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Vertical Cities and Horizontal Suburbs 








This week we will continue our study of urban planning by focusing on two basic 
dimensions of physical urban growth:  “up” and “out.”  We will begin with a 
discussion of skyscrapers and their contribution of city skylines.  Of particular 
interest is the way skyscrapers figured largely in early urban zoning laws in New 
York City.  But beyond their physical transformation of urban space, skyscrapers 
also contributed to new ways of experiencing the city in a social sense.  We will 
briefly consider Le Corbusier’s reaction to New York’s skyline, which will set the 
stage for when we revisit his influence on urban redevelopment in a few weeks.  


  
As cities grew skyward, so too did suburbs grow in a horizontal fashion.  In the 
second part of the lecture, we will consider the historical context for the 
widespread investment in post-WWII suburban growth in the U.S.  In particular, 
we will consider how the war and its following period of economic prosperity 
contributed to developments in housing.  The Federal Housing Administration 
coupled with private banking and lending institutions were largely responsible for 
determining the economic and social landscape of postwar suburban housing.  
We will conclude with a brief overview of two large postwar suburban 
developments:  Lakewood, California and Levittown, on Long Island in New York. 








“Diagram	
  of	
  the	
  Principal	
  High	
  Buildings	
  of	
  the	
  Old	
  World”	
  in	
  Cram's	
  Unrivaled	
  Family	
  Atlas	
  of	
  the	
  World,	
  Chicago	
  IL.	
  (1884)	
  	
  








The birth of the modern skyscraper has been a much 
debated topic over the course of the past century.  
What is for certain is that the building type originated 
in the United States, though there is some 
discrepancy on whether Chicago or New York can 
claim authorship of the skyscraper.  Some 
architectural historians have tried to identify the 
“first” skyscraper based on such elements as height 
(taller than the average structure), the inclusion of an 
elevator, and the use of iron construction.  Others 
have found this definition too limiting, especially 
since height alone is an inadequate definition.  Even 
the cathedrals of medieval European towns rivaled 
the height of the earliest American skyscraper 
“types” (see previous slide).  Instead, a more open-
ended definition of the early development of the 
skyscraper is useful.  In his book, The Chicago School 
of Architecture (1964), Carl W. Condit outlined a 
number of factors that contributed to the gradual 
development of the typology.  We will explore the 
significance of some of these factors, and will also 
consider how early urban zoning laws influenced the 
form of skyscrapers (in New York, especially), 
therefore determining the overall aesthetic of the 
vertical landscape. 
 


William	
  Le	
  Baron	
  Jenney,	
  Home	
  Life	
  Insurance	
  
Company,	
  Chicago	
  (1884-‐5).	
  	
  Een	
  cited	
  as	
  the	
  
“first”	
  skyscraper	
  based	
  on	
  its	
  use	
  of	
  fireproof	
  
metal	
  frame	
  construcJon	
  that	
  supported	
  both	
  
interior	
  and	
  exterior	
  walls.	
  








A very basic first definition of the modern skyscraper 
would point to its essential characteristics:   
•  It exhibits great height in relation to buildings 


surrounding it 
•  Its interior arrangement of space is in a series of 


stories 
•  It aims to provide the maximum amount of space and 


light for each story 


The development of the skyscraper relied on key 
technological requirements: 
•  The use of skeleton construction wherein the main 


horizontal and vertical members are steel beams.  
Instead of the exterior and interior walls (usually 
masonry/brick) bearing the load of the building, in a 
skeleton construction (such as iron or steel frame), the 
beam provide the structural support.  


•  In addition to steel frame skeleton construction, the 
use of reinforced concrete (developed as a 
building material in France in the 1890s) provides 
excellent tensile strength as a structural element. 
Because concrete shares a very similar coefficient 
of thermal expansion as its reinforcing steel rods, 
reinforced concrete is very resistant to internal 
stresses.  


•  The introduction of the passenger elevator made 
vertical transportation between stories feasible.  Elisha 
Otis installed the first passenger elevator in a New 
York department store in 1857. 


•  Adequate ventilation, and reliable fireproofing and 
foundations were also essential technological features. 








