
only for his buildings, but for fences and for Paptrees standing in the Same

% Brevoort (1807),Reasons of several land holders in Broad Way agaims payment of the Sums
assessed upon them for Opening the Same, Submoittekd Honorable the Mayor & Corporation of the
City & County of New YorkMunicipal Archives, NYC Common Council Papers {061831), “Street
g:lommissioner: Accounts-Assessments,” Box 31, Fd8&; Microfilm Roll # 31 New York.

Ibid.
92 |bid.
% |bid.
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Whereas no provision is contemplated to indemnify af the undersigned for
their buildings, fences or fruit trees similarlyaimstanced.-2

This is a classic case of landowners resistingestcenstruction in early nineteenth-
century Manhattan, and it is not improbable thattavners such as Brevoort were partly
responsible for the 1815 law preventing Broadwaynfibeing straightened and extended
from 10" Street to 2% Street as specified on the Commissioners’ PlantirAe passed
and the details of the Brevoort petition fadeds timcident grew into a myth that
continues to circulate in the realm of urban legeindNew York City®

In the “creation myth” associated with the bendBimadway at 18 Street, the
legendary Henry Brevoort plays the part of the lstuh landowner who fights against the
opening of Broadway through his property. As iseofthe case with creation myths,
there is at least a hint of historical truth amaddy. Yet, it is the fanciful aspect of myth
that gives it its symbolic importance and instdlSmoral” into its designated audience.
The legend of the bend in Broadway af"i$treet, indeed, offers a “moral” that sheds
light on the issues raised by the landowner’s enwyuwith the technical expert in
nineteenth-century Manhattan.

A brief vignette of this legend is given in J. Byés The Streets of Old New York
(1953):

In 1807, near the present Grace Church, Henry Bmévept a tavern. It was

open country out here, but New York was steadibngng and the “city fathers”

were planning new streets, intending to extend &n@gy northward in a straight

line as far as 1% Street. This would have made it necessary to cloogn a very

old and beautiful tree, standing close to the tav@&revoort had spent many

happy hours smoking his pipe in the shade of thisteee; so when he was

informed of the city planners’ scheme, he lostingetin using all his influence to
change their plans. He was successful and, ingteadntinuing Broadway in a

* Ibid.
% Guiterman (1920)Ballads of Old New YorkNew York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 279-88ieBy
(1953),The Streets of Old New Yoitkew York: Hastings House Publishers, 90-1.
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straight line, they “bent” it a little to the wesivd at 18' Street, thus saving

Henry's tree. Today, the tree, the tavern and dkilern-keeper have all passed on,

but the “bend” in Broadway still survivés.

Regardless of historical accuracy, this legendesens a parable offering an explanation
of the “rationality of deviance,” which is symbadi@d as the independent landowner’s
attempt to protect his “rights” against the “citgthers” and their street plans. To the
deviant landowner, the logic of a standardizedestsystem flew in the face of private

property rights, and it was the duty of the landewto protect his property so that he
could continue to enjoy those “many happy hourslsngphis pipe in the shade” (Figure

5.12).

Another rendition of this legend of the bend ino&lway is given by Arthur
Guiterman in hiBBallads of Old New Yori920), this time in the form of a poem called
the “Dutchman’s Quirk® The storyline is roughly the same but the emphisis
different. Not only is “Old Hendrick Brevoort” figing against the city fathers, he is also
seen as fighting Reason and Science itself, and thanicipal representative, the
technical expert. The poet begins by describingciiveent “irregularity” at 10 Street:
“Broadway reaches northward from fair Bowling / @&mne/ Direct as an arrow-flight,
flexureless, clean /. . . Quite suddenly thent fh& street numbered ‘Ten,” /. . . It leaps
to the west / Like a roadway possessed! / In flaigdefiance / Of Reason and Science.”
The stubborn landowner, Brevoort, then shows ughenscene to explain Broadway’s

“flagrant defiance / of Reason and Science” (reddviance from the numerical,

rectilinear Cartesian logic of the grid).

% |bid.
97 GuitermanBallads of Old New York280-6.

133



Figure 5.12: The myth of Henry Brevoort and hisig dlree(Source: Brierly, 1953)

"98 under which it

Old Hendrick Brevoort, so the stories goes, hdtubp-tree
“T’'was Hendrick’s delight in the cool of its bowkTo smoke and to ponder from hour to
hour.” Brevoort would do anything for his tree, 6F truly,” said he, / ‘Of all friends, the
very best friend is my tree / That never provokesand never deceives, / But echoes my
thoughts with the sigh of its / leaves.” But, CHgbndrick’s “best friend” was in danger.
The city fathers had “sanctioned a plan / To shi@g the roadways that rambled and
ran.” Broadway was, indeed, one of these meandeoiads, and the city had put together
a scientific army to carry out their plan: “theynsmoned a file / Of axmen with axes and
chainmen with chains / And hardy surveyors of main® and plains / And gave them
instructions, / In spite of all ructions, / To fol the chart / Nor ever depart.”

And off they went: “Forth sailed that trigonomegidand / To further the work

that the Fathers had planned; / And strictly obgyiihe rules of surveying, / Invested

% The term “tulip-tree” is actually short for “tulipoplar tree,” and given the actual Brevoort petiti
discussed above, there is good reason to belieteRtevoort did, in fact, have “Poplar trees” ireth
vicinity of 10" Street and Broadway.

134



Figure 5.13: Henry Brevoort sitting by his TulipeB(Source: Guiterman, 1920)

with powers that challenged gainsaying, / Theyiedrthe roadway o’er high land and
low, / Direct as the flight of a bee or a crow.”igltrigonometrical band” encountered
resistance, of course, but it was nothing theyaowtt handle—that is, until they came to
Old Brevoort's property: “Though housewives defathdmeleagured dominions / Or
voiced from their doorways unfettered opinions /I&fels and transits and government
minions— / Though cattle protested from buffetedds) / Though turnips and cabbages
rained on their heads, / Though farmer boys fougbim, / Though maidens besought
them, / They followed their map, undismayed, till/ibrought them / To Hendrick
Brevoort at the foot of his tree” (Figure 5.13).

And, what did Brevoort do according to the fancifdet? “What! Yield up his
friend to the axman? / Not he!” Rather,

He called out his neighbors . . .
Both merry young springalds and crusty curmud-
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geons
With ax-helves and pitchforks and scythe-blades
and bludgeons,
Resolved to defend
To the bitterest end
The right of a Dutchman to stand by hierid!

The Knights of the Sextant yet sought ®vpil

With promise of riches or threat of thd;jai

But, finding old Hendrick perverse or oldus

They drew off their army and patched up a
truce.

Brevoort left the tree in the keep of hisde

To make good in law what he held by therswo
He called on the Mayor,
City Surveyor,

To Coroner, Marshal, and every taxpayer

Of substance or influence, urging his plea

Of “Woodman, oh, woodman, don’t fool with
that tree!”

Sing hey! for the hard-headed man with a
whim!
The plan of a city was altered for him!
The highway led straight
To Hendrick’s estate,
Then gallantly swerved
And gracefully curved
Away to the westward . . . . The tree wiasprved!
(To chuckle, no doubt,
At the numberless rout
Of mortals his Majesty made to turn out.)

When up through the cafon entitled “Broadiway
You're riding on business or pleasure to;day
And suddenly, close to the front of Graceitch,
The car takes a curve with a jolt and aHurc
That loosens, mayhap,
Your hold on a strap
And drops you quite neatly in someone’s lap,
Remember, the cause of that shameful jerk
Is, just as I've shown you, a “Dutchman’sit®Vi

136



Figure 5.14: The westward bend in Broadway at" Btreet(photo taken by author,

2001)

This story, of course, is a humorous retrospeciseount written in the first quarter of
the twentieth century, yet historical accuracy esttie themes it addresses (e.g. struggles
between landowners and surveyors, the use of ‘s rof surveying” as somehow
giving the appearance of a “scientific” plan, timposition of straight lines “o’er high
land and low,” and the passing of the days of “Rrrboys” in Manhattan) are quite
consistent with the themes that | have addressedghout the present study. It reminds
us that the Cartesian logic of numerical perperdisus merelyonelogic out of many
and that even the meanderings of the Broad Way—diagional “anomaly” in a sea of
rectangularity—has its own logic, or “rationalit¢Figure 5.14). Broadway’s continuing
existence reminds us that projects of materialonaization—i.e. attempts to create

blank slates upon which mathematical orders arerilmsd—often encounter resistance
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from existing socio-political actors and that “devce” is the inevitable companion of

“rational order.”
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6. SOME “ELUCIDATORY REMARKS” ON THE
RATIONALIZED LANDSCAPE

O sancta simplicitaln what strange simplification and falsification méives!
One can never cease wondering once one has acoeyexifor this marvel! How
we have made everything around us clear and frekeasy and simple! howe
have been able to give our senses a passport toythiey superficial, our
thoughts a divine desire for wanton leaps and iriees! how from the beginning
we have contrived to retain our ignorance in ordEr enjoy an almost
inconceivable freedom.

—NietzscheBeyond Good and EWlL989 [1886])

The Birth of the Disciplinary Society: Empire-Building, Capitalism, and
the Protestant Ethic

In the preceding two chapters, | have attemptecetonstruct the lens through
which the designers of the grid plan, and thetiahcritics, viewed the rationalization of
the Manhattan landscape. In the present chapteguld like to take a step back and
examine the Street Commissioners’ logic from aiaaitperspective that engages the
larger theoretical problematic that should be ader®d when trying to make sense of
their rationalization project. | shall also offeonse “elucidatory remarks"—to use a
phrase from the legislation of 1807—on the contigutonsequences of the rationalized
landscape and its contribution to the birth ofdisiplinary society.

While | have by and large focused on the Street i@msioners’ discourses in
order to grapple with the logic behind the Manhatgrid, the contents of these
discourses did not magically fall from a metaphgkizeaven into their minds but were
rather embedded within the material practices &f #merging American Empire.

