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Manhattan’s Public Spaces: Production, Revitalization, 
Commodification (Routledge, 2022), brings together 
a series of architectural works and their contribution 
to New York City’s public realm over the past few 
decades. By exploring a mix of urban mechanisms, 
supportive frameworks, legal systems, and planning 
guidelines for the transformation of the city’s public 
realm, the book frames Manhattan as a controversial 
landscape of interests and concerns on the part of 
authorities, communities, and—very importantly—
developers. This analysis highlights that public space 
is not a concrete reality, but rather a delicately nego-
tiated condition. The production, revitalization, and 
commodification of Manhattan’s public spaces, as a 
phenomenon and as a subject of study, also highlights 
the vicissitudes of the reconciliation of the many differ-
ent agents, which are part of the process. Through a 
discussion of the complex framework of actors, gover-
nance, and market monopolies the reader is invited 
to participate in the debate of how these interven-
tions contribute—or not—to an inclusive environment 
anchored in the existing built fabric.

If it is almost impossible to imagine New York without its iconic avenues 
and network of orderly streets, it is also very difficult to comprehend the 
magnetism of its collective space, which barely exists beyond the realm 
of its sidewalks. The apparent popularity of Manhattan ś urban fabric 
reflects the inherent magic of an intense and globally popular center, 
which draws citizens and visitors to its streets, popular parks, squares 
and river walks. However, despite this apparent vitality, the book ques-
tions whether Manhattan ś public dimension is really as successful as 
it seems. From a European perspective, the sensitive but controversial 
interface of Manhattan's grid is not a complete success. From its origins, 
Manhattan ś grid provided an extremely efficient urban format, which 
favored landowners but prioritized private space over the public. Very 
early on, New York’s future growth was conditioned by the first draft of 
the city, the so-called Commissioners’ Plan of 1811. 
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In this first plan, the Commissioners who implemented the city’s grid 
understood that, due to the high value of the land, it was not worth com-
mitting the available space in Manhattan to collective recreational use. 
The Commissioners justified this polemical decision by highlighting the 
extensive perimeter of the city, with its surrounding rivers, as sufficient  
to provide fresh air and open space for the entire population. “It may  
to many be a matter of surprise that so few vacant spaces have been left 
and those so small for the benefit of the fresh air consequent preserva-
tion of health. Certainly if the City of New York were destined to stand 
on the side of a small stream such as the Seine of the Thames, a great 
number of ample places might be needful. But those large arms of  
the sea which embrace Manhattan Island render its situation, in regards  
to health and pleasure as well as to the convenience of the commerce, 
peculiarly felicitous. When, therefore, from the same causes the price of 
the land is so uncommonly great, it seemed proper to admit the princi-
ples of economy to greater influence that might, under the circumstanc-
es of a different kind, have consisted with the dictates of prudence and a 
sense of duty.“ [1]

Obviously, this planning lacked foresight. The reconciliation of conflict-
ing interests and objectives among agents involved in the production 
of public space is not, as we see, something new. New York City ś 
remarkable growth from a bustling port city to one of the world's great 
commercial capitals, limited by its own geographic boundaries, would 
cause the city to suffer congestion, lack of sanitation and a shortage 
of the space for recreation. Much has been written about this, but also, 
about the opportunities and dilemmas that emerge from it. However, 
there is not yet a book that threads together a broader understanding of 
the ability of this city to be the ideal example of alternative visions, and 
to create new environments for public use: public space that is able to 
transcend the merely reactive, contingent and opportunistic. From this 
perspective, the book draws a parallel between private investment and 
public space redevelopment; which, in the particular case of Manhattan, 
provides retrospective analyses and a useful basis for comparison with 
other locations around the world. 

In the past decades, different built interventions in Manhattan have 
contributed to an ever-changing collective realm. Among other North 
American post-industrial urban centers such as San Francisco, Chicago, 
Montreal or Detroit are examples of cities that are also generating con-
versation around investment in the transformation of their open spaces 

1  Hillary Ballon, The Greatest Grid. 
The Master Plan of Manhattan, 
1811- 2011. (New York: Columbia 
University Press, New York, 2011), 
40.