By alleviating the weight-bearing role of exterior 
walls, these technological developments, along 
with the introduction of large sheets of plate glass, 
allowed for significant transformations in the 
overall appearance of buildings. No longer 
constricted by producing windows only as large as 
a wooden or stone lintel or a brick arch could 
support (windows are a fundamental element in 
the exterior appearance of a building based on 
their spacing and proportions), architects could 
now design buildings with whole walls made of 
glass, if desired.  The revolutionary quality of these 
new building materials would come to transform 
architecture in radical ways, yet it would take 
decades before the majority of American buildings 
shed the superfluous ornament of Neo-Classical, 
exotic and period styles.  Some early exceptions to 
this stubborn use of the historicist façade can be 
seen in many early Chicago School designs, 
including Daniel Burnham’s Reliance Building 
(1894), seen at right.  Here the revolutionary use of 
“Chicago windows” both flooded the interiors 
with light and “allowed the steel structure to be 
expressed for the first time in a straightforward 
manner.” (Dupre, Skyscrapers: A History of the 
World’s Most Famous and Important Skyscrapers) 








Other technological considerations not related to the structural soundness of the structure 
nonetheless provided the context for the development of the building type.  For instance, 
the development of communication technologies allowed for the physical separation of 
production and management within a corporate or industrial setting.  As most of the earliest 
skyscrapers functioned as office space, technologies within telecommunications enabled 
managerial or “white collar” workers to operate the business or financial aspects of a 
business away from the production of the factory or retail space, for instance.   








A broader history sets the stage for this 
physical separation of labor and management, 
a narrative that includes the “incorporation” of 
businesses into legal and fiscal entities in the 
form of companies or corporations.  The 
skyscraper was a physical manifestation of this 
economic and corporate restructuring, and 
s k y s c r a p e r s o f t e n s e r v e d a s i c o n i c 
advertisements for the corporations that 
funded their construction.  An early example of 
this type of visual representation of financial 
power is the Woolworth Building in New York 
(1913), headquarters of the nationwide network 
of five-and-dime stores.  The close association 
between skyscrapers and their capitalist 
investors resulted in a visual reinforcement of 
the financial system of the urban environment.  
The exaggerated verticalism of the structures 
that came to be known by the names of major 
American financial institutions became a 
signifier of proud capitalism.  Just as church 
spires had once been the most visually and 
culturally dominant landmarks of the medieval 
town, so had the skyscraper become the icons 
of modern capitalism in the twentieth century 
metropolis. 








In addition to the technological considerations skyscrapers required, and in addition to 
the financial icons they embodied, this new architectural form created new means of 
experiencing urban space. 
 
•  First, the spatial experience of height could produce an exhilarating sensation.  As 


we will read in Meir Wigoder’s article, ”The "Solar Eye" of Vision: Emergence of the 
Skyscraper-Viewer in the Discourse on Heights in New York City, 1890-1920,” the city 
views made available by being at the top of a skyscraper both gave citizens a more 
holistic and more abstract comprehension of their urban surroundings. Because the 
city was viewed from above, it became more benign and socially distant.  Those at 
the top, working in the bright and ventilated floors several stories high, were away 
from the noises, smells, and crowds of the streets below.  The problems of the city 
become blurred, miniaturized, and impersonalized.  In effect, skyscrapers separated 
white collar workers from working class workers.  The technology of elevators 
swapped the social structure of urban space: while once the ground floors of 
apartments were the most expensive, now, those at the top with the view were most 
desirable.  Having an office or a penthouse near the top floor insinuated prestige 
and professionalism. 


•  Secondly, skyscrapers contributed to the loss of public space in the downtown.  
Grand lobbies within skyscrapers, staffed by doormen, set the professional tone for 
the atmosphere in the building, while at the same time serving as a form of 
surveillance that would discourage street traffic that did not fit into the professional 
realm.  In some cases, the white collar professional could avoid almost any 
interaction on the public street thanks to intricately planned subway terminals below 
concentrations of business nodes in the downtown. 








This loss of public space was evident in developments like the network of buildings 
surrounding Grand Central Terminal in New York. The	
   passengers	
   arriving	
   at	
   the	
   Terminal	
  
from	
  somewhere	
  beyond	
  the	
  limits	
  of	
  New	
  York	
  were	
  able	
  to	
  walk	
  directly	
   into	
  elevators	
  that	
  
convey	
  them	
  to	
  the	
  lobbies	
  surrounding	
  hotels.	
  	
  They	
  were	
  able	
  to	
  go	
  directly	
  from	
  their	
  Pullman	
  
train	
   cars	
   to	
   their	
   room	
   in	
   the	
   hotel	
   not	
   only	
   without	
   having	
   stepped	
   from	
   under	
   cover,	
   but	
  
without	
  having	
  passed	
  beyond	
  the	
  Grand	
  Central	
  Terminal.	
  	
  The	
  separaJon	
  of	
  the	
  pedestrian	
  from	
  
vehicle	
  traffic	
  on	
  the	
  street	
  here	
  embodies	
  a	
  classic	
  element	
  of	
  twenJeth	
  century	
  urbanism	
  in	
  its	
  
compartmentalizaJon	
  of	
  urban	
  public	
  space.	
   








