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A PARTMENT-HOUSE design Is at a low point In its 
history. Critiques of modernism's housing experi
ments by sociologists such as Jane Jacobs. Herbert 

Gans. and Oscar Newman long ago helped us to see the 
antisocial nature of those designs. but a survey of 
contemporary American housing would reveal that the 
majority of architects continue to design apartment houses 
that are in the mainstream of the modem1st tradition. 
Failures of the past are freely acknowledged, yet the feeling 
persists that if architects would simply combine new solu
tions-defensible space, a mix of low-rise and high-rise 
buildings. and the like-with modernist typologies. the 
profession wlU finally get it right. Even after more than fifty 
years of experimentation. however. the result all too often Is 
more of the same. as. for example. at Ralph Rapson's Cedar 
Riverside houstng In Minneapolis. Picked by the American 
Institute of Architects In 1975 as a model housing project 
and Gold Medal winner. less than one year later Cedar Rtvel·· 
slde was declared by a federal judge to be "socially destruc
Uve."1 The landmark decision. which ordered HUD to stop 
any further funding of the project. may some day make 
Cedar Riverside as famous as Prultt-lgoe, an AlA honor· 
award winner tn 1951. \, 

Thus. although the shortcomings of modem housing are 
evident. the question of how to overcome them remains. 
Unquestionably. part of the problem ts a lack of hlstorical 
perspective. In comparison with the extensive documenta
tion and critical discussion that accompanied the parallel 
development of the office building. the study of the 
apartment house has been neglected by modernist histo
rians and theorists. Office· and tndustrtal-bulldlng typol
ogies were preferred because they demonstrated the clearest 
and most polemical use of what Slgfrted Gledton called the 
"conslltuent facts" of the tndustrtal age- the new techno!· 
ogles, the Increased mechantzallon and accelerated pace of 
Ufe, and so on. Moreover, because the pre-modernist archl· 
tects did not revel In the "constituent facts" but conllnued 
to use the traditional languages of architecture In their 
housing, modernist polemic has Insisted that those archi
tects were Ignorant or even contemptuous of the urgent 
soctaJ and economic problems that are Inextricably Unked In 
our time with the Issue of housing, and that their apartment
house forms were irrelevant to modem needs. 

This persistent myth has been fostered by .a passion for a 
new formal language, not by the facts. Before the presumed 
reforms of modernism. some of the most emJnent American 
pracUUoners of the academic styles loosely labeled "Beaux· 
Arts." such as Ernest Flagg. I. N. Phelps Stokes. and 
Clarence Stein, were Intimately Involved In the fight for 
housing reform and produced designs for multiple dwelltngs 
that potnted the way toward the legislation that established 
those reforms ln dally pracllce. The classical or historical 
dress that they used on these dwellings added scale and 
assoctattonal meaning to carefully planned buJldtng types; 
they would have considered most modernist butldtngs 
unfinished. still awalttng the crowning touches that give life 
and character to a butldlng and often dlstlngulsh the good 
architect from the bad. 

The confusion between style and Ideology that has colored 
much of our recent architectural history tends to cloud all 
dJscusslons of housing. The origin of this confusion. which 
can be traced to the inOuence of Ruskin and Morris on the 
pioneers of the modern movement, Is by now weU .known.2 

As this hlgh-mtnded morality developed lnto the artistic 
puritanism that has characterized many of the modernist 
styles of the past fifty years, the modern movement took on 
the aspect of a purgatton and a crusade. From small scale to 
large, from ornament to bulldtng type, those architectural 
elements most lntlmately lnvolved with traditional values 
were banished. New churches looked like factories. apart
ment houses looked Uke office buildings. and architecture 
lost much of Its richness and became Increasingly incom· 
prehenslble to Its users. As we begin to recover from this 
puritan revolution, It is appropriate to look back and see how 
things were before architecture's tradJtlonal discourse-the 
conversallon between examples of the past and the pres
sures of the current situation-was so peremptorily Inter· 
rupted. 

This brief essay, then, is tn line with the current revi
sionist Interest Ln the apartment house and other traditional 
btilldlng typologies. It Is also an tniUal attempt to redress the 
balance of the rich but generally overlooked history of archt· 
lecture and urbanism In New York City. Because of the 
essay's necessartly short length, I have limited myself as 
much as possible to two traditions found In the New York 
apartment house that offer us valuable lessons today. One Is 
a dwelling-unit type. the duplex apartment. The other Is a 
buUdlng type for organizing the units. the courtyard apart
ment house. 

The Development of the Apartment House 

The apartment house is not a New York invention. The 
Romans built multiple dwellings, and that tradition was 
carried on In Italy during, the Renaissance. and later. In the 
eighteenth century. In workers' housing built in northern 
Europe. especially Scotland. In the first half of the nJne· 
.teenth century, the tradition of multiple dwellings for 
workers was combined with certain utopian proposals. for 
exaq1ple Charles Fourier's phalanstertes. and was strength
ened during the Second Empire by Napoleon III. who encou
raged "collecttve habltallon" for the working classes as part 
of Baron Haussmarm's reconstrucllon of Parts.3 By the end 
of the Second Empire, the French had brought a high degree 
of refinement to apartment design, establishing two build· 
tng types. One, the courtyard apartment house, was based 
on a socially cooperative Idea of coUectlve habitation; with 
the apartments forming a barrier around a courtyard ,. which 
thereby became a private realm reserved for the tenants 
exclusively. The second type. the tenement. was collective 
but not cooperative In Its rmplicat1ons; In lt. the multiple 
nature of the dwelltng was deemphaslzed In favor of Its 
public aspects, as represented In the street facades and the 
circulation spaces-lobbies, stair halls. and corridors
which were often quite grand and were thought of as exten· 
slons of the street. Contact between the residents of such 
buildings was minimized; famJlles In the early Parisian 
tenements were from mixed social strata, with the richest 
tenants Uvtng on the second floor, le bel etage, the more 
bourgeois on the third floor, and so on up the ntghts. but . 
down the social ladder. to the servants IJvtng under the roof. 