Certainly, there is a good deal of truth in Marxisw that “The production of ideas, of
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conceptions, of consciousness, is at first diresttgrwoven with the material activity

and the material intercourse of men, the langudgea life.”™

Marx, however, goes a
step further by arguing that “Life is not deterndnigy consciousness, but consciousness
by life . . . . [the materialist view of historypds not explain practice from the idea but
explains the formation of ideas from material pi@ct? As is well known, Weber
viewed such a “one-sided materialistic” interpnetatof history as being over-simplistic
and argued that ideas could play a crucial rolaflanencing the behavior of groups and
individuals®

| have sought to transcend this debate by desgritanv a particular disciplinary-
utilitarian discourse was part and parcel of theemal practices of the American Empire
while also exploring how physical landscapes cancbaverted into materialized
conceptual frameworks (sign systems) through thecqss of inscription. When a
physical landscape is transformed into an interactign system, the distinction between
the “material” and the “conceptual” dissolves: tledscape becomes material-
conceptual hybrid The way people think is, of course, influenced thgir material
practices, but conceptual frameworks can also berilmed into particular landscapes,

which has the effect of spatially rationalizing iiob-economic processes while also

reinforcing the conceptual framework that has thersome materialized.

! Marx and Engels (1970The German Ideology1845], New York: International Publishers, 47.

% Ibid., 47 and 58.

3 Weber (2000)The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalj&930], New York: Routledge, 183.

* Latour (1999),Pandora's Hope: Essays on the Reality of Scienadi&t Cambridge, Mass: Harvard

University Press, 47-8. Also, see Sluyter (1999he' Making of the Myth in Postcolonial Development:
Material-Conceptual Landscape Transformation inegirth-Century Veracruz&nnals of the Association

of American Geographe®9 (3), 377-401; Sluyter (2001), “Colonialism and Hanape in the Americas:

Material/Conceptual Transformations and Continui@gnsequences,’Annals of the Association of
American Geographei$l (2), 410-28.
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While there are many different windows through vhio examine the social
process, | have attempted to view the world throtlgh Commissioners’ eyes using
discourse analysis in order to better understaadatic behind the Manhattan grid. One
of the hazards of this approach is that one magmiiatly descend into the same trap that
historians have fallen into with regard to tiemmissioners’ Remark¥hat is, we must
be cautious not to take the Street Commissioneostisvat face value. DeWitt himself
warned against this when he reminded us to be “Awéthe false estimate we are prone
to make of our own productions.”

While DeWitt does, in fact, seem to be the ideatporchild for Weber’s theory
that the Protestant ethic was the foundation oftbeern capitalist spirit, DeWitt's ideas
did not emerge in an ethereal world disconnecteth fthe material conditions in which
he was immersed. Just because DeWitt and Morr&ylikelieved that the purpose of
acquiring wealth and power was for heavenly satvatihis should not preclude us from
finding it rather too “convenient” that God shollé so partial to a particular group’s
project of empire-building and world domination., @ put it another way, it is all-too-
convenient that the Street Commissioners’ religimeas were so compatible with the

“will to power"®

of the expanding American Empire of which they evarpart.

Underlying their “consoling hope of immortality’hd pursuit of strict discipline
to achieve eternal salvation, the will to powermpeates the Commissioners’ thought
processes right down to the very core and beconwesfest wherever they turn “the

contemplative eye.” These men of renuncidtimere not attempting to rid the world of

animal desire through reason—rather, they soughhamess the instincts of the

® Nietzsche (1989)Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy @& Buture [1886], New York:
Vintage Books, 21.
® Nietzsche (1974)The Gay Scienc§1887], New York: Vintage Books, 100-1.
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American people with the whip of discipline to sexuhe conquest of the North
American continent. “What does the man of renurmatlo?” asked Nietzsche in 1887.
His answer can help us understand how the “marewfinciation” is also a “man of
affirmation”:

He strives for a higher world, he wants to fly het and higher than all men of

affirmation—he throws away much that would encunttierflight, including not

a little that he esteems and likes; he sacrifités Inis desire for the heights. This

sacrificing, this throwing way, however, is pret¢yserhat alone becomes visible

and leads people to call him the man of renunaiatib is as such that he
confronts us, shrouded in his hood, as if he wieeesbul of a hairshirt. But he is
quite satisfied with the impression he makes onheswants to conceal from us
his desire, his pride, his intention to sbayondus.—Yes, he is cleverer than we
thought and so polite to us—this man of affirmatiBar that is what he is, no less
than we, even in his renunciation.

Even under the cloak of self-denial and self-reimtian, there lies the affirmative will to

power.

If the American Empire was to achieve power witkine European-dominated
world system, the accumulation of wealth via theitzdist mode of production was
essential. The ultimate success of this projectydver, was dependent on creating a
disciplined population that, as DeWitt notes, “mbstve it impressed on them, as an
undeniable self-evident proposition, that they musirk and work hard both in
qualifying themselves for the business of theirfggsion, whatever that may be . . . and
that all their powers must be strenuously, systemllit and perseveringly exerted, if
they aim at any thing like superiority.” This isettanguage of capital in the service of
empire. But, by what means could DeWitt legitimize imperial longing for power?

One of the most effective ways of convincing peepéspecially oneself—that a

particular practice is legitimate is to universalior “eternalize,” it through a teleological

" Ibid.
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discourse while also throwing in a few “laws of urat” to boot. It is in this way that
discourse became a medium of power for memberkeofuling class of Enlightenment
America, such as Simeon DeWitt and Gouverneur IMorfihe “councils of eternal
wisdom,” DeWitt reminds us, had “fixed unalterablyie “destiny of man.” If this was
the case, then God himself must have been a dapiwihce it was one of his
commandments, according to DeWitt, that man “MUSH BVIPLOYED.” Fortunately,
God had made a “wise provision in the laws of r&tio assure that man “must have
some object of pursuit or be miserable . . . tleah&s innumerable wants to coerce him to
fields where he must labor or die.” This continugussuit of “innumerable wants” was
the “flaming sword of paradise” that sustained‘tmeral orbit of empire.”

It was, of course, also the very basis of the a#ipitmode of production that was
emerging in nineteenth-century America. If cap#gatumulation was to provide a long-
term foundation for the American Empire, such acglations could not be squandered
on “infamous gratifications” and a life of “disstgan.” As Marx notes, the capitalist
must demonstrate “his bourgeois virtue by consuroinly a portion of it and converting
the rest into money” in order to continue the cydke accumulation through the
circulation of commoditie&.In other words, capitalists “have a choice of eonimg or
reinvesting. There arises a ‘Faustian conflict lesmthe passion for accumulation and
the desire for enjoyment?”

Far from being the “root cause” of modern capitaliDeWitt's ethic of self-
renunciation—the so-called “Protestant ethic’—wamaeataphysical articulation of the

pragmatic solution to the capitalist’'s dilemma: &lpassion for accumulation drives out

8 Marx (1976),Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Vol, [1867], New York: Penguin Books, 732.
° Harvey (1999)The Limits to Capital[1982], New York: Verso, 28-9.
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the desire for enjoyment®This solution was pragmatic in the sense thati essential

in a capitalist system where, as Harvey observbg, Capitalist who reinvests can gain
the competitive edge of the capitalist who enjoye tsurplus as revenues” for
consumptiort! For those not satisfied with “accumulation for @mulation’s sake,” the

belief that capital accumulation served a “highermjoese” of divine salvation offered the
consolation so desired and the determination toieedghe “means for the attainment of
the objects to be achieved.” The net-effect of kxatpital accumulation and its religious
rationalization, however, should not be lost sightsince it is here where we find the
will to power in its most explicit form. The logiof capitalism and its metaphysical
“guardian angel,” the Protestant ethic, enabledréped and often violent expansion of
empire and the construction of legible landscap#linvwhich the disciplinary society

was bhorn.

The Geometry of Power: Discipline, Material Rationdization, and the

Making of the Legible Landscape

While the founding fathers of the United Stateg\oferica are often portrayed as
proponents of “freedom” and “enlightenment” by n&ieam historian¥’ not to mention
contemporary politicians, the thoughts and actioh§&imeon DeWitt and Gouverneur
Morris clearly demonstrate that underlying the ohietof freedom was the will to power
and the development of disciplinary mechanismsoafad control. This is what Foucault

calls the “dark side” of the historical formatiohrmodern juridico-political structures in

%pid., 29.

" Ipid.

2 For a contemporary example, see Peterson’s Inttimfuin Peterson (1975)he Portable Thomas
Jefferson New York: Penguin Books, xi. This characterizatis a classic case of the phenomenon that
Marx and Engels’ describe in which historians “takery epoch at its word and believe that evergliin
says and imagines about itself is true.” Marx andets,The German Ideolog?7.
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his brilliantly written book Discipline and Punistf1995 [1975])** That freedom and the
power-to-dominate are one and the same thing wa®bNietzsche’s basic insights, and
like Heidegger before him, Foucault was well acqtead with Nietzsche’s realizatidfi.
During the course of his “great Nietzschean qd@stf examining different
mechanisms and technologies of power, Foucaultoesgl the relationship between
disciplinary power and the organization of spade igeometrical forms that facilitate
social contro® A number of scholars, such as geographer Matthe@mngh, have
attempted to explicitly incorporate Foucault’s cepiual insights into a framework for
analyzing spatial politict’. James Scott'Seeing Like a Stateo doubt, also bears
witness to Foucault’'s influence on the social soesn despite the fact that Scott does not
explicitly acknowledge in any meaningful way thebtie his analysis owes to the
Foucauldian project. More so than Hannah, howeseoit does examine the imposition
of abstract geometrical forms onto material landesathrough “state projects of

legibility and simplification.*®

13 As Foucault himself notes, “Historically, the pess by which the bourgeoisie became in the cofrse o
the eighteenth century the politically dominantslavas masked by the establishment of an exptimited
and formally egalitarian juridical framework, mag®ssible by the organization of a parliamentary,
representative régime. But the development andrgénation of disciplinary mechanisms constitutad t
other, dark side of these processes. The geneidical form that guaranteed a system of rights there
egalitarian in principle was supported by thesg, tewveryday, physical mechanisms, by all thoseesyst
of micro-power that are essentially non-egalitaaad asymmetrical that we call the disciplines.uéault
(1995), Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prisgid975], translated by Alan Sheridan, New York:
Vintage Books, 222.

14 Nietzsche (1969)Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for Everyone andOve [1883], New York:
Penguin Books, 137; Nietzsch&Beyond Good and Eyil153. For a brief discussion of the
freedom/domination issue with regards to Heidegwed Foucault, see Miller (1993Jhe Passion of
Michel Foucault New York: Doubleday, 48.

15 Miller, The Passion of Michel Foucau@?.

18 |n particular, see the entire section on “Discipliin FoucaultDiscipline and Punish135-228.

' Hannah (2000)Governmentality and the Mastery of Territory in &lisenth-Century AmericaNew
York: Cambridge University Press. Also, see BoyE983), Dreaming the Rational City: The Myth of
American City PlanningCambridge, Mass: The MIT Press.