While the development of skyscrapers in American cities largely took place on 
a incremental basis, in the case of New York, urban zoning codes quickly 
exerted a significant degree of control over their visual appearance.  As a 
result, the overall skyline of the city took on a distinctive form, especially in the 
aftermath of the 1920s “golden era” of skyscraper construction.  In 1916, the 
New York Board of Estimate passed the first comprehensive zoning code in the 
United States.  The code became municipal law because of the combined 
efforts of city planners, urban reformers and wealthy real estate owners.  
According to its supporters, the code sought to “stabilize and conserve 
property values, to relieve the rapidly increasing congestion in the streets and 
in the transit lines, to provide greater safety in buildings and in the streets, and 
in general  to make the city more beautiful, convenient and agreeable.”  The 
idea of a comprehensive zoning code had been discussed for decades, but the 
when the garment district was threatening to encroach upon the upscale 
merchant district along Fifth Avenue, the city combined efforts to pass the 
legislation.  In essence, the code accomplished two major controls on the 
urban environment.  First, it separated the city into districts by use (business, 
residential, and industrial).  Secondly, the code placed restrictions on the 
height and bulk of a tall building that could be constructed on a site.  
 








This restriction on building height and 
setback would come to define a new 
architectural style for the city of New 
York.  The law created a “zoning 
envelope” which protected a measure 
o f l i g h t a n d a i r i n t h e c i t y ’s 
“canyons” (streets between the cliffs 
of towering buildings).   After a fixed 
vertical height, the building had to be 
stepped back as it rose in accordance 
with a designated angle from the 
center of the street.  Then after a 
point, a tower covering no more than 
¼ of the total site could rise to 
unlimited height. 
  
Originally, motivated by practical, 
political and economic considerations, 
the zoning law ultimately came to 
influence the visual and aesthetic 
properties of buildings and the city as 
a whole.  Builders wanted to maximize 
the space they could build upon;  this 
therefore essentially set forth a 
formula – the shapes of buildings 
were predetermined by the code.  
This practice transfor med NY’s 
landscape from a sea of flat-topped 
buildings to a series of mountainous 
masses with similar proportions. 
 








New	
  York	
  skyscrapers	
  exhibiJng	
  the	
  zoning	
  envelope	
  and	
  setback.	
  
LeE:	
  	
  Hotel	
  New	
  Yorker	
  (1929);	
  	
  Middle:	
  Chrysler	
  Building	
  (1928-‐30)	
  
Right:	
  	
  Empire	
  State	
  Building	
  (1931)	
  








According	
  to	
  a	
  digital	
  image	
  gallery	
  
on	
  the	
  website	
  of	
  the	
  Museum	
  of	
  
the	
  City	
  of	
  New	
  York:	
  
	
  
“The	
   place-‐making	
   character	
   of	
   the	
  
zoning	
   law,	
   applied	
   to	
   the	
   grid’s	
  
foundaJon	
   document	
   of	
   wide	
  
avenues	
   and	
   narrow	
   cross	
   streets,	
  
can	
  be	
  clearly	
  seen	
  in	
  any	
  aerial	
  view	
  
of	
  New	
  York	
  in	
  the	
  1930s.	
  Berenice	
  
Abboa’s	
   brilliant	
   photograph	
   of	
  
Seventh	
   Avenue	
   in	
   the	
   Garment	
  
District	
   captures	
   both	
   the	
   massive	
  
cliff	
   of	
   the	
   street	
   wall	
   of	
   loE	
  
buildings	
  and	
  the	
  human	
  scale	
  of	
  the	
  
workers	
  through	
  the	
  windows	
  of	
  the	
  
sun-‐lit	
  setbacks.”	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
Berenice	
  AbboD,	
  Seventh	
  Avenue	
  Looking	
  
North	
  from	
  35th	
  Street,	
  1935	
  
Museum	
  of	
  the	
  City	
  of	
  New	
  York,	
  GiE	
  of	
  
Federal	
  Works	
  Agency,	
  Work	
  Projects	
  
AdministraJon,	
  Federal	
  Art	
  Project	
  
hap://thegreatestgrid.mcny.org/greatest-‐
grid/manhaaan-‐monumentality/	
  	
  
	
  
	
  	
  








Francisco	
  Mujica,	
  concept	
  for	
  “The	
  City	
  of	
  the	
  Future”	
  (1929-‐30)	
  


Originally,	
   the	
   design	
   of	
   setback	
   skyscrapers	
   was	
   merely	
   a	
   response	
   to	
   zoning	
   based	
   on	
   the	
  
urban	
  problems	
  of	
  the	
  laissez	
  faire	
  city.	
  	
  Eventually,	
  zoning	
  served	
  as	
  a	
  sJmulus	
  behind	
  a	
  vision	
  
of	
   a	
   modern	
   skyscraper	
   metropolis.	
   	