Because the origins of the courtyard apartment house lie 
at least tn part tn the proposals of social reformers for 
working-class utopias. In which the communal activities In 
the courts would further the cause of class solidarity, It 
might be argued that there was a class difference between 
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Ffg. 1. Astor Court. Charles Platt. 1916. View from north
west. 

Fig. 2. Astor Court. Charles Platt . 1916. Plan of ground 
floor. 

Fig. 3 : The Century. Irwin S. Chanin and Jacques Dela
marre. I931 . VIew from Central Park. 

Fig. 4. The Century. Irwin S. Chanin and Jacques Dela
marre. 1931. Plan of one-bedroom duplex apartment. 
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Fig. 5. Stuyvesant Apartments. Rtchard Morris Hunt. 
J 869. View. 

Ftg. 6. Stuyvesant Apartments. Richard Morrts Hunt. 
1869. Plan of typical floor. 

courtyard apartment buUdlngs and tenements. In practice. 
however. two factors n:tln lmized this dUTerence Ln Paris and 
the other European cities wher the apartment-house type 
established Its If in advance of New York. First, speculative 
developers built courtyard apartment and, just as In the 
tenements. rented the upper floors for ~ess money th.an the 
lower floors . Second. the Invention of the elevator subse· 
quently mad~ the higher floors as desirable as the !ower 
floors. so that by th late nineteenth century both types of 
apartment houses had become single-class dweUJngs: for the 
upper classe . there wer elevators. while the poor con· 
tlnued to make do with walk-ups. 

The first multiple dweiUngs In New York were working· 
class tenements. a type that began to appear in the 1830s. 
The first tenement designed by an architect was aJsc. not 
surprisingly. the first Intended to attract an upper-class 
clientele: Richard Morris Hunt's Stuyvesant Apartments 
(Figs. 5- 6), bunt in 1869 at 142 East 18t!h Street.4 In Its 
essential aspects-Us bulk. its dense site coverage. and Its 
poorly lit. ill-ventilated rooms- the Stuyvesant marked no 
advance over the working-class tenements oflts day. But the 
paclousness of Its apartments. with only two per floor. com· 

blned with the prestige of a prominent sponsor and a notable 
designer-the first American to attend the Ecole des Beaux· 
Arts-enabled the Stuyvesant to attract and hold an affluent 
tenantry. It Initiated a new category of tenement. first 
describ d as a "Fr nch fla t." and later as an "apartment 
house": although the buUdlngs were Inferior to contempo
rary French tenements. the te rms were devised to make 
clear th dJstinction necessary to give them the social cachet 
needed If they were to compete successfully with the bro.wn· 
stone-the preferred residence of New Yorkers in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. Partstan apartments, on the 
other hand. were the grandest in the world. and It was not 
uncommon for Par1slans to feel they were enhancing their 
status by moving out of private houses Into apartm nts.' As 
more architects followed Hunt to the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. 
French architecture became Increasingly well known and 
popular on this side of the Atlantic; a number of prominent 
turn-of-the-century articles and books documented the 
history of the French apartment house for American archl· 
tects.6 

One problem with French flats was that Uvlng on one floor 
wa regarded with considerable suspicion by middle-class 
N w York families In the 1870s and 1880s (the Stuyvesant 
Apartments had been Intended for bachelors). Well known. 
bul worth rep a Ung. ls Edith Wharton's de~rlption of the 
shocking situation that arose when, In the 1870s. an old 
lady whose 

burden of ... flesh had long since made It lmpoS:!Ible 
for her to go up and down stairs ... established herself 
(In flagrant violation of all the New York proprleUes) on 
the ground floor of her house: so that as you sat In her 
s.ltting room . .. you caught ... the unexpected vista 
of a bedroom ... . 

Her visitors were startled and fascinated by the 
foreignness of this arrangement. which recaJied scenes 
In Fr nch fiction, and architectural Incentives to 
Immorality such as the simple American had never 
dreamed of. That was how women with lovers Uved In 
the wicked old societies. In apartments with all the 
rooms on one.floor. and all th Indecent proplnquiUes 
lhal their novels described. 7 

The lntroducUon of the duple.x apartment. then. may be 
seen as an attempt to ombtne the conveniences and 
economic advantages of collective habitation with a type of 
dwelling unit ln which the "Indecent propinquities" could 
be shared upstairs, just as they would be In a house, thereby 
making the apartments more compeUtive with the brown· 



stone row houses that were still very much the standard of 
respectability. The duplex was Introduced to New York by 
Hubert. Plrsson & Company (later called Hubert. Plrsson & 
Hoddlck). an innovative firm combining th roles of archi
tects and developers in their cooperatively financed and 
maJntained apartment houses called Hubert Home Clubs. 6 

The first of these. built in 1883 at 121 Madison Avenue. con
sisted of stacked duplex apartments. with two separate 
elevator cores serving five apartments per floor. 9 A more 
Interesting early duplex building. because of its mor intri
cate cross section. was the Dalhousie (Fig. 7). by an architect 
whose name has been lost. 10 Built in 1884 at 40-48 West 
59th Street. It had alternating duplex and simplex apart
ments. so that the duplexes had llving and dining rooms 
with 151h -foot ceUings facing Central Park, and bedrooms. 
baths. and kitchens grouped at the rear under 10-foot 
celllngs. 

Hubert wrote that the French apartment house was the 
source of the duplex apartment In New York. 11 but it Is likely 
that Its Inspiration can also be traced to Hunt's adaptation of 
Parisian precedent for his Studio Building. 51-55 West lOth 
Street. which provided some cooking and sleeping faclUUes 
as well as double-height work spaces. 12 

Another possible source of inspiration was Richard 
Norman Shaw's Albert Hall Mansions In London. 1879-86, 
whose success In a market similar to that of New York 
undoubtedly gave the duplex the klnd of endorsement that 
could only help In the effort to acquire for It the necessary 
social status. 13 As Andrew Saint suggests. Shaw probably 
introduced the duplex at Albert Hall Mansions for precisely 
the same reason that made It so appealing In New York: the 
simplex flat was associated In th public mind with housing 
for the poor. 14 We know that Shaw made a trip to Paris to 
study French apartment houses before he destgneQ Albert 
Hall Manslons. 15 and though ther Is no evidence of a'.StmHar 
trip by Hubert. he was French by birth and education. 