18 Scott (1998)Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Imptevéduman Condition Have Failed
New Haven: Yale University Press, 9. While Hannalesdperiodically mention that the construction of
legible landscapes is a prerequisite for projedtsazial control, his analysis focuses more on huma
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Before engaging Scott's characterization of prg@ftlandscape simplification in
general, and his scattered references to the Miamhgtid in particular, it is important to
discuss Foucault’'s notion of “disciplinary space” some detail, because it underlies
much of Scott's analysis and goes a long way towamplaining the Street
Commissioners’ disciplinary project in nineteengntury Manhattan. My aim here is to
consider the extent to which my analysis of theddghind the Manhattan grid conforms
with, or diverges from, some of the theoreticahfeavorks currently on the market of
intellectual exchange.

In Part 3 ofDiscipline and Punishentitled “Discipline,” Foucault ruminatés
over the emergence of what he calls “disciplinagwer.” While recognizing that
disciplinary techniques have a long history, Folicangues that over the last four
hundred years, disciplinary power became the gébasas for social control in the West:
“Many disciplinary methods had long been in exisgeain monasteries, armies,
workshops. But in the course of the seventeentheggitteenth centuries the disciplines
became general formulas of dominatiéf.”

The process of domination, argues Foucault in ypscal Nietzschean fashion,
must not be seen as a purely negative phenomeklida.niust cease once and for all,”
Foucault proclaims, “to describe the effects of ppim negative terms: it ‘excludes’, it
‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it ‘abstracts’, it ‘maskit ‘conceals’. In fact, power produces; it

produces reality; it produces domains of objects @uals of truth. The individual and

populations (and their construction as governmefitdljects”) than it does on actudandscape
transformation.

19 Since Foucault described his project as a “Nidizan quest,” it only makes sense to use Nietzsche’s
terminology to describe Foucault’s discursive pescéOne skill is needed—Iost today, unfortunatefgr—

the practice of reading as an art: the skill to inate, which cows possess but modern man lacks. ighi
why my writings will, for some time yet, remain fildult to digest.” Nietzsche (1956) he Birth of
Tragedy and the Genealogy of Mordls887], Garden City, New York: Doubleday Anchawdks, 157.

2 FoucaultDiscipline and Punish137.
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the knowledge that may be gained of him belonghts production.?* These are very
strong statements, all requiring a good deal ofimation, but for the purposes of the
present study, | shall focus on how disciplinaryvpo “produces reality” through the
production of rationalized landscapes.

The “general formula of domination” under the regif disciplinary power is
guite simple enough: (1) it makes its subjaassble by converting them into “objects” to
be dominated while itself remaining invisible, &gl it achieves the goal of “compulsory
visibility,” at least in part, through the spatarangement of physical “objects” within a
legible geometric order. As Foucault himself ptits i

Disciplinary power . . . is exercised through mwisibility; at the same time it

imposes on those whom it subjects a principle anhmasory visibility. In

discipline, it is the subjects who have to be s@dwir visibility assures the hold
of the power that is exercised over them. It isfdwd of being constantly seen, of
being able always to be seen, that maintains tkeiglined individual in his
subjection . . . . In this space of domination,citisnary power manifests its
potency, essentially, by arranging objects.
The “arrangement” of objects, therefore, is centi@l Foucault's analysis of the
mechanics of disciplinary power. This implies tegciplinary power gains its “potency”
through the manipulation of spatial relations. “Tdreer of the architecture, which frees
at its summit the figures of the dance,” Foucallsesves, “imposes its rules and its
geometry on the disciplined men [and women] ongtioeind.”®2

As the quintessential example of disciplinary powe its materialized form,

Foucault directs our gaze to Jeremy Bentham’s madethe modern prison: the

Panopticorf® Put simply, the Panopticon is an annular buildinith prison cells all

facing a central observation tower. From this cdntower, visibility of the relevant

2 bid., 194.
22 bjid., 187-8.
2 bid., 195-228.
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“objects” (prisoners) is obtained “without any plogd instrument other than architecture
and geometry®* Spatial organization and geometrical form, thefprovide the very
foundation for the exercise of disciplinary power.

In addition to his discussion of the Panopticooyc¢ault also examines the utility
of other spatial arrangements that are conducivatial control. In particular, he notes
how the rectilinear geometry of the “square plaoy’ inilitary camps offers a means of
wielding disciplinary power. “The camp is the diagr of power that acts by means of
general visibility,” says Foucault. The square plémen, provides the basis for “an
architecture that would operate to transform irdlnals” into disciplined subjects. Its
power lay in its ability “to act on those it she#feto provide a hold on their conduct, to
carry the effects of power right to them, to makeassible to know them, to alter them.
Stones can make people docile and knowable. Theiwmigle schema of confinement and
enclosure . . . began to be replaced by the caionlaf openings, of filled and empty
spaces, passages and transparenties.”

We can now begin to see the role that disciplingwer played in constructing
landscapes in the form of Cartesian coordinateesyst where numerical sign systems
enabled the precise location of “any point” in thadscape: “The avenue-number and
street-number, with the necessary supplements allesrmumbers [i.e. address numbers]

. enable us to fix definitely and uniquely tpesition of anypoint whatever with
respect to thexes by giving thepair of numbers which measure gast or wesand its

north or southfrom theaxes this pair of numbers is called tkkeordinatesof the point

24 1bid., 206.
% bid 171-2.

148



(with respect to the axes)” (see Chaptef®IJhe Cartesian grid, in conjunction with
address numbers, was an extraordinarily efficieatimnism enabling governments to
render their populations visible within a legibémtiscape.

If capital accumulation for the purpose of empitekding required a disciplined
population, then the production of a “disciplinaspace” would be an invaluable
mechanism for “organizing the multiple, of providioneself with an instrument to cover
it and to master it; it was a question of imposimgpn it an ‘order.?” “It was a
guestion,” Foucault emphasizes, “of distributingliunduals in a space in which one
might isolate them and map thef.The logic of rectilinear geometry was one means—
but surely not thenly possible means—of constructing such a disciplirspgce. The
goal, of course, was not discipline for disciplmaake but rather to serve the expansion
of empire through the accumulation of capital.

If the logic of capital required efficiency, distipe supplied the technology for
efficient conduct: “Discipline is [not] simply arrteof distributing bodies, of extracting
time from them and accumulating it, but of compgsiorces in order to obtain an
efficient machine.” The maintenance of this “eféist machine” required the elimination
of non-productive activities and the “theoreticadlyer-growing use of time® We see
precisely this logic of disciplinary efficiency anilated quite forcefully in DeWitt's
advocacy of the Protestant ethic when he insists“there must be thiabor improbus
hard labor, strong exertions, struggles againstopgr propensities, a rigid observance

of rules, a radical extermination of evil habitss@upulous improvement of time, an

% Bell (1986),Men of Mathematics: The Lives and AchievementseoGreat Mathematicians from Zeno
to Poincaré [1937], New York: Simon & Schuster, 52-3.

" FoucaultDiscipline and Punish143 and 148.

*®1pid., 144.

#Ipid., 164 and 154.
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unwavering perseverance, and a judicious exerdise well disciplined reason in the
selection of means for the attainment of the objexbe achieved.”

The articulation of this “Protestant work ethic” svaot simply an attempt to give
advice on the attainment of eternal salvation. Batit was a commandment for the
subjugation of the “multitudes” of the American Enepthrough the process of human
domestication such that they would act as disagolimdividuals that would obey the
dictates of the logic of capital. While DeWitt hielsmay have considered the Christian
doctrine of self-renunciation as the motivatingcbehind his disciplinary reasoning,
this should not blind us from seeing the will tongs as the foundation of DeWitt's
conceptual processes.

Foucault's examination of disciplinary power viathroduction of disciplinary
spaces, therefore, is quite consistent with thewucl have presented with respect to the
logic behind the Manhattan grid. By simplifying thtanhattan landscape and enhancing
geographical accessibility, the grid offered goweent officials “visibility” of the
population, enabled capitalists the ability to and sell land more efficiently, and also
facilitated the circulation of people and commaakitacross the island. More importantly,
however, the grid forced the general populatioricteeerfully submit” to the Cartesian
logic of linearity and numerical coordinates, whietcording to DeWitt, was a potent
technique for securing the “discipline which is dhetecessary for rearing them to

maturity.”

%0 “Where | found a living creature, there | foundlwd power; and even in the will of the servariouind
the will to be master.” Nietzsch&hus Spoke Zarathustrd37. “A living thing seeks above all to
dischargeits strength—life itself isvill to power” NietzscheBeyond Good and EyiP1.
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Figure 6.1: The manicured green carpet, CentrallRdtew YorKphoto taken by author,

2001)

If people were forced to think in “scientific’ tesn-that is, in Cartesian terms—
then would they not see the “rational order” of #ystem? The immediate generation
might resist, but as time passed, the populationldveventually grow accustomed to the
legibility that the grid provides. In other words,would become “natural” to think in
terms of numerically-coded perpendiculars and Gamte coordinates. The immediate
population might remember the “pre-grid days” amdw things used to be,” but over
time this would fade into mere nostalgia, and tlemegal public’'s only means of
reminiscence would be a stroll through the city’anmcured “parklands” (Figure 6.1).
There was, indeed, more than a hint of truth in DEswemark that “by commencing
with infancy in its earliest stages, it is not dbsgly impracticable, for the human being
as come from the hands of the Creator, is compotedch pliable materials that it can
be moulded into any shape, which time will hardemd aender unalterable.” The

production of the “disciplined individual” througtihe rationalization of the physical
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landscape would supply the atomic unit for “a stycte come.?! Is it possible that this
day to come has now arrived, and that we are liinrthe disciplinary society? Are we to

believe that DeWitt's dreams have been fulfilled?

The Production of Permanence in a World of Flux: Maufacturing the

Taken-for-Granted “Order of Life”

Before grappling with the important question jpsesed, | would like to examine
James Scott’s notion of legible landscapes, and, laoeording to Scott, many of these
“schemes to improve the human condition have fdifédvhat most stands out in Scott’s
Seeing Like a States the fact that, besides his moralizing, Scolistes little of
theoretical import that Foucault had not alreadyulght to our attention in his analysis of
disciplinary power and its material manifestatiof$is is not to suggest that Scott’s
analysis is identical to Foucault’s. There are.eed] major differences in method and
evaluation between Scott and Foucault. One of thatgst virtues of Scott’s work is that
it focuses our attention on how projects of so@ahtrol have historically become
manifest in the transformation ehtire landscapesa theme that Foucault recognizes but
does not elaborate in great detail.