[Fig. 1] Detail book cover
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for public use. However, the singularity of the redevelopment of Manhat-
tan´s public space reveals a range of problems and opportunities. Most 
recent interventions in Manhattan´s public space have been regarded 
by some as luxury and irrelevant to the basic needs of its residents: a 
collective realm continuously besieged by a voracious building density, 
intensified by accelerated property trading and an unstoppable real-es-
tate appetite. Some of these projects are reported as interventions, 
which respond to an arbitrary coexistence of opposing interests, inherit-
ed shortages, roller coasters of political and economic vicissitudes, and 
a series of fortuitous events and protagonists which contribute to create 
a more apparent attractive environment for the twenty-first century. 

In outlining the rationale that underpins this conflict, this book 
analyzes a selection of architectural interventions and an embodiment of 
a complex mix of agents, which have had a great influence on the evo-
lution of the city’s public space between two key public administrations 
of the contemporary city. On the one hand, the administration of Fiorello 
La Guardia; and on the other, that of Michael Bloomberg. The two pop-
ular mayors, although their tenures are more than fifty years apart, both 
overlap two critical moments in recent history. La Guardia was able, 
physically and economically, to reconstruct New York during a phase of 
industrial decline, as the city was still recovering from the Great Depres-
sion and World War II. Meanwhile, Bloomberg took power in extremely 
delicate circumstances—a moment in the midst of a free fall in the city's 
morale and economy, after the greatest terrorist attack on the United 
States in recent times. The two mayors are part of a complex political, 
economic, strategic, social and post-industrial network, at a time when 
they both represented and defended a city that was becoming more and 
more socially and economically diverse. 

The challenge of this book rests then, not just in the 
analysis of the production of good design during a 
timeframe of sixty years, but more importantly, in how 
to understand the functional mechanisms for produc-
tion of space for public use and how these interven-
tions contribute or not to a sustainable environment 
anchored in the already existing built fabric. 
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[Fig. 2] Lever House detail [Fig. 3] Seagram Plaza detail

A reciprocity, which has the potential to strengthen, but at the time 
loosen, social networks, spatial systems and everyday language and 
imagery. Although this ambivalent fate may reveal a sense of anxiety in 
any other city, in the case of Manhattan it does not. In any other example, 
the reconciliation of interrelated but sometimes conflicting influences, 
objectives, and interests could potentially be problematic. However, in 
Manhattan, the search for a shared vision is never the case. Manhattan´s 
dazzling and brittle collective space is a faithful reflection of the city in 
which it takes place. A public space in continuous negotiation, in a city 
of volatile characters and constant contradictions, which is rarely a com-
plete success. This particular attribute makes Manhattan a fascinating 
example worthy to explore and learn from. If an ideal urban scene aspires 
to be harmonic, Manhattan, for the best or for the worst, does not. 

From this approach, the book unpacks a chronological structure, 
which allows one to stitch together three periods of the evolution of 
Manhattan´s collective realm during the past decades: its production 
(part 1), revitalization (part 2) and commodification (part 3). The first part 
of the book explores a range of spatial concepts found in the city, offer-
ing innovative contributions after a political and socioeconomic eupho-
ria post World War II. The production of public space is understood as 
a deliberate making of openness in the city, which is possible thanks 
to the alliance of incentive mechanisms and corporate capitalism: a 
process which would become key in transforming Manhattan´s urban 
landscape as we know it today. From this approach, the book´s point of 
departure takes place in the 1950s, a critical moment after the LaGuardia 
administration, when the monolithic city starts physically and meta-
phorically to erode. As an example of this, the street wall of what was 
once considered the most coherent avenue of the country, Park Avenue, 
suddenly is fragmented by Lever House and Seagram Building. These 
two projects, contrary to what people may imagine today, did not have a 
warm reception. Both works were able to introduce space for public use 
in a congested Midtown (when everybody else was maximizing private 
space) and contributed to an important rupture of the urban canyons 
and obsolete zoning regulations. However, Lever House and Seagram's 
public generosity did not go unnoticed. 
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[Fig. 4] One Chase Manhattan Plaza detail

[Fig. 6] Zucotti Park detail

[Fig. 5] Broadway Plaza detail



8Faculty Project Paper

[Fig. 7] Paley Park detail
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Their spatial gestures were quickly adopted as an economic asset 
and were soon transformed into a building incentive mechanism. The 
book investigates this new mode of production of open space in the city 
through the singular spatial sequence in the Downtown Financial District 
with the confluence of the projects for One Chase Manhattan Plaza,  
Midland Bank and One Liberty building. 