No matter how the duplex apartment was Introduced to 
New York, it was the financial failure of the Hubert Home 
Clubs that temporarily killed the type. Duplexes flourished 
again. however. In the apartment house building boom that 
developed around 1900.16 At first. they were built for artists 
to work and live In; their glory was a double-height "studio" 
space that functioned as both atelier and living room. But 
later. as the Architectural Review (Boston) pointed out: 

So many other people have taken to studio apartments 
that. It Is safe to say, the artists are In the minority Ln 
some buildings at least. Probably In the last analysis 
the motive Is In most cases the same that has brought 
the big living room Into favor in moderate size houses-
a desire for simplicity and breadth, for at least one 
room big enough so that one does not feel restrtcted. 17 

Among the duplex or studio apartments intended for 
artists that were built during this boom, which continued 
more or less una bat d until cut off by our entry Into the First 
World War. were the Bryant Park Studios, 80 West 40th 
Street. designed around 1900 by Charles Rich; 18 the Gains
borough Studio (Fig. 70) at 222 Central Park South. designed 
by Charles Buckham and completed in 1908; 19 the Studio 
Building. 44 West 77th Street. designed by Harde and Short 
in 1909. and notable for Its exceptionally lofty studios sup
plemented by living rooms;2o and the Jast-and grandest-of 
the sequence. George Pollard's Hotel des Artistes at 1 West 
67th Street. completed In 1916. 21 In addition to a wide 
variety of apartment-unit plans. the Hotel des Artistes 
originally provided such an1entttes as a communal kitchen. 
a ballroom. and a theater. as well as squash courts and a 
swimming pool. 

Duplex apartments intended for conventional family life 
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Fig. 7. Dalhousie. 1884. Elevation. 

include 4 71 Park Avenu . also designed by Buckham and 
completed In 1908,22 and what Is surely one of the most ele
gant apartment houses of any time. the duplex cooperative 
at 131-135 East 66th Street (Figs. 8- 11 ). designed by 
Charles Platt In 1908.23 

The duplex-apartment type persisted into the 1920s, but 
not only were there fewer examples than In the two decades 
preceding the war. but also those built were less distin· 
guished In their Interior planning (often there were no 
double-height studio spaces. though ceilings were some
Umes higher In the living room than In lh rest of the 
apartment); their exterior expression. too. was far less 
exuberant than In the prewar duplexes. Examples Include 
John Sloan and Adolph Nast's 898 Park Av nu of 1924,2 • 

Caughey and Evans's 71 East 77th Street of around 1928.25 

and 1020 Fifth Avenue, a particularly distinguish d ex ep
tlon to this postwar crop. 26 Designed by Warren & Wetmore 
In 1925. Its cross-sectional organization offers a dazzling 
variety of apartments. each of which enjoys an extra-hlgh
c llinged living room facing Central Park. Also interesting Is 
the xten ion G. B. Beaumont added In 1928 to 31 East 79th 
Street.n The original building of 1925 has only one apart
ment p r floor. well-detailed but less novel than the triplexes 
found In th ext n ion. which replicate four times over the 
plan of the brownstone previously on the site. Presumably 
this was meant to provide an apartment for the 
brown ton ' form r owner, In the manner of Mrs. E. F. 
Hutton's (Marjorie Meriweather Post's) fifty-four-room 
triplex at 1107 Fifth Avenue. 28 That apartment was prob
ably the most luxurious built until Stewart Molt's at the top 
of the Galleria, 119 Ea t 57th Street. in 1975.2° Certainly the 
architects of 1107 Fifth Av nue. Rouse and Goldstone. one 
of the most prolific apartment house firms in the city. never 
came close to equaling It again. Duplex apartments were 
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also Included throughout the period In buildings predomi
nantly composed of flats. Late examples that use this parU 
are River House (discussed below) and 740 Park Avenue. 

The duplex was one means of making the tenement more 
amenable for the well-to-do: but the poor, and many others. 
had to rely on other reforms to ameliorate the worst limita
tions of the tenement-house type as It was built ln New York. 
The Stuyvesant had established not only a tradition of 
fashionable. luxurious tenements but had also paved the 
way for numerous moderately priced tenements. so that the 
tenement house became the basic urban dwelling unit for all 
classes between 1870 and 1930. Whether built on Fifth or 
Park avenues. on the Upper West Side, In the Bronx or 
Brooklyn. the tenement houses varied enom1ously In terms 
of desirability of location, sizes of apartments and rooms, 
luxury of appointments. and amount of associated services 
offered, but were all nonetheless characterized by the same 
problems of density. bulk. and high land coverage that 
Inherently characterized the Stuyvesant. 

The tenement-house type was first codified by the guide
lines established In the Tenement House Law of 1867. 
modlfied in. 1879 to ensure the reforms Introduced In what 
came to be known as the "dumbb II" type. and again by the 
so-called New Law of 1901. It was not until the passage of 
the Multiple Dwelling Law of 1929 that the t nement-house 
era ended . 