Scott examines how in various historico-geographicarcumstances,
governments have attempted to impose “order” upopopulation by constructing
“legible” landscapes neatly carved into geometritatmations (often grids). By
“legibility,” Scott refers to a state’s attempt tarrange the population in ways that

simplified the classic state functions of taxatiagnscription, and prevention of

31 FoucaultDiscipline and Punish209.
32 Scott,Seeing Like a State
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rebellion.” According to Scott, such projects ofilality were often led by government
“officials [who] took exceptionally complex, illebie, and local social practices, such as
land tenure customs or naming customs, and creagtandard grid whereby it could be
centrally recorded and monitored.” Constructingbédy through the simplification of
landscapes, says Scott, was “a central probleratacaft.®
Scott provides us with a four-variable model to lexp the dynamics of
governmental projects of legibility:
the legibility of a society provides the capacity farge-scale social engineering,
high modernist ideology provides the desire, théharitarian state provides the
determination to act on that desire, and an inaggiad civil society provides the
leveled social terrain on which to bufld.
While this model is based largely on the experievicéne twentieth century, where does
it take us with respect to the development of the sireet system in nineteenth-century
Manhattan? Based on Scott’s characterization ofshige, the driving force behind state
simplification projects is “high modernist ideoldgwhich “provides the desire” for
constructing socially-engineered, legible landssap@/hat is this so-called “high
modernist ideology™? “It is best conceived,” sayo,
as a strong, one might even say muscle-bound,oversi the self-confidence
about scientific and technical progress, the expansf production, the growing
satisfaction of human needs, the mastery of ngtnctuding human nature), and,
above all, the rational design of social order cansurate with the scientific
understanding of natural laws . . . . High modemisust not be confused with
scientific practice. It was fundamentally, as teart “ideology” implies, a faith
that borrowed, as it were, the legitimacy of sceeand technology . . . . The
carriers of high modernism tended to see ratiomdkroin remarkably visual

aesthetic terms. For them, an efficient, rationallganized city, village, or farm
was a city thalookedregimented and orderly in a geometrical séfise.

% bid., 2.
3 bid., 5.
% bid., 4.
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Much of this seems to resonate quite well with De\&hd Morris’ reflections and the
Common Council’s desires for order and regulatity there is something missing from
this analysis.

First of all, whereas Foucault admits that thgdtirs of the industrial period long
retained a religious aif® Scott's high modernist ideology confronts us apuaely
secular mode of thought (a secular “faith,” as Squits it). It was the European
Enlightenment, says Scott, that “fostered a straesthetic that looked with enthusiasm
on straight lines and visible orde¥."From this perspective, the Manhattan grid would
simply appear to be a product of “mathematicalitatianism” and “Enlightenment
rationalism.*® While the Manhattan grid is not a central topigrofestigation inSeeing
Like a Statethere are a number of instances in which Sctdteaces the Manhattan grid
as an example of modernist ideoldgy.

Not having examined the history of the Manhattad gr DeWitt's disciplinary-
utilitarian rationale for using surveying principléo design the landscape, Scott provides
us with a rather misleading assessment of the Mtarhgrid:

If, as is the case in upper Manhattan, the crosgtstare consecutively numbered

and are intersected by longer avenues, also coasgggunumbered, the plan

acquires even greater transparency . . . . the ardguestion is most evident, not
at street level, but rather from above and fronsiolet Like a marcher in a parade
or like a single riveter in a long assembly lingyeadestrian in the middle of this
grid cannot instantly perceive the larger desigrhef city . . . . A second point
about an urban order easily legible from outsidehest the grand plan of the

ensemble has no necessary relationship to the ofdiée as it is experienced by
its resident$®

% FoucaultDiscipline and Punish149.

37 Scott,Seeing Like a Staté5.

%% bid., 15 and 50.

% For instance, see Ibid., 56-7, 108, 369-70.
“*bid., 56-8.
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While it is true that the Manhattan grid offeredatisparency” (Foucault’s “visibility”) to
governmental officials, it also drastically transfed “the order of life as it is
experienced by its residents” and has now becontaken-for-granted aspect of the
everyday lives of New Yorkers.

There most definitelys a relationship between “the grand plan” and theléorof
life” of the local population. Although non-numealcgrids may leave pedestrians
clueless to the overall design of a city (espegialitsiders who do not know the street
names or landmarks), the Manhattan grid’s numeyicalded, perpendicular streets and
avenues make it nearly impossible for pedestrrasiso “perceive the larger design of
the city” as they calculate their own numerical rchoates within the Cartesian matrix
that is Manhattan. This was, in fact, precisely wbeWitt had in mind when he
concocted his “wonderful system” of Cartesian order

While a project of simplification may “destroy” trexisting social relations and
ecological dynamics in a particular geographicgiiae, it also creates, or produces, a
new socio-environmental dynamic that then becornestdken-for-granted order of life
for future generations. Although part of the imnaddipopulation may, indeed, suffer
from the rationalization of the landscape, this dawt necessarily preclude future
generations, or even particular segments of theedaate population, from reaping the
benefits of the new system. In a climate of comrmgetnterests, abstractions such as the
“improvement of the human condition”—which Scoftl stlings to—have little genuine
meaning and are merely relics of a universalizirg imodernism which Scott has yet to

completely relinquish.
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This leads to a more fundamental problem witheespo the normativaspect of
Scott’s argument, which anthropologist Fernandco@8ibrightly points out: whatriteria
are to be used to judge the success or failureoeémmental projects of legibility and
simplification?! Scott implies that if landscape simplification uks in the dramatic
transformation of traditional social practices awdlogical dynamics, then it is therefore
a failure because it does not accommodate its lmgibe existing socio-environmental
order. The Street Commissioners in Manhattan, @ dther hand, could not have
disagreed with him more (see Chapter 4). The verpgse of the Manhattan grid plan
was to obliterate the existing socio-environmemiahditions in order to create new
order of geometrical legibility.

To the extent that the Street Commissioners acti¢heir goal of sending the
hen houses of pre-grid Manhattan into oblivion,ytiweould have seen the history of
obliteration as a fabulous “success story.” A dikeathus arises: the determination of the
success or failure of an “improvement project” iempletely dependent upon the
normative presuppositions that one has at the batsme’s analysis. If the ultimate goal
was to obliterate the existing social order to makeg for a new order more conducive to
capital accumulation and empire-building, then tBemmissioners “succeeded” in
achieving their goal. If, on the other hand, omersjly believes that the accommodation
of existing conditions is the ultimate virtue, thié@ grid plan was an utter disaster. Just
like the situation we ran into concerning the issfieaesthetics, we find that the very
determination of “success” or “failure,” “progressir “decline,” is a question of

competing interesthat are expressed througbmpeting normativities

1 Coronil (2001), “Smelling Like a MarketAmerican Historical Review06 (1), 122.
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It is not a question, therefore, of good versus$ lewi rather a series of “ongoing
social struggles over different conceptions of mleemal and the desirable,” as Coronil
correctly points out? Or, to put it in Nietzsche’s terms, we find ouvssl engaged in “a
battle and battleground of virtue€”We see that in this battle between competing
virtues, “every single one of them would like onbo well to represent justiself as the
ultimate purpose of existence and the legitinmgesterof all the other drives. For every
drive wants to be master—and it attempts to phpb&e inthat spirit”** And that is not
the end of it, “as soon as any philosophy begirseleeve in itself . . . . It always creates
the world in its own image; it cannot do otherwiBilosophy is this tyrannical drive
itself, the most spiritual will to power, to thereation of the world,” to theausa
prima.”*

In the struggle between competing virtues, fomamer) is the ultimate judge of
who shall be the victor. To the extent that capatadumulation generates power, it seems
quite evident that in a capitalist system (suchnaseteenth-century America), the
production of landscapes will be dominated by thgad of capital and that it will strive
continuously to create the world in its own imaffethe logic of capital is not simply
“accumulation for accumulation’s sake,” but ratreacumulation for the purpose of
consolidating power (freedom), then it is quitesa@able to suppose that governments
supported by a capitalist system will do what ket®to ensure that the population is “fit”
for the demands of capital accumulation. If thisamee constructing disciplinary spaces

within which disciplined individuals are “trainedfom “infancy in its earliest stages,” as

*1bid., 127.
“3 NietzscheThus Spoke Zarathustré4.
** NietzscheBeyond Good and Eyil 3-4.
** Ibid., 15-6.
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DeWitt would have it, then this is precisely whia¢ government will do to maintain the
foundation of its power.

The result of all these power relations and ecooomnansactions is the
construction of a rationalized landscape. Whileghd pattern is not unique to capitalist
political economies, when we consider the particalase of New York City, we are
dealing with a capitalist system, and this is whig inecessary to emphasize the logic of
capital as a key factor in power relations withirstcontext. One of the basic facets of
the capitalist economy, as Marshall Berman righdhyserves, is that it “annihilates
everything that it creates—physical environmentsjad institutions, metaphysical ideas,
artistic visions, moral values—in order to createre) to go on endlessly creating the
world anew.*® There is a constant “drive to create a homogenenusonment, a totally
modernized space, in which the look and feel ofalldenvorld have disappeared without a
trace.” This is what it means to creat@hbula rasa a blank slate upon which a new order
is constructed by annihilating the past. As we rsaen with the case of Manhattan, there
are often “people who are in the way—in the way lotory, of progress, of
development; people who are classified, and dispasfe as obsolete’® That these
people “in the way” must be sacrificed for the “pabgood” is a basic tenet of
utilitarianism—it is also extraordinarily conducivi® the logic of capital and the
expansion of empire.

It is not merely a coincidence, then, that utildarsm—as a “moral theory’—
gained popularity at precisely the same time thet tapitalist world system was

expanding. Would it not be convenient to constractmorality” to legitimize the

6 Berman (1988)All That Is Solid Melts Into Ajf1982], New York: Penguin Books, 288.
*"Ibid., 67-8.
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conquest of the American Indians, for example? These, after all, people “in the way”

of the expansion of empire, from the perspectivahef proponents of “freedom” and

“enlightenment.” Provided that this utilitarianisnad the blessing of God, it would be
even more suitable as an ethical justification @iquest and domination. If we were to
pursue such a “genealogy of moral& would we not find that at the bottom of every
normativity lies the will to power? How else can weplain the self-renunciation of the
conqueror?