From these projects, the consequence of alliances between 
incentive economic regulations, powerful corporations and modern 
architecture are revealed and lay the groundwork for the sensibility 
and revitalization of the collective space in Part Two. Under this second 
framework, the revitalization of Manhattan’s public space is understood 
as participatory processes and a critical engagement with recreational 
demands finally takes place in the city. After two decades of democratic 
mayoral parties, the arrival of a young and unexpected republican fig-
ure built a pioneering administration; one that addressed recreational 
demands and moved forward innovative projects for very diverse audi-
ences in the city. This part of the book delves into a range of proposals: 
from humble collaborative initiatives, such as three pocket parks in an 
overcrowded Harlem, embracing micro-private financing, community 
participation and the support of the administration, to sophisticated 
proposals by private philanthropists such as Paley Park in Midtown. The 
unexpected success of these parks led to a proliferation of small-scale 
projects in the city, which introduced a full spatial experience and sen-
sory stimuli for citizens to enjoy. These tiny proposals initiated a robust 
alternative to the traditional playground sponsored by the Planning 
Department and a new way to imagine a post-industrial vision for a rein-
vented landscape for play.

[Fig. 8] Battery Park City, South Cove detail [Fig. 9] Gantry Plaza State Park detail 
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Finally, the last part of the book interrogates the commodification 
of Manhattan’s public space. This is a framework consisting of frictional 
identities during a period where antagonistic encounters take place 
within the neoliberal city. From the ‘70s to the ‘80s, the text analyzes a 
post-economic downturn where, against all odds, Manhattan launched 
an intensive waterfront revival that was not fully embraced by the citi-
zens of New York. Continuing into the '90s and burdened by the conse-
quences of a prolonged economic crisis, and a shrinking urban center 
resulting from a high crime rate, bold solutions such as the bid to be an 
Olympic host city were considered. The case study of two relevant proj-
ects, Battery Park City (Downtown) and Gantry Plaza State Park (Queens), 
displays different results in the challenging task of developing a city 
waterfront strategy that instead of innovation, privileges the rapid com-
modification of the architecture and the imbalance between public and 
private interests. From this perspective, and to engage in a close reading 
of tactical actions, the book interrogates celebrated spatial initiatives 
during the first decade of the millennium, such as the reconfiguration of 
Lincoln Center of the Performing Arts in Lincoln Square and the transfor-
mation of the High Line into an elevated park in Chelsea. These projects 
closed a decade of dramatic economic and emotional shock after an 
unimaginable terrorist attack, which led the city into a questionable era 
of very profitable solutions for the revitalization of former industrial and 
neglected areas through an accelerated process of urban renewal and 
infrastructural revitalization.

A city such as New York, and in particular the borough of Man-
hattan, has historically been an effervescent hub of trade, a connector 
between land and water, a producer during times of socioeconomic 
turbulence, and an interface between the outside world and the 
country. From this premise, it is the aim of the book to identify and 
critically explore strategies of architectural production at the time of 
the authorless production of events; strategies which can suggest new 
alternatives to bridge the gap between the private and the public realm. 
From this position, Manhattan’s Public Spaces addresses a set of ques-
tions that may allow us to transcend this apparent division: What are 
the consequences of urban regeneration politics, the displacement of 
former activities and the resulting increase in land value? How can this 
contested historical example provide a more accurate description of the 
intensely difficult relationships between private and public actors? How 
can Manhattan positively influence the future success of the renewal of 
the collective space in the North American city?
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[Fig. 10] Teardrop Park detail

[Fig. 11] The High Line detail
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[Fig. 12] Battery Park City masterplan. 
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