The Courtyard Apartment House 

While there was comparatively little apartment-house 
construction for the middle and upper classes In the 1880s 
and 1890s. owing as much to the Instability of the national 
economy as to the failure of the new typology to gain a foot
hold of acceptance. working-class tenements continued to 
proliferate. often bringing slum conditions with them. By 
the late 1870s. the limitations of the narrow-lot tenement 
had become plainly evident, and th movement for the 
reform of this building type became Interwoven with a more 
general movement for the amelioration of a host of social 
conditions that plagued the poor st classes. Strong public 
support for housing reform in New York led to the adoption 
of the dumbbell plan, but by the 1890s Its Inadequacies 
were all too apparep.t to a number of crusaders, the most 
notable architect among these being Ernest Flagg. Flagg 
had close connections with the Vanderbilt family and. like 
Hunt. was trained at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. His archi
tectural practice wa.s diverse and distinguished: among his 
most notable works. both of about 1907-8. are the now
demolished Singer Tower, for a brief lime the world's tallest 
building. and the Singer Building (now the Paul Buildllng) on 
Prince Street at Broadway. with lovely ironwork tracery that 
emulates the work of Violle t-le-Duc. In 1894. Flagg wrote an 
important article in Scrlbner·s Magazine outlining the eviJs 
of the tenement house. 30 He contended that the root of the 
problem was Manhattan's typical. narrow building lot (25 x 
100 feet). which under the prevailing legislation not only 
permitted but even encouraged the worst type of land specu
laUon and overcrowding. Flagg argued for a wider minimum 
lot size (Fig. 12): his own submission to the competition held 
In 1896 for a model tenement house proposed a lot size 100 
x 100 feet as a workable standard, which would permit the 

Opposite page: 

Ftg. 8. 131 and 135 East 66th Street. Charles Platt. 1908. 
View from southwest. 

Ftg. 9. Plans of typical floors. 

Ftg. 10. Interior utew of the studio In apar.tment "C". 
Fig. 11. Interior view of the staircase in apartment "C". 
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Ftg. 12. Model Tenement Design. Ernest Flagg. 1894. 
Plan of typLcal floor. 

design of a building surrounding a hollow center. Though 
the core was so small that It was hardly a courtyard In the 
sense that would have been understood by the designers of 
the best courtyard apartments already existing in New York. 
It at least provided adequate Ught and air to all apartments. 
Flagg's model tenement house was divided by fire walls Into 
four sections and had stairways at each comer of the court
yard. sa 

Flagg's proposal was shortly realized by the newly formed 
City and Suburban Homes Company. a limited-profit devel
opment company speclflcally devoted to the buUding of 
houses for wage earners. In 1898. the company commis
sioned Flagg to design a complex of model tenements to 
house 373 families. They stood at West 68th and 69th 
streets. between Amsterdam and West End avenues. until 
they were demolished In the late 1950s as part of the Lincoln 
Square Urban Renewal Project.32 ln 1900. Flagg designed a 
development of eleven six-story walk-up tenements for 470 
famlUes. constructed on a large parcel of land on Tenth 
Avenue between West 41st and 42nd streets. These were 
notable In that the sponsorship of the New York Ftrep'roof 
Tenement Association Introduced a new and highly slgnifi· 
cant note of concern Into the project-33 

However. It was not .Flagg who won the 1896 competition, 
but James E. Ware, so that when the City and Suburban 
Homes Company built a second project. this time on East 
64th Street between First Avenue and Avenue A (York 
Avenue), Ware's Ideas were Incorporated Into the design. 
Like Flagg's tenements. these were six-story-high walk-ups. 
but they showed improvements In the organization of the 
interior plan. 34 

The competltlon of 1896, the two built examples of the 
new Ideas. and the continual proselytizing by Flagg and 
others for reform. led to the Implementation of the New Law 
of 1901. which remained on the books untU replaced by the 
currently operative Multiple Dwelling Law of 1929. The New 
Law for the flrst lime encouraged large-lot development
the baste Jot size was doubled from 25 feet to 50 feet wide. 
while land coverage was held to 70 percent-and led to what 
might be considered a truncated version of the courtyard 
apartment. Examples are Harde and Short's Alwyn Court of 
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Fig. 13. 998 Fifth Avenue. McKim. Mead & White. 1910. 
West elevation. 

Ftg. 14. 998 Fifth A venue. McKim, Mead & White. 1910. 
Plan of second floor. 

1908. at 180 West 5 th Street:35 McKim. Mead & Whit e" 
998 Fifth Avenue (Figs. 13-14). 1910:30 and Schwartz & 
Gross's He th ole Hall. 609 W st I 14th Str t. 191 1.37 Each 
I . In effect. as much a tenem nt as a courtyard apartment 
house. 

The most notabl of the trun ated-courtyard aparlm nt 
hou e were the Ea t River Hou . also known a lhe 
Ch rokee Flats or herokee Ap rtments. Worktng-dass 
housing that was ev n more succe fu l than Flagg· group 
for the tty and Suburban Homes Company. the East River 
Houses w r designed by Henry Atterbury Smith. and built 
under the sponsorship of Mr . WilHam K. Vanderbilt in 190 
and 1909.38 Th group of four building . housing a total 
of 384 families. i ited alon herokee Pia b tween East 
77th and 78th street facing John Jay Park (FI 1 . 15-16). 
Although the cou rtyards amund whic h the apartm nts are 
group d are only marginally larg r than the light w lis of 
speculallvely built hollow-<:ore tene m ents. they neverthe
less ensure cross-ventilation In all apartments a nd break 
down the cale of th d v lopment. 

Using a r !axed variation on a Florentine Renaissan e 
vocabulary. Smith was abl to infuse th Cherokee Flats 
with conslderabl grace and intimacy. A number of attra · 
tlve features w r Introduced to modify the au t rlty of the 
ov rail massing. Th tunnels leading to the lnt rior courts 
from the street ar lined in Gua tavl no tile: they not only 
conn ct the courtyards with the street but also establish a 
grid of p destrtan lr ulallon throu h the block. D llcate 
glass and Iron pergolas at the roof shell r the stairs. which 
are left op n to enhan the movement f air through the 
buildings: wrought-iron eats at the landing are provided 
for those made weary by the climb: and triple-hung 
windows op nlng onto openwork -i ron ba lcont are In· 
luded in each apartment (Fig . 17- 18). In fa t. U1e One 
n of detail riva ls (and in som wa ys xceeds) that of con

temporary luxury apartments. The gentle aJ . which 
results as much from the decision to build walk-up and 
from th Intimate re lation to John Jay Park as It does from 
the dellcat handling of the forms. mak the compl x a 
very special o~sls In the city . 