If the conquest of North America was to be achielg the American Empire, it
was crucial to have an ideological justificationr filominating the natives while also
disciplining the “multitudes” within the Empire @B. It would also be necessary to
conceptually legitimize the new social relationsaasated with the emerging capitalist
economy. While couched in the language of Christraataphysics and scientific
achievement, the belief in endless “improvement’ wasentially an articulation of the
logic of capital, which required that “all that heeen created up to now . . . must be
destroyed to pave the way for more creation” ineorb continue the cycle of capital
accumulatiorf?

In the world of constant flux and creative dediiart that capitalism produced,
and continues to produce, in New York City, thedgnas remained one of the only
constants in the material-conceptual landscapeSkenor points out, “the grid plan has
exhibited a certain lasting resilience, having dtdbe test of time through both the

industrial age and the age of technolody.Following Alfred North Whitehead,

“8 NietzscheThe Birth of Tragedy and the Genealogy of Marals

“9BermanAll That Is Solid Melts Into Ajr48.

0 Shanor (1982)New York's Paper Streets: Proposals to Relievel®®l Gridiron Plan Columbia
University, Master’s thesis, 60.
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geographer David Harvey uses the term “permanenoedéscribe geographical entities
that exhibit this type of “lasting resilience” ing midst of continuous change:
The process of place formation is a process ofimgrgut “permanences” from
the flow of processes creating spaces. But thenfpaences”—no matter how
solid they may seem—are not eternal: they are awsybject to time as
“perpetual perishing.” They are contingent on tmecpsses that create, sustain
and dissolve thert-
The Manhattan grid is such a “permanence,” andafsgek to understand the modern
Manhattan landscape, the emphasis for future relse€ancerning the grid must be on the

various processes that produced and sustain tteagr spatial framework within which

the flux of modern life is lived.

Living in a Cartesian World: “we are used to living in space that's

defined for us and is primarily uniform”

It is one thing to impose a disciplinary order oo population by rationalizing
the landscape and quite another for those subjé¢otécheerfully submit” to that order.
While this study has focused on the logic behind ghoduction of the rationalized
landscape, it is equally important to consider ‘tilmumerable practices by means of
which users reappropriate the space organized lehnigues of socio-cultural
production,” as Michel de Certeau insitsUsers of a space are not merely passive
recipients of the technocratic order that is imgogpon them. “In the technocratically
constructed, written, and functionalized space mctv the consumers move about,” de
Certeau argues, “their trajectories form unforeBkeaentences, partly unreadable paths

across a space . . . . the trajectories traceheutuses of other interests and desires that

L Harvey (1996)Justice, Nature, and the Geography of Differer@xford: Blackwell Publishers, 261.
2 de Certeau (1984The Practice of Everyday Lif8erkeley: University of California Press, xiv.

160



are neither determined nor captured by the sysiamghich they develop> This is
certainly true in many ways, yet it is also truatttNumbered streets and street numbers
.. . orient the magnetic fields of trajectoriestjas they haunt dreams.”

While the actions of users do not always coinomth the intentions of the
producers of a space, what is remarkable in the ch®dlanhattan is the extent to which
many New Yorkers now have precisely the same claratcs that Simeon DeWitt so
admired in a disciplined, capitalist worker. We a@atch a glimpse of the life-world of
modern New Yorkers in a collection of interviewsbpshed by Roberte Mestdagh
entitled, Manhattan: People and Their Spa(981)> Most of those interviewed agreed
that the dynamics of the city pushed New Yorkerdetmd a “fast paced” life. “New
Yorkers on the average have a much faster paceattmaother people | know,” notes a
film distributor in Midtown, “You hear people jugb crazy working hard . . . . The pace
is almost an addiction. | don’t say | like it, btis almost like a necessary evil. It means
getting five times as much business done as | wiblilived in Miami.”>®

An actress named Jeanne living on East 3freet explains the psychological
impact that such a fast paced lifestyle has hadeon

The city runs you so fast. Really, it's like ratapgped in a cave sometimes. This

past winter, | just stopped. | said, “What am Irdf# | am always moving, always
busy, where is it all going?” You don’t have tineelbok into yourself and just

%3 |bid., xviii.

**Ipid., 104.

5 Using the homogeneous category “New Yorkers” if,course, an abstraction that conceals the
tremendous diversity that exists within the cityetYas Harvey observes, “the fact that a categéey |
‘New Yorkers’ can make sense to the polyglot milBowho occupy that place testifies precisely to the
political power that can be mobilized and exerciggdugh activities of place construction in thenthias
well as on the ground.” Harveylustice, Nature, and the Geography of Differen883. Mestdagh
interviewed a diverse group of individuals, howetbus revealing many different windows through athi

to view Manhattan.

%% Mestdagh (1981)Manhattan: People and Their Spadéew York: Thames and Hudson, 25.
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make sure you'’re going the way you're supposedetgding . . . . | like the fast
pace, but you can really get run over by ifall.

What is it that leads people like Jeanne to rufasbthat they burn out? “I was very, very
career oriented and | still am,” Jeanne contintlad, | think | have to take care of myself
or I'm going to run myself into the ground® The modern career-oriented individual
who sacrifices the taking-care-of-oneself for egoimosuccess is precisely what DeWitt
had in mind when he spoke of the imperative to otiey “extremes of self-denial,
fortitude and voluntary suffering” that were thecagsary requirements to obtain “a good
character as a christian.”

The modern worker is now “forced” to follow DeWsdtinsistence that people
must be disciplined to “work and work hard . . gimalifying themselves for the business
of their profession,” while the ever-increasing @aaf social and economic life in
Manhattan is a realization of DeWitt's demand tiere be “a scrupulous improvement
of time” to suite the needs of capitalist produetién short, much of DeWitt's hopes
have been achieved beyond even his wildest imagmathis achievement, of course, is
not solely the result of the grid, yet Manhatta@artesian landscape provided the spatial
framework necessary for enhancing the capabilitiegnposing disciplinary power to
maintain the “efficient machine.”

While people do tend to take DeWitt's materializZ€drtesian sign system for
granted, this does not necessarily mean that heeeded in converting them into
proponents of his aesthetic of harmonious proportiblike to be in it,” says a secretary
named Barbara, “but not all the time—you know whiy®ere are not enough curves.

Nature always has curves, it's not only right asgldew York City, it's mostly right

5" bid., 21.
%8 | bid.
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angles . . . . So | prefer the curves sometimeijufe 6.2)>° The Romantic aesthetic of
the “picturesque” is still alive and well, and nole well-to-do spectator can gaze out at
the world below from the heights of a penthousertapent. A social scientist named
Diane, for instance, lived in a penthouse on E&%tStreet, which had “an unobstructed
southern view and an unobstructed view to the westlooking Central Park, so we can
see the sunsef”

Although DeWitt forced people to think in numerigarpendiculars by imposing
the grid upon the island, he underestimated theteexe that his aesthetic of harmonious
proportion would encounter in the minds of thoskjetted to his Cartesian order (Figure
6.3). Yet, such resistance notwithstanding, De¥liticessfully “impressed” his Cartesian
logic into the minds of future generations by stuiiag the taken-for-granted order of
life experienced in Manhattan. As one New Yorketispy “we are used to living in space
that's defined for us and is primarily uniform, awd’re used to walking through maze-
like situations.®* The trajectories of Manhattanites, it seems, caesoape the fact that

the grid has “regularly laid us out*”

Rediscovering the Present: Excursions Through the #ionalized

Landscape

Nearly two centuries have passed since Gouvereuaris, Simeon DeWitt, and
John Rutherford set out to remodel the Island ohiMditan to suit the needs of capital

accumulation and the expansion of empire. Theimalte hopes, in many ways, have

%% bid., 109.

% bid., 15.

®1 |bid., 84.

%2 Winkler (1911), “Mitigating the ‘Gridiron’ StreePlan: Some Good Effects Achieved in New York
City,” Architectural RecordMay, 379.
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Figure 6.2: For those who “prefer the curves sommets,” there is always Central Park

(photo taken by author, 2001)

Figure 6.3: Two spectators enjoying the “picturestjwiew atop “an immense rock” in

Central Park(photo taken by author, 2001)
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become a reality, just as the modern Manhattanstzapk is a near replica of the
Cartesian coordinate system. | say “near replicatalbise the Cartesian ethos of the
original plan of 1811 eroded over the years. Wthkee Commissioners’ Plan gave all the
streets and avenues numerical names, when an aditihoroughfare was laid out
between % and 4" Avenues in 1832, this upset the “mathematicaltpudf Manhattan’s
materialized sign system. Rather than renaming\a@hues above™3Avenue to fit the
Cartesian symbolic order, the government simplyegé@va non-numerical name—
Lexington Avenue. In 1841, another non-numericarme, Madison Avenue, was laid
out between @ (now Park Avenue) and"5Avenue. While most of the avenues on the
West Side retain their Cartesian names below Cdptnk, they take on new identities as
they follow the meandering Broad Way northward hwpisland®

A few of DeWitt's cross-streets were also re-iitsed with non-numerical names,
although these “deviants” have not completely oplished their Cartesian heritage
(Figure 6.4). The names of street signs may seemltryet for DeWitt the numerical
logic of the grid was a crucial component of hig@H plan to instill the principles of
surveying into the minds of the “multitudes” sottiaey would, as Morris puts it, take
“the course which reason indicates.” Indeed, DegVitumerical street names and their
associated inscriptions in the landscape (stregisyiprovide the foundation for the
symbolic order of the Empire City even today.

To the extent that the language of “algebraic dattara” has successfully been

inscribed both into the consciousness of the “rudes” and the physical landscape

 The avenues with multiple identities are as foows" Ave. (Avenue of the Americas/Lenox
Ave./Malcolm X Blvd.), 7 Ave. (Adam Clayton Powell Jr Blvd.)"8Ave. (Central Park West/Frederick
Douglass Blvd.), 8 Ave. (Columbus Ave.), TDAve. (Amsterdam Ave.), I1Ave. (West End Ave.), and
12" Ave. (West Side Highway).
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Figure 6.4: The dual identity of West fb8treet(photo taken by author, 2001)

itself, it is not entirely out of place to suggésat the Manhattan grid has reinforced the
dominance of Cartesian thought within the scierasesvell as the public imagination in
general. This reinforcement wsrmalizedin the mathematics of Hermann Minkowski
(one of Einstein’s professors), who developed a heragtical metric that has
subsequently been used to mimic the rectilineaclo§ city blocks by not allowing for
diagonal$* Interestingly, some scientists now refer to thisiant of Minkowski's metric
as the “Manhattan distance metric” and denotewedimensional space that conforms
to this metric as “Manhattan space” (Figure 6®s the geographers Abler, Adams, and
Gould explain, “Manhattan space is a variant oflidean space, in which the shortest
distance between two points is a path consistingnef segments which meet at right

angles . . . . Diagonal movements are not permitiely movements along cardinal

% Krause (1986)Taxicab Geometry: An Adventure in Non-Euclideanr@etny, [1975], New York: Dover
Publications, Inc., v-vi.