   This	
   new	
   “setback	
   style”	
   was	
   disJnctly	
   modern	
   and	
  
American.	
  	
  Architects	
  now	
  gave	
  increased	
  aaenJon	
  to	
  the	
  arJsJc	
  design	
  of	
  exterior,	
  as	
  all	
  sides	
  
of	
  the	
  building	
  (not	
  just	
  the	
  façade)	
  would	
  be	
  visible.	
  	
  Some	
  of	
  the	
  most	
  striking	
  examples	
  of	
  the	
  
style	
  featured	
  ornamental	
  moJfs	
  of	
  Art	
  Deco	
  or	
  Gothic	
  Revival.	
   	
  Yet	
  the	
  setback	
  formula	
  itself	
  
had	
  evolved	
  into	
  a	
  style.	
   	
  Architects	
  began	
  envisioning	
  how	
  the	
  modern	
  metropolis	
  might	
  be	
  
conceived	
  of	
  as	
  a	
  raJonalized	
  city	
  of	
  towers.	
  	
  Perhaps	
  the	
  skyscraper	
  itself	
  could	
  be	
  the	
  answer	
  
to	
  bringing	
  formal	
  order	
  and	
  harmony	
  to	
  a	
  city	
  plan.	
  	
  On	
  some	
  level,	
  skyscrapers	
  represented	
  a	
  
shiE	
  away	
  from	
  the	
  civic	
  horizontalism	
  of	
  the	
  City	
  BeauJful	
  movement.	
  








In	
  1935,	
  Swiss	
  born	
  architect,	
  Le	
  Corbusier,	
  
visited	
  the	
  United	
  States	
  on	
  invitaJon	
  from	
  
the	
   Museum	
   of	
   Modern	
   Art	
   in	
   New	
   York,	
  
which	
   featured	
   his	
   work	
   in	
   a	
   traveling	
  
exhibiJon.	
   	
   Le	
   Corbusier	
   admired	
   the	
  
American	
   skyscraper	
   as	
   an	
   example	
   of	
   the	
  
mastery	
   of	
   steel	
   frame	
   construcJon	
   and	
  
American	
   technology	
   for	
   its	
   capacity	
   to	
  
realize	
   such	
   megastructures	
   –	
   although	
   he	
  
thought	
  New	
  York’s	
  towers	
  were	
  too	
  small!	
  























We’ll	
  come	
  back	
  to	
  Le	
  Corbusier	
  soon	
  to	
  consider	
  his	
  (largely	
  unrealized)	
  urban	
  plans	
  for	
  
Paris	
  and	
  ciJes	
  in	
  LaJn	
  America,	
  North	
  Africa	
  and	
  India.	
  	
  While	
  he	
  is	
  most	
  credited	
  with	
  
his	
  contribuJons	
  to	
  modern	
  architecture,	
  Le	
  Corbusier’s	
  visions	
  for	
  urban	
  plans	
  would	
  
be	
  influenJal	
  in	
  indirect,	
  yet	
  substanJal	
  ways	
  in	
  the	
  United	
  States,	
  as	
  well.	
  
	
  
The	
  new	
  towering	
  landscape	
  of	
  the	
  American	
  metropolis	
  had	
  just	
  crystalized	
  when	
  the	
  
economic	
  stress	
  of	
  the	
  Great	
  Depression	
  in	
  the	
  1930s	
  brought	
  all	
  major	
  construcJon	
  to	
  
a	
  screeching	
  halt.	
  	
  By	
  the	
  Jme	
  that	
  warJme	
  producJon	
  during	
  World	
  War	
  II	
  (1941-‐1945)	
  
had	
   pulled	
   the	
   U.S.	
   out	
   of	
   its	
   economic	
   crisis,	
   a	
   new	
   urban	
   fronJer	
   sat	
   poised	
   for	
  
dramaJc	
  development:	
  	
  that	
  of	
  the	
  suburb.	
  	
  We’ll	
  learn	
  in	
  a	
  few	
  weeks	
  about	
  the	
  post-‐
war	
   focus	
   on	
   urban	
   redevelopment	
   projects,	
   but	
   the	
   post-‐war	
   also	
   precipitated	
   an	
  
intense	
   period	
   of	
   urban	
   decentralizaJon.	
   	
   Last	
   week	
   we	
   read	
   about	
   the	
   origins	
   of	
  
suburban	
  planning	
  and	
  development.	
   	
  This	
  week	
  we	
  will	
  consider	
  how	
  this	
  trajectory	
  
conJnued	
  and	
  ulJmately	
  came	
  to	
  influence	
  the	
  dominant	
  form	
  of	
  American	
  residenJal	
  
development.	
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