Fig. 15. East River Houses. Henry Atterbury Srnlth. 
1908- 1909. Plan ojtyptcaljloor. basement. and roof 
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Fig. 16. E:a.st Rtuer Houses. Henry Atterbury Smith 1908- 1909. Vlewjronz southeast. 

Pig. 17. east River House . Henry Att rbury mllh. 1908-
1909. VIew of courtyard from roof 

F'lg. J 8. East Rluer Houses. Henry Atterbury Smith 1908-
1909. Chimney detail. 
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Fig. 19. Home and Tower Buildings. William L. FieLd & Son. 1877-1879. Architects' rendering. 

Ftg. 20. Tower Mews (now Warren Place). Wllllam L. 
Field & Son. 1879. View looking south. 

Fig. 21. Rtuerstde Bulldtngs. William L. Fteld & Son. 
1890. Plan oftyptca/jloor. almost Identical to plan of Home 
and Tower Buildings. 

Although th New Law wa general enough to allow dlf
ferenl building typ s. It was clearly Influenced by an Interest 
in the tru courtyard apartment. an Interest that many 
architects had shared for years. As early as 1877. twenty· 
four years berore passage of lh New Law. Alfred T. While. a 
Brooklyn businessman Interested in housing refonn. had 
hired the architects William L. Fie ld & Sons to build the first 
courtyard aparl!Jlent house In New York. 311 The project. the 
Home Buildings at Baltic and Hicks streets In Brooklyn. was 
probably Influenced by mode·l working-class developments 
daUng from the 1860s In London. the most notable exam
ples being those of Slr Sydney Waterlow's Improved Model 
Dwelling CorporaUon.40 In 1879. White built a second and 
more important development on an adjoining lot. lh much 
larger Tower ·complex (Fig. 19). also designed by Field. This 
cons! ts of three six-story buildings on Hicks. Baltic. and 
Warr n stre . all t around a large courtyard. and two 
rows of two-story cottages built along a mew (Fig. 20). the 
entire group hous ing 260 famUies. The Home BuUdLngs and 
the Tower apartment hou e all featured open stairs on their 
fronts. and p rlmet r galleries leading to shallow, floor
through apartments that rLng the court. All rooms had out
side windows. and each apartment had a water closet. 
although communal bathing facUlties were lo ated Ln the 
basement. 

With these projects. White . whose motto was "pWlan
thropy plus 5, percent." Introduced the concept of limited· 
dividend housing. later to be carried forward by the City and 
Suburban Homes Company and many subsequent sponsors 
of working-class hou lng. White sponsor d a third project 
In Brooklyn In 1890. the Riv rslde Bulldings at Columbia 
Pia e. again des igned by Field (Fig. 21 ): they are now par· 
tially demolished as a byproduct of Robert Moses's BrookJyn
Que ns Expressway construction. which slashed through 
the complex In the 1950s. destroying half th buJidlngs and 
more than half of the Internal garden that wa Its glory.•1 

Th LotroducUon of the courtyard partlln Brooklyn estab
lished In the metropolitan area a new type of muiUfamily 
accommodation with distJn t advantages over the tene· 
m nt. Th court was a social amenity. which not only sup· 
pli d reasona ble amount of light and air to th apartments. 
but provid d a communal oasl away fro m th teeming 
treets of a poor section of Brooklyn . Children could play 

under the watchful ey of th ir families. with the hildren 



of oth r famil i s whom the par nts kn w and with whom 
they shared as nse of Identity. At night and on w ekends. 
the par nts could also relax under th trees in the courtyard. 
The individual floor-through apartments. of ourse. aJso had 
lh lr advanta s . Being doubl ·sided .. U1ey probably felt psy
chologtcaJly more lik a house than any apartm nt that th 
tenant had be n able to afford before. In the days before air 
onditloning. su h considerations. combined with iliose 

r lating to contemporary theories of disease. gave these 
apartment pecial lgnifican 

Lat r advo ates of courtyard apartments appreciat d 
the e virtues. but they a l o admir d the Fr nch a lalion 
of the courtyard type. Th popularity of the ourtyard apart· 
m nt in America. like that of the duplex. wa nhan d by 
th ocial ca h t atta hed to a ll f"ren h archil lure. White 
may have dis overed the typ · In London. but it was the 
f"ren h who had raised the courtyard apartm nt house to i 
most r fined lev I. and It was thi model that was known in 
Am rica. Arc hitect& who did not know the Fr nch examples 
at fir thand were familiar with them from artlcl s in rna a
zincs. 

Richard Morrl Hunt. who was to import to Am rica so 
many French ar hltecturaJ Ideas. was the first well-known 
architect to advocat ilie courtyard type. He saw It as a 
mod I upon which to base ten ment-refom1 proposals. Com
menting on ilie results of the competition held In 1879 for 
lhe design of a model tenement that had produced ilie 
dumbbell type. Hunt prophetically point d out that ilie 
problem could not be effe tively tackled within th con· 
stralnts lmpo ed by a narrow lot. and that. in any case. 
James E. Ware's three-court dumbbell type would be bet.t.er 
replac d by a model with one Jar e courtyard. 42 