% Abler, Adams and Gould (19719patial Organization: The Geographer's View of terld, Englewood
Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 73. Alssge Harvey (1969):xplanation in GeographyNew
York: St. Martin's Press, 315.
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One of the many shortest routes between 4 and 5.
Diagonal movements are not permitted; only
movements along cardinal directions are possible.

FIGURE 3-13

Manhattan space.

Figure 6.5: “Manhattan space{Source: Abler, Adams, and Gould, 1971)

directions are possiblé® This concept is “well known to every student ofraluctory
topology,” according to one mathematicfén.

Here we witness the most curious of phenomenar atteveyors inscribed the
Cartesian coordinate system into the Manhattanslzaqk, scientists then used the logic
of the Manhattan grid as an analogy for furtherhmeatatical conceptualizatidf.This
continuousself-referentialprocess of conceptualization and inscription isatvbatour
calls the development of the “circulating referen®eThe “reference” being circulated
here is the Cartesian coordinate system, and Huegifion process is the key mechanism
by which this conceptual framework was translatéd a material reality and then back
into a conceptual framework again. The detailshidf teference-circulation process have
only been hinted at in my discussion of the sumnvgyrocess and Randel’s numerically-

coded stone monuments (see Chapter 3), but adalitimsearch can certainly offer

% Abler, Adams and Goul&patial Organization73.

®” Krause Taxicab Geometryi.

8 While Minkowski himself may not have had Manhattamind when devising his mathematical metrics,
mathematicians and scientists continuously usadiien of city blocks and the Manhattan grid as an
analogy for Minkowski’s theoretical construct.

% Latour,Pandora’'s Hopg24-79.
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greater specificity to the “mechanics” of the ingtton process that | have touched on
here.

If everyday pedestrians tend to work through thiscpss unconsciously as they
navigate through the Manhattan grid, they can gésiltrained to do seystematicallyoy
reading Eugene Krause’s bookaxicab Geometry1986), which provides a series of
exercises whereby one can learn how to think acaliy about the mathematics of
Cartesianized material landscapes. “The exercisdhis book,” says Krause, “require
graph paper, a ruler, a compass, and a protra&®rie of its greatest virtues—which
should come as no surprise to anyone who has waltkedgh the Manhattan grid—is
that “taxicab geometry is easy to understand. Tlaee no prerequisites beyond a
familiarity with Euclidean geometry and an acquamte with the coordinate plane”
(Figure 6.6)"! Is this partly what Nietzsche meant when he dsad ‘reason is merely an
instrument, and Descartes was superficfdl"Phe mathematician’s resolve to find the
world easy and simple has made the world easyiamuled”

But, as simple and orderly as Manhattan space rpagaa, chaos still lurks
between the regimented street lights that demamsdipline to their standardized
synchronicity (Figure 6.7). Anyone who has drivanManhattan knows quite well that
the taxicabs within this taxicab geometry can binless when the green light allows
them to accelerate. A poetic spirit might spealanhattan thus: “I tell you: one must

have chaos in one, to give birth to a dancing stail you: you still have chaos in you,”

O Krause Taxicab Geometryiii.

" bid., vi.

2 NietzscheBeyond Good and Eyil04.

3| take this phrase from one of Nietzsche’s aphasis‘A dangerous resolveThe Christian resolve to
find the world ugly and bad has made the world @glg bad.” Nietzsch@he Gay Sciencd 85.
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Museum

L &
City Post
hall office

Figure 6.6: The Cartesianized landscape as an alpéstudy for “taxicab geometry”

(Source: Krause, 1986)

Figure 6.7: The discipline of standardized syncheitm on Central Park West {8

Avenue) and 8BStreet(photo taken by author, 2002)
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despite the superficial passports you have givenots sense& The Great
Transformation of the Island of Manhattan did nonhiailate the chaos of the human
experience, it merely provided an ordered spatahéwork within which the chaos of
modernity could unfold.

When James Reuel Smith rode his bicycle aroundsthad of Manhattan at the
end of the nineteenth century, he witnessed thdéeaddiion that ensued from the
rationalization of the landscape. As Poe had egpliephesized, the urbanization of the
island was rapid and swift. In less than a centthg, topography of Manhattan Island
was carved up into a Cartesian grid to make way“tioe stone and metal hives of
humanity” (Figure 6.8 and Figure 6.9). Malentine’s Manual of Old New Yorloted in
1923, pre-grid Manhattan has long since “gone &y wmto memory land,” and both the
protagonists and antagonists—I shall let the reqdege for him or herself which
characters fit these roles—in our narratives of éhgironmental history of New York
City “have long since answered ‘Adsum’ to deathol call and for many years they
have been ‘far beyond the twilight judgment of tm®rld and all its mists and
obscurities.”” In the course of examining the material and conm@pfragments of
Manhattan’s environmental history, my central aias fbeen to make historical sense of
the taken-for-granted “order of life” that is nowaped out every day in the Manhattan of
the present. This history has been one of bothurapand continuity, difference and

homogenization, lofty ideals and violent obliteoati

™ Nietzsche (1969)Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for Everyone andQve [1883], New York:
Penguin Books, 46.

> Brown, Ed. (1923)\Valentine's Manual of Old New York: No. 7, New &eri923 New York:
Valentine’s Manual, Inc., 61-2.
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Figure 6.8: Looking northward from the intersectioh 3" Avenue and 12D Street in

1880(Source: Brown, 1923)

L S
\‘-I‘|t'

P "%im &

Figure 6.9: Looking northward from the intersectioh 5" Avenue and 12D Street in
1923, after the “stone and metal hives of humanitgl come to dominate the landscape.
Note the Mt. Morris Park tower (top left) in botinages for comparisofsource: Brown,

1923)
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Having explored the struggles over environment@hgformation in Manhattan
during the nineteenth century, the rhetoric of eatrenvironmental debate can be put
into perspective. In the course of our excursioa,have learned—I| hope—to be aware
that scientific and aesthetic discourses are aft&d as masquerades to hide the politico-
economic agendas of competing interests. Revisitiegpast, we see the present with
new eyes. For instance, can we not hear Clememké&Moore’s battle cry in the words
of contemporary commentator Bill Moyers as he speabout the “natural” features in
New York City’'s parklands? “These are the handiwofkProvidence,” says Moyers,
“worn and encroached upon, to be sure, but stilllieing ground. They could yet spare
us that utterly barren city-scape which is theaiarfate of a people who do not treasure
the gifts of nature®

Those who do cherish the “gifts of nature” now iahat science is otheir side
as they seek to “promote ecological health andeulitinhattan’s urban residents with
their origins by providing them with opportunitissexperience the Earth from which the
human species evolved”” If Morris and DeWitt were attempting to discipline
(domesticate) the instincts of the “multitudes™aingh their disciplinary self-renunciation
for the greater glory of empire, modern environraésts now seek to recover the
“wildness” that still lurks within us: “The time &h people spend in natural sites also
nurtures familiarity with animals whose instinctuéé mirrors theirs, helping them to
understand their own primal behavidf.”

Yet, how do environmentalists teach Manhattan’saariesidents their “origins”?

The past, they say, is still “visible” within thé&ys parklands. InJrban Wilderness:

S Gardner (1988)Jrban Wilderness: Nature in New York Gilyew York: Earth Environmental Group, 9.
" pid., 35.
8 |bid.
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Figure 6.10: Seeing “Manhattan’s past” in Centraafk (photo taken by author, 2001)

Nature in New York Cityf1988), Jean Gardner informs us that “Natural svtghin
Manhattan also make visible the island’s anciest.ddanhattan’s past can still be seen
in Central Park.”® If the grid is a “laboratory,” then Central Park & great outdoor
“museum’”—a second “natural history museum,” if ywill—in which the relics of a
mythical time primeval are “on display” for the gzal public. Certainly, it is true that
the remaining bedrock in Central Park is a remimafethe island’s geological history.
However, although this bedrock may have been for8&@million years ag8® right
nowit serves as an “artifact” within the museum tisa€entral Park (Figure 6.10).

Rather than examining the complex socio-envirortaleprocesses, competing
politico-economic interests, and imperial idealsttiproduced the current Manhattan

landscape, most environmentalist depictions of N#an’s environmental history

9 |bid.
80 |pid.
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reduce such complexity to a technocratic narrativevhich the “human species” has
“disturbed the environment.” According to these asus, the historical process of
environmental change in Manhattan has led to ai&tiwhich can only be solved by
using science to guide poliéy.

We are thus confronted with a new discourse ofrieeth expertise, which takes
ecology (and the environmental sciences more bypadhther than engineering and
surveying—as its basis for reducing political quest to technical calculations. “Proper
ecological answers” are what are needed to solee piloblems of environmental
destruction, says the new technical exfetSuch answers,” Gardner argues, “can make
New York City a more viable habitat for both huntgrand the natural systems on which
the city depends for survival . . . . today’s vigaoy efforts to sustain nature in New York
City embody a reciprocity between nature and thg. dihe initiators of these efforts
realize that human life depends on maintaining ritaural processes of the Eartfi.”
What is so fascinating about this new technocmiBcourse and these “visionary efforts
to sustain nature in New York City” is their utt@lence concerning the imperial legacy
of the Empire City. By ignoring such power relasprgrand visions for creating a
“sustainable” city that use the universalizing laage of “humanity” and “nature”
obscure the competing interests that make up tbialsarocess and will likely serve to
perpetuate the status quo of global (and local)graelations in their quest for ecological
“stability.”