Hunt' proposal was realized ar hltecturally. If not soclo
lo lcally. by the ar hltect H nry J. Hardenb rg~ in hi Van
corlear Apartments.43 built on Sev nth Avenue in Man
batt n in 1879. A few y a rs lat r. In 1882. Hardenbergh al o 
built th Dakota Apartmen ts fa ing Central Park West b · 
tween W t 72nd and 73rd stre 1 .44 Both the Van ·orlear 
and the Dakota were ba d on lh Pari ian courtyard 
apartment in which, in ilie more elaborate xamples. the 
courtyard was often combined with a porte-coch re to pro
vide carriage a cess and turn-around. with the concierge· 
apartment functioning as a guardhouse. The Vancorlear·s 
courtyard (Fig. 22) was larg enough to drive in but. unlike 
tile Parisian prototyp . it was reserved for tradespeople and 
did not function either as a "yard'" or garden for the tenants 
or as a cour d"honneur. At the Dakota. however. th court
yard (fig. 24) functions admirably as a cour d"honneur for 
all users of the bu!Jding. giving access at its four corners to 
ili pubUc stairs and levators a nd at Its midpoints to se rvice 
entrances. Broad enough to accommodate carriages. the 
courtyard is guarded from the street by a concierge. I 
ntered through a majesti a lly proportion d gateway. and 

i mbelllsh d by a fountain . Other notable organizaUonaJ 
features include th use of an entry ystem to enhan a 
sense of privacy: the s tting of first-floor apartments well 
above street lev I to ensure visual privacy: the introduction 
of "moats" aJong all street frontages to incr ase safi ty and 
supply light and air for basement spaces; and the provision 
of collecliv paces (which once included a r staurant. a 
baJlroom. and a suite of bedrooms for guests). 

The Dakota Is. of cour . much more than just th exem
plar of a planning type. It is the first American courtyard 
apartment intend d for an affluent tenantry: it makes a truly 
grand statem nt of what an apartment house could be-the 
first to give convincing xpresslon to an w way of Uvlng in 
American cities. The Dakota is a much a paradigm of th 
organization and i onography ofth a rly twentieth- ntury 
social lif In New York it anticipates as the great chat au of 
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Fig. 22. Vancorlear. Henry J . Hardenbergh. 1879. Com
bined plan ojjlrstjloor (right) and typical upper floor (left) . 

Fig. 23. Dakota. Henry J. Hardenbergh. 1882. 1890 utew 
looking north on Central Park West. 

Fig. 24. Dakota. HenryJ. Hardenbergh. 1882. Plan ojtyp
icaljloor. 
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Fig. 25. Madison Square Garden Project.. Hubert. Ptrsson 
& Hoddtck. Circa 1890. Plan of typical floor. 

the Loire were paradigms of their time and place. 
From the Iconographic point of view. the image of the 

chateau Is splendidly exact (Fig. 23). A great. broad pile of 
tawny br.lck trimmed In stone. the Dakota sits behind a 
moat. guarded by Iron railings and crowned by a vigorous 
roofscape worthy. If not of Blots or Chambord, at least of 
some outsized mid-VIctorian hunting lodge In England, 
France. or Germany (the remoteness of Its location In 1882 
surely reinforced this Impression). A guarded sentry box 
screens v!sltors at the two-story·hlgh archway that leads 
from the street to the cour d'honneur wlthln (a democratic 
court. as we have seen. shared by servants and those they 
serve). Though each stack of apartments Is virtually Identi
cal from top to bottom. different window shapes and the 
selective use of balconies give the facades a subtle liveliness 
and variety that lend a measure of Individuality to each 
apartment without compromising the total Image. 

Despite the fact that the Dakota and the Tower Bulldtngs 
supply housing for famllies at opposite ends of the economic 
spectrum. they are alike In a variety of ways. Though each 
occupies only a portion of a full block. they Initiate a move
ment to establish the entire city block as the unit of develop· 
ment most appropriate to the street grid of New York. They 
make It clear that the perimeter-block apartment house Is 
capable of development at different scales and building 
densities for different social classes: its fundamental organi
zational features-the courtyard. the entry system. the floor
through apartment-are shown to be both applicable and 
appropriate at large and small scales. for luxury as well as 
modest flats. Today. with a marked dwindling of maJnte
nance and security staffs in even the most prestigious 
buildings. the courtyard organizational system of the 
Dakota and the Tower Buildings conttnues to function 
admirably. The Dakota remains a prestige address. and the 
Tow r Buildings. though somewhat run down. continue to 
function. 4 ll 

One large apartment-house complex contemporaneous 
with the Dakota tentatively explored the lessons of the court
yard plan. In 1882. the firm of Hubert. Plrsson & Hoddlck 
designed the Cent.rnJ Park Apartments. or Spanish Flats. as 
they carne to be known .48 Eight twelve-story apartment 
buildings located on a 200- x 425-foot site at the west side of 
Seventh Avenue betw en 58th Street and Central Park 
South. the Central Park Flats were originally planned as a 
cooperative venture. but when the flnanclng could not be 
arranged. they w re built on a conventional rental basis by 
a developer named J. Jennings McComb. Constructed from 
Hubert. Plrsson's plans. the buildings surrounded a long 
narrow courtyard that was more of an alleyway than a 
pubHc space. Flamboyantly eclectic in design. with a 
complex roofline. the Central Park Flats were a notable fea
ture of the skyline until their demolition In 1927. 

In about 1890. Hubert and his partners proposed building 
apartments on the site of the original Madison Square 
Garden (McKim. Mead & White built a new Garden complex 
lnstead).47 This premonitory project (FJg. 25). sponsored by 
William K. Vanderbilt. called for a thirteen-story building 
running along the perimeter of a full city block. to consist 
of six layers of "small two-story houses. each 22 x 50 feet. 
and set one on the top of another." The idea was based l.n 
part on Hubert's belief that "the French. except perhaps 
for the very poorer classes. do not live In apartments. but in 
small private dwelling houses. built on one leuel on the top 
of one another and reached by a narrow ascending street. " 48 

Shops were to have been located on the ground floor and to 
have extended the full depth of the site. their roofs forming 
the floor of the 80-foot-wlde courtyard. The 240 "houses" 
were to have been connected at their parlor levels by 14-foot
wtde "aerial sidewalks." which would have cantilevered 
beyond the building line by 4 feet. Pairs of elevators at each 
of the four comers of the building were to provide vertical 
circulation for tenants and guests .. while dumbwaiters sit· 
uated between each pair of apartments would have handled 
deliveries and garbage removal. The aerial-sidewalk arrange
ment. Hubert and his partners wrote. "by making the public 
access to the houses absolutely open and free. carries out to 
the utmost the French idea. that the public hall and stairs 
are a mere continuation of the public street. and that each 
apartment Is In all Its essentials a separate and Individual 
home."49 

The dramatic proposal for the Madison Square Garden site 
combines two typologies of the apartment house. the perim
eter-block and the duplex apartment. with a third. Implicit 
in the tenement : that of the Internalized street. These Ideas 
were taken up again In the 1920s by Le Corbusler in hJs 
Immeubles VIlla. which became the model for such disas· 
lrous ClAM experiments as the Smithsons' Robin Hood 
Gardens. 50 and eventually led to New York City's Rlverbend 
Houses. to be di~ussed later. As proposed by Hubert. the 
Madison Square project offered a potentially dazzling anti
dote to the evils of the tenement apartment house. Its 
synthesis of the duplex and the courtyard makes It a unique 
statement. Unfortunately. no documents other than the 
plans remain. so that the imagery which was no doubt an 
Important part of the proposal (and which. it has been 
argued by Jencks and others. has contributed so much to 
the failure of the twentieth century's schemes that employ 
gallery/streets)61 remains an unknown quantity. 

The passage of the New Law in 190 I. the general rise of 
the economy lhat accompanied the arrival of the new cen
tury. and the political onsolidatlon of New York and Brook
lyn In 1898. and Innovations in elevator technology aJI com· 
blned to foster an upsurge in apartment-house construction 
that ontlnued until the first World War. The new wave of 
activity brought with it not only a revival of the duplex type. 
as we have se n. but also of the courtyard apartment on a 
grand scale. For the next three decades. most courtyard 
apartment houses were built In th Image of the palace. This 
palatial mode. which I call the "Imperial" style. originated 
with the chateaultke Dakota and the astellated Tower 
Building and wa Intended to lmpre s the visitor and the 
pass rby with th status of the Inhabitants. Four of the most 
significant imperial courtyard apartments wer built by the 
Astor family: Graham Court. designed by Clinton & Russell 
and built In 1901:52 the Apthorp. designed by the same 
architects and built in 1908:53 Astor Court. designed by 
Charles Platt and completed In 1916:54 and Astor Con
course, designed by Aymar Embury II and completed in 
1926.5!> 

The imperial style produced almost as many lmJlarltles 
In style as in organization. Graham Court. located on a 200· 



Ftg. 26. Graham Court Clinton & RusseLl. 1901. Archi
tects· rendering. 
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Fig. 27. Graham Court. Clinton & Russell . 1901. Plan of 
typical floor. 

Ftg. 28. Graham Court Clinton & Russell. 1901. View of courtyard. 
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Fig. 29. The Apthorp. Clinton & Russell . 1908. Architects· 
renderl.ng. 

Fig. 30. The Apthorp. Clinton & Russell. 1908. Plan of 
ground floor. 

x. 200-foot lot on Seventh Avenue betwe n West I 16th and 
I 17th s treets In Harlem . is an lght-story-high Flor ntine 
palac (fig. 26). whose splendid arched opening p rmlts 
tenants and their vehicles to enter a landscaped court from 
S venth Avenue: levators at each of the four orners then 
gtv access to the nln ty-slx apartment above (Figs. 27-
28). The Apthorp. buill on a full block site from Broadway to 
West End Av nue betw en 78th and 79th streets (Fig. 
29-30). though imilar to Graham Court. is much larger. 
with even more luxurious flats. However. the Increased 
d nslty unfortunately result In a stark . alma l gloomy 
courtyard. too narrow for its heig ht. and th refor too often 
shroud d In shadow. 

Astor Court Is perhaps the lovell t of all the courtyard 
apartment built b tween 1900 and the Firs t World War. 
Located on the east Ide of Broadway. b tween West 89th 
and 90th streets. It Is distinguished by an almost plaJn 
Halt nate fa cad of red brl k (Fig. 1 ). The Broadway frontage 
at grade is giv n over to shops: the courtyard and apart
ments are entered from the c ross str ts (Fig. 2). The court
yard is not treated as a cour d"honn.eur but a a garden. 
As tor Concourse In th Bronx. on the Grand Con ourse at 
171 t Street. I the last of the courtyard apartments built by 
the A tors and I related In scale nd overall design to the 
first. Graham Court: its tight. class! al composition ms 
old-fashioned in the light of cOl) temporary and mar in nova· 
tlv courtyard apartm nts by Andrew Thomas. whi hI shall 
dlscu shortly. Though the clarity of its plan is notable. as 
Is the provision for through ventilation in ev ry apartment. 
the courtyard and the building that defines it are pro ale. 

The Belnor~ (not built by the Astor ) Is an early exampl 
of the imperial typ .56 Designed In 1908 by H. Hobart 
Weekes. it o upies a full block betwe n Broadway and 
Arnst rdam Av nue. from 86th to 87th Street. Th Bel
nord"s block Is la rger than the Apthorp·s. r ulting In a 
larger courtyard that is be ll r proportioned and also mar 
g nerously planted. although the building itself I not nearly 
so legant. L ss succ fu! ar 270 Park Avenue. designed 
by Warre n & Wetmor In 191 8:5 7 its identical twin across 
Park Avenue. umber 277 (fig . 31-32). design d by 
McKim, M ad & While In 192556 (both were d molished In 
th 1950s to make way for office buildings): and hwartz & 
Gro ·s 1185 Park Av nue of 1928.!HI In these lat r xam
ple . the courtyards of the enormous apartment building 
function more as vehicula r circulation devl and sources 
of light for the apartments than as park or gard ns (Fig. 33). 
Farrar & Watmaugh' London Terra . 1930. an be se n 
e ither as a transitiona l exam pi or as a d generation of th 
typ . Occupying a full block b tween inth and Tenth 
avenu s. from 23rd to 24th Str t. London Terrae Is a 
colossally scaled omplex of fourte n building containing 
1.670 apartment In all.60 Its courlyard does not function a 
a cour d"llonneur-the individual buildings ar entered 
dir c tly from the stre t-butls litU more lhan a land caped 
alley running down th enter of the block. The ten mid
block buildings contain tudjo and one-b droom apart
ments: th larger apartments are local d In the four corn r 
buildings. Shops occupy the avenue frontage . a nd small 
gard ns line West 23rd and 24th streets. 