Given the lessons learned from the history of trenhattan grid, it appears that

the new technical experts are attempting to ddipiae their political agendas by

8 bid., 13.
8 bid., 11.
8 bid., 11-3.
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framing them in scientific and aesthetic terms #rat they will likely follow the Street
Commissioners by remaking the world to fit theirroeonceptual frameworks. My point
is not so much to condemn technical expertise @iriacription of particular conceptual
frameworks into the landscape per se; rather, Iplsimvish to point out theself-
referential logic of the inscription process as well as the normeatassumptions
presupposed by the technical experts. Should wiyrba surprised to find that the
strategies which the technocrats of yesteryear tsel@-politicize the pressing political
guestions of their day have now been turned agdivan as the defenders of “the
environment” now attempt to reduce political issus technical dilemmas of
“sustainability” and “environmental management’? eAwe not to suppose that
underlying the current environmental rhetoric—ohsadles of the political spectrum—
there lies a struggle between competing wills tovgr®@

In comparison to today’s technical experts, thee@trCommissioners who
designed the grid seem to have been rather hotesit dheir imperial objectives.
Today's technocrats, however, no longer speak iplipwabout the imperial goals to
which the Empire City has been aspiring for thet |ago centuries. Rather than
articulating a critique of the “moral orbit of emgj” they do not even speak the language
of empire—it is no longer part of the vocabularytbé technocrat. It is much more
convenient to speak of creating a utopian harmogtywéen “humanity” and “nature,”
while ignoring the central issues that are curgenthfolding on the world stage.
Gouverneur Morris’ hope that future generationsAofericans would look back on his
time as “the day-dawn of our empire” seems to Haaen in vain, not so much because

his project of laying the foundations of empire wessuccessful, but rather since many
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Americans have convinced themselves into beliethiag) being a world superpower does

not entail the maintenance, and, indeed, the “gatdity,” of a new form of empire.
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7. CONCLUSION

Strange, mingled scene of bliss and pain!
That, like a dream, before us flies;

Where, 'midst illusions false and vain,
Substantial joys are seen to rise.

—Clement Clarke Mooré&oemg1844)

Rationalizing the Landscape: Logic, Mechanics, an&esistance

By examining landscape transformation in nineteesntury Manhattan from a
historico-geographical perspective, | have sougliridge the science-humanities divide
by exploring environmental change in terms of theciglinary-utilitarian project of
rationalizing the landscape. To narrow the scopéhi study, | have focused on the
logic, mechanics, and resistance during the instiagje of the imposition of the grid upon
the Island of Manhattan. It should be stressed dvew that emphasizing these particular
“moments” in the socio-environmental process dassnmean that other aspects are not
equally important.

For instance, while | suggest that the Street Cauaimners were thinking and
acting within the context of an emerging capitadigétem, | have by no means conducted
a thorough analysis of the particular economic derchat dominated politics in
nineteenth-century Manhattan. If | explore the sbcynamic between surveyor and
landowner, | have certainly not conducted a systenamalysis of class relations that
incorporates the working class in any meaningfuy.w&ho were the members of the

Common Council that sent the petition to the Stagislature in 1807 and what were

! For a discussion of the different “moments” withiite social process, see Harvey (1996}tice, Nature,
and the Geography of Differend®xford: Blackwell Publishers, 78.
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their individual motives with respect to the deystent of New York City's street
system? Was Moore correct when he suggested thatrttlless perpetuation of public
works projects (such as the grid) was the resudt wbrking-class conspiracy against the
owners of property, as Blackmar sugges®®, were working-class New Yorkers mere
pawns in the real-world chess game played by dsgaon the geographical
checkerboard they were creating? These are qusstian most likely can be answered
with some specificity and offer fertile ground ffuture research.Clearly, the present
study is not a comprehensive examination of thehl#&an grid (nor was it my intention
to provide such an analysis within this preliminatydy), but hopefully it will inspire a
renewed interest in the rationalization of the koape, which may amend any
deficiencies, or “loose ends,” within the presentky

While | do not deny the importance of politico-eoaric context, my objective
has been threefold: (1) to interpret the logic thatdesigners of the grid themselves used
to explain the rationalization of the Manhattandsecape; (2) to analyze the mechanics
(i.e. techniques or procedures) utilized to ingeribe Cartesian coordinate system into
the physical landscape; and (3) to examine theteaste that was encountered during the
process of material rationalization. Because mbsh® literature on the Manhattan grid

has come from an urban planning perspective, 1 foend it necessary to take a step

2 Blackmar argues that Moore was on to somethingféBe the depression of the 1840s, public officials
seldom explicitly acknowledged the link between lpulvorks and jobs. But the long history of party
patronage suggests that, for all his bitternesspr®ichad correctly identified a key issue in some
propertyless New Yorkers’ support for a policy thgt promoting rising land values also endorsedgisi
rents.” Blackmar (1989Manhattan for Rent, 1785-1850@haca: Cornell University Press.

% The story is, of course, more complex than a stnepbital vs. labor struggle. In Goldman’s studyNefv
York's sewers, she notes that there were oftenréshanterests” between the merchant class and the
laboring cartmen (i.e. those who hauled commodiiesarts) and that “These shared interests endhited
group of laborers to enjoy a status usually reskfge professionals and merchants.” See Goldmaf7}19
Building New York's Sewers: Developing MechanisimBrban ManagementWest Lafayette, Indiana:
Purdue University Press, 12. For a more detailedyais of the role of cartmen in New York City luist,
see Hodges (1986)ew York City Cartmen, 1667-1839ew York: New York University Press.
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back to explore thpossibilitythat the grid plan was more than just a bluegant street
system. | have made what at first appears a rathe@ous observation: the Manhattan
grid is a physical representation, or “materiallicgtion,” of the Cartesian coordinate
system—where each intersection has its own numé@atesian coordinates” within
the matrix formed by the consecutively numberedettr and avenues that makeup the
modern Manhattan landscape.

Using this rather simple observation as a starpogt, | then pursued the
fundamental question: how was it possible to swgfadg inscribe the Cartesian
coordinate system into the Manhattan landscape wahét specific procedures
(mechanics) did this rationalizing project ent&laming the question in this way led me
through the detailed intricacies of state legiskatiwhich legitimized the project of
creating a standardized street system in Manhatamandating that a Commission be
set up to design a “permanent plan” for the islddden that the Street Commissioners
agreed to use the grid pattern, | then showed hbe itmaginary grid in the
Commissioners’ minds was given material form thfouhge process of surveying the
landscape.

The surveying process entailed more than merelypmgpout the terrain. In
addition to the production of maps, the chief syoreof the grid plan, John Randel Jr.,
inscribed stone monuments with their Cartesiandioates (i.e. the numbered names of
each street and avenue) and then bolted these nemtsiinto the geographical locations
where the streets and avenues of the proposedolgmdwould intersect. This moment
when Randel inscribed a language of “algebraic atdtars” into stone monuments and

fixed these monuments into the landscape was itstestiage in which the materialization

179



of thought actually achieved a substantive fornredlization. It is in Randel’s stone
monuments that we find the intersection betweenghbtand materiality, and, hence, the
surveying process was a dirguediationbetween conceptual frameworks and material
practice.

The Commissioners were no longer speculating iir then imaginary world of
criss-crossing perpendiculars. Now when they spwka future grid that would engulf
the island, they could point to a rudimentary netwvaf physical objects—numerically-
coded stone monuments—that seemed to validate ¢beireptual framework. That a
product of one’s imagination can become materidlizend then once materialized
reinforce the very conceptual framework that gase to it, is one of the fundamental
conclusions we must draw from our encounter witind®h and his numerical markers.
The process of materializing thought, of inscribiagconceptual framework into a
physical landscape, is an inherently political guise wrought with struggles between
competing interests. Proponents and opponentseajril attempted to de-politicize their
own politico-economic agendas by using the languafjescience and aesthetics to
provide a sense of authority for their own politiparsuasions.

| have also questioned the long-standing interpoetaf the rationale behind the
grid plan as well as the methodological foundatiopen which that interpretation rests.
While most historians and urban planners have fatysimarily on a formal document
called theCommissioners’ Remark® argue that the grid was purely a product of
utilitarian economic logic, | have gone beyond t@®mmissioners’ Remarkby
examining various other texts in an attempt to metwict the multi-faceted spectacles

through which the Commissioners themselves vievwedworld. As | illustrated, the
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Commissioners saw themselves as the founders efnanging empire. In order to secure
a prosperous future, they were firmly committedalying the foundations to serve what
they saw as the long-term interests of the Ameri&apire.

Gouverneur Morris and Simeon DeWitt were both potslwf the Enlightenment
and agreed that science and reason should sertguasdians of social happiness.”
However, in contrast to some of their Enlightenmeomrades, they viewed the
“multitudes” as being largely ruled by “irrationalinimal instincts that swayed them
from “the course which reason indicates.” They ¢f@e felt that if “order” was to be
maintained and “reason” obeyed, it would have tédoeed upon the youthful population
of the American Empire. While they did not putntquite this way, they were essentially
arguing that if a “civilized” life was to be attad, this would require not only the
domestication of the American “wilderness,” butoaland perhaps more importantly, the
domestication of each human subject within the Aca@r Empire itself.

The domestication of the American people would megdiscipline, and Simeon
DeWitt, in particular, was well-versed in the logit disciplinary practice. He despised
the idleness and extravagant enjoyment of luxurgt tbften resulted from the
accumulation of wealth while he also condemnedehaghout wealth for squandering
their existence on “infamous gratifications.” Wheds needed, according to DeWitt, was
a means by which to instill a sense of disciplim® ithe population in general (both rich
and poor) so as to assure the future greatnesedAmerican Empire. Just like Morris,
DeWitt believed that both science and religion wtre best instruments available to

achieve this goal.

181



Given his Christian upbringing, DeWitt saw the Ghien doctrine of self-
renunciation as offering the basis for rationaligall aspects of social life:

By the infallible oracles of divine inspiration ware taught, that no man can

obtain a good character as a christian, unlesseimesl himself, takes up his

cross—ecuts off a right hand, or pulls out an efyagcessary for his advancement
to perfection—Figurative expressions denoting thdreenes of self-denial,
fortitude and voluntary suffering. The same doérimay, with a qualified
propriety, be addressed to those who aim at distimén any of the professions
of civil life.
By obeying the ethic of self-renunciation and impmoating it into all aspects of life,
DeWitt felt that this would lead people to the irtalklle conclusion that they must work
hard in their profession, not squander their acdatimns, and live a “civil life” in pursuit
of their “advancement to perfection.” In other wardy using Christ as a model, the
work of disciplining (domesticating) the Americaegple for the hard labor required of
them in the modern world could find a religiousridation of legitimacy.

The Commissioners were mesmerized by the logtaxgfrovement” and saw the
accumulation of wealth and the expansion of the Acaa Empire as fulfilling God’s
divine plan. Rather than being an enemy of religiegience could be used as an
instrument to serve divine glory while the Christiethic of self-renunciation supplied a
basis for what Morris calls the “moral orbit of emngp” The full ramifications of this
disciplinary-utilitarian project have yet to be exaed. My goal has been to describe
how this logic was translated into a material tgalhrough the rationalization of the
Manhattan landscape.

DeWitt strongly believed that the science of sumgy(linear perspective) was

“well-calculated” to lead the youthful American pdation “into a cheerful submission

to thatextentof discipline which is held necessary for rearthgm to maturity.” The
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principles of surveying—especially the “rules ofrsyetry” and the use of “algebraic

characters”™—made one’s thought process “intellgjitly keeping “the whole process of

. . . reasoning continually before [one’s] eyesdnStructing an environment that forces
those who navigate through it to obey the rulesunfeying was a clear way to impose a
disciplinary order upon a population. Not only wasverting the Manhattan landscape
into a materialized Cartesian coordinate systema#empt to create a disciplined

population, the grid’s legibility would also enhanthe government’s ability to monitor

and tax its subjects while facilitating capital atilation by maximizing geographical

accessibility.

As with most “improvement projects,” there were pleo“in the way” that
resisted the imposition of the new order. The noogspoken critics of the grid were, not
surprisingly, the defenders of the status quo:viddial landowners with summer homes
in the vicinity where thdabula rasawas to be created. Wealthy landowners, such as
Clement Clarke Moore, lamented the destructiorhef“picturesque” hills and dales that
served as “scenery” and the “most picturesque $dewillas,” as Poe put it. Moore
insisted that the increasing power of the techneogdert was undemocratic and that
private property rights should not be sacrificethatalter of public convenience. He also
articulated an aesthetic that was magnificently gatible with the privileges of suburban
living in nineteenth-century Manhattan.

Yet, wealthy landowners were not the only “victined"the grid. The logic of the
grid assured that any type of building (e.g. dwellhouse, barn, hospital, granary, hen
house, military fort, shed, stable, etc.) that dttia the way” would be obliterated. And,

indeed, many of the buildings that were not “swefptthe face of the earth altogether”
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met their maker by tumbling “promiscuously into tmass of worthless ruins” such that
“posterity was enriched,” as historian Martha Lasobaptly puts it. While the Manhattan
grid was “democratic” in the sense that it indisgnately chose its victims, to argue that
the grid was an inherently democratic plan in geheas Peter Marcuse maintathis
taking the argument too far.

Marcuse argues that the grid plan does not reptes “display of power,” since
there is no center or “hierarchical ordering ofaiSeRather, according to Marcuse, the
grid has an unmistakable “democratic” quality: ‘finés a ‘democratic’ aspect to the grid,
in which all parcels are created equal and altk®larcuse thus concludes that “cities
where the display of power to the local populati®of importance are least likely to be
laid out in a grid plan.” Yet, was not the imposition of the grid in itself‘display of
power” to the local population? And, does not thenerically-coded matrix that the grid
plan established display its technocratic powelydaithose forced to obey its Cartesian
logic as they navigate through the “trajectoriekth@ir everyday lives, whether they like
it or not?

Indeed, constructing landscapes divided into parttelt are all “equal and alike”
(i.e. homogeneous) is one of the most widespreetthigues that modern governments

have used for controlling populations, both in deratic and authoritarian countries, on

* Marcuse (1987), “The Grid as City Plan: New YorkyGand Laissez-Faire Planning in the Nineteenth
Century,”Planning Perspective?, 294.

® Ibid.

® Ibid.

" Ibid.

8 | use the term “trajectories” here in the sensa tichel de Certeau elaborates The Practice of
Everyday Life where he notes that the term “was intended tgesiga temporal movement through space,
that is, the unity of a diachronsziccessiorf points through which it passes, and notfipare that these
points form.” See de Certeau (1983))e Practice of Everyday Lif@erkeley: University of California
Press, 35.
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the one hand, as well as under capitalist socialist regimes on the othlt is therefore
not possible to make aa priori determination of what purpose the grid pattern wil
serve, as it depends on historico-geographicalucistance. In most cases, however,
there is a common goal of creating a disciplineduation within a legible landscape,
which makes the job of management so much easighéogovernmental authoritiés.
This is, quite simply, the fundamental thread tied together the myriad instantiations
of the grid and is one of the major reasons fordieation and maintenance of the so-
called “landscape of modernity,” with its techndardogic and flatland mentality.

The Manhattan grid served two distinct disciplingyrposes: (1) it forced the
population to think like a surveyor (that is, inr@sian terms), which DeWitt believed
would discipline the mind; and (2) it created whaimes Scott calls a “legible” landscape
that rendered the population “visible” to the gawaent authorities (in the Foucauldian
sense). Rationalizing the landscape by convertingto a Cartesian coordinate system,
then, must be seen not only as a means of enhapperty values. The Manhattan grid
served as one of the “great columns” which wersugport the fabric of the wealth and
power of the American Empire through the productidra disciplined population that

was required to maintain the “efficient machinedttive call modern capitalism.

Oblivion and Beyond: A Bicycle Ride Revisited

There is no question that the process of “ratianadi the landscape” by carving it

into a Cartesian coordinate system resulted inrmapbete reorganization of the spatial

® Kostof (1991)The City Shaped: Urban Patterns and Meanings Thinadigtory, Boston: Bulfinch Press,
95-157; Scott (1998)5eeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to ImpiteweHuman Condition Have
Failed, New Haven: Yale University Press; Brown (200Gyritided Lives: Why Kazakhstan and Montana
Are Nearly the Same Placeéimerican Historical Review06 (1), 17-48.

10 Scott,Seeing Like a Statélannah (2000)Governmentality and the Mastery of Territory in 8lieenth-
Century AmericaNew York: Cambridge University Press; Brown, “tBfed Lives,” 46-7.

185



configuration of Manhattan Island. We might say—mgthout the hope of achieving
dramatic effect—that the new order prescribed Iy @reat Transformation of the Island
of Manhattan was only made possible through thelitasbtion” of the pre-grid
landscape. Following the nineteenth-century hiatoflartha Lamb, we might add that
the production of théabula rasaenvisioned by the grid’'s designers required thetgyid
Manhattan above the present Houston Street be ftswipthe face of the earth
altogether” and cast down into that abyss we adlitzion.” If we were to focus only on
this aspect of the historical process, we mightchade that the grid was merely a source
of “environmental destruction,” or “anthropogenidstdrbance,” to use the more
“scientific” parlance currently in vogue. After allthis is what terms such as
“obliteration” imply. Yet, by now it should be cle#éhat the grid alsareateda new
spatial regime that would become the taken-fordgdorder of life for generations of
New Yorkers.

From the vantage point of nearly two centuriess iquite easy to simply brush
aside Morris and DeWitt's imperial ambitions as @udated characterization of the
American project. Yet, surely we must admit tha gresent is not suspended in space
and time, disconnected from the past. This disooity may very well be the effect
sought after in the production ¢dbula rasas(both material and conceptual), but, as
Nietzsche observes, there is simply no gettingraddhe fact that “since we happen to be
the results of earlier generations we are alsadhaelts of their aberrations, passions and

errors, even crimes; it is not possible quite &efoneself from this chaift™Try as we

M Nietzsche (19800n the Advantages and Disadvantages of History.ifer [1874], Indianapolis:
Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 22.
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may, “If we condemn those aberrations and thinlselwes quite exempt from them, the
fact that we are descended from them is not eliraih#?

When renouncing the development of the grid, #lidoo-common to imagine an
idealized pre-grid “wilderness” that is then praises a paradise from which “modern
man” has fallen. This idealization of the pasta]east in part, a means of coping with
the stressful demands of the urban present. Intarhegpublished in th&lew York Times
in 2001, Jeremy Eichler reflects on how the yearfjux of Christmas tree sellers into
Manhattan “shortly after Thanksgiving” consoles ‘ussire . . . to feel less painfully the
gulf between my daily urban reality and my dreanfisaodistant wilderness-* He
informs us that while “New York clearly loves toesiself as impervious to the natural
world,” it must be conceded that “the city grew ofithe wilderness™

One might imagine that such “dreams of a distatdemess” could easily lead to
an idealization of the landscape that James RemghSlescribed on his bicycle ride
though the last vestiges of a pre-grid order on hasian Island (Figure 7.1). This
temptation, however, runs the risk of ignoring #symmetrical power relations of the
pre-grid order. While Smith gives us a picture dflanhattan with “all the wildness of a
place far out in the country” where “no sound isutdethat is foreign to the country,” he
also reminds us that in areas where “no city strgge] cut . . . here and there are roads
or lanes leading to the estates of a few wealtmyilies who are the owners of the

territory. Their wealthy young sons here practigsss country horseback riding”

12 i

Ibid.
13 Eichler (2001), “My Manhattan: The Season WhenyGrarns Green,New York TimgsSection E, Late
Edition, December 21, 2001, 41.
“Ibid.
15 Smith (1938)Springs and Wells of Manhattan and the Bronx: Nevk City at the End of the
Nineteenth CenturyNew York: New-York Historical Society, 98 and 158

187



PLATE 20B—HUDSON RIVER SHORE AT WESI I."ﬂlli SIREET LOOKING SOUTHEAST
MAY 13, 1898

90

Figure 7.1: James Reuel Smith’s bicycle joy rideotigh Manhattan at the end of the
nineteenth century. Note what is likely Smith’sytlie resting against the walBource:

Smith, 1938)

Smith notes that standing above one of the sprreg$ound was “a sign reading ‘No
Trespassing allowed® This paradisiacal “primeval forest,” no doubt, wpsvate
property long before the grid divided it into “blec”

While idealizing the past may offer psychologicahsolation, it is hardly a basis
for creating a “sustainable” future. Science, itl when be argued, is the only means by
which to find a solution to the “sustainability”isis. Yet, if our examination of the grid
has taught us anything, it is to question the cldiat political questions can be reduced
to technical calculations tabulated by technicapesis. Re-politicizing the technical
expert, however, need not result in a completeedéHnization of technical expertise. It
does, however, open the playing field up to a mdeenocratic dialogue that will

hopefully call a spade a spade, and no longer pobcender the delusion that

18 1pid., 158.
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policymaking can cease to be political through thegical powers of technical

calculation.
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A Tribute to Descartes and the “Wisest Men”

You first want tonakeall being conceivable: for, with a
healthy mistrust, you doubt whether it is in feahceivable.

But it must bend and accommodate itself to Jdwis will
your will have it. It must become smooth and ectito the
mind as the mind’s mirror and reflection.

That is your entire will, you wisest men; itisvill to power;
and that is so even when you talk of good andaed of the
assessment of values.

You want to create the world before which you kaeel;
this is your ultimate hope and intoxication . they make the wolf
into a dog and man himself into man’s best doimesimal.

—NietzscheThus Spoke Zarathust(a969 [1883])

(Source: Guiterman, 1920)

THE END
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