Th last of the high-rise. p rlmeter-block. Imperial 
chem s built in Manhatta n I Knickerbocker VIllage. which 

unlike th Astor a partm nt was intended for a mlddl -
c lass. rath r than upper-mlddl -class. t nan try .6 1 It was th 
fir t major housing projec t In New York to re lve any 
fed ra l assistan e in financing. Built in 1934 by Van Wart & 
Ackerman. Kni k rbock r Villag demonstrates that the 
ourtyard can function as a social amenity in building oi 



very large seal . but that the blo k lz - must be Increased 
with th number of dwelling units (Fig. 34). Like London 
T rrace. its populaUon I enormou . but It It I much 
blgg r: 1.600 famili are housed In two tw Jv · £Ory·hlgh 
perlm ter courtyard buildings whi h o upy a thr -acr 
it . from Catherine to Market street and fr m Monroe to 
h rr treets. that functions in part a a up rblo k. The 

land aped interior courts provide the sole a to th le
vator lobble : th former right-of-way of an abandon d tr t 

paratin the two buildings was al o originally lnt nd 
land ap d but has now been paved for game . 

Although Knickerbocker VIllage retains th Imp rial al 
of th traditional clo ed-p rimeter courtyard apartments th 
typical n o Ia leal vocabulary of earller model has b n 
abandon d: h r . th archlle ture employs a vocabulary 
that I largely Am t rdam School and Viennese in lnsplra
llon. though fr of any p clfic imagery. It Is largely 
dependent for It f~ on lh fineness of Its overall making 
and on om nl raft man hlp In brick at the entrance 
portals. In thl resp t. Knl k rbo ker Village initiates the 
declln In standard that. under the twin banners of 
economy and mod rnl t minimall m. within a generation's 
time has redu ed th d 1gn of th nvelopes of multifamily 
housing to littl more than a pro of packaging-not the 
fancy package of boutique but th all-too- n lble brown 
bag of supermarkets. 

Medium· and low-density ourtyard h me w re reason
ably common in the outer boroughs In th 1920s but much 
I o In the 1930s. An early example that I admlr Xtrava
gantly is Springsteen & Goldhamm r' 3224 GFand Con-
ours of 1923. which offers wonderful m g about how 

a Ingle building can enhance a sen of pia for th Indi
vidual and for the general public. The bulldln oc uple a 
mor -or-less triangular site. all the dg of whl h r p ct 
th tr t. The apartments are entered from a ourtyard. 
onn ct d to th Grand Concourse by a tunn I (Fig. 35) but 

also op ning directly onto Mosholu Parkway. The ourtyard 
I fill d with ar hitectural magic: a fountain. a tempi tto. 
plantln s. mall half-limb r d. sentry-box entrl . and rl h 
r d oncr t pavln ombine to produce sheer delight (FI . 
36). From th tr l. th Image is of a late-medieval Engli h 
country hou . or p rh p a ounlry inn . On the Grand Con
cours fa ad . th lo at1on of the tunnel is emphasized by 
lreatJng th window in th apartment above as a balcony. 
Instead of a ornl . a pit h d parapet of slate Is used. Identi
cal apartm nt ar gtv n lightly differ nt appearances on 
the facad : In th courtyard. certain apartments have bay 
windows. which In omblnation with the more lavish use of 
wood and the other ~ atur s that I have described help 
establi h a cozy domestl lty that m utt rly appropriate. 
These images are very pow rful andy t ver~axed: they 
ar so evocative t11at Charles Moor or all Disney might 
have designed them. The result ood ar hlt ctur that 
makes a statement and sets a ood without tyrannizing its 
users. It seems equal.ly at hom to matron In ranch-mink 
toles. young management types In I I ur ults. and klds 

racing about on roller skates and trlcy I . 
Another exceptional exampl i oonan Plaza. built In 

1931 and nam dafter its owner. B rnard Noonan.s2 Aft r a 
ful areer In reaJ estate. including the d v Iopm nt 

·veral apartment houses. Noonan want d a building 
that would r fleet h.ls status and set out to re t "th most 
advan d tru tur that modern technology and d lgn 
could cr ate . "63 Having chosen a site. a large lot at the 
orn r of W t l68th Street and Nelson Avenue In the 

Bronx. and n ar hit t. Horace Ginsbem. the next step was 
to lin tlv design . The result. a Mayan/Art De o 
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Fig. 31. 277 Park Avenue. McKim, Mead & White. 1925. 
VIew from northeast. 

Fig. 32. 277 Park Avenue. McKim, Mead & White. 1925. 
Plan of typical floor. 

Fig. 33. 277 Park Avenue. McKim. Mead & White. 1925. 
VIew of courtyard. 

,. 
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Fig. 34. Knickerbocker Village. Van Wart and Ackerman. 
1934. Architects ' rendering. 

Fig. 35. 3224 Grand Concourse. Springst en & Goldham
mer. 1923. View from Grand Concourse. 

Fig. 36. 3224 Grand Concourse. Springsteen & Goldham
mer. 1923. View of courtyard. 

landmark dominated by twin-tower pyramid flanking the 
ntrance (Fig. 37). wa one of the most lavt h apartment 

houses yet seen in the Bronx. The 15.000-square-foot 
interior garden was festooned with hrubbery, fountalns. 
and mosaic walkway . In the c nter was a pool stock d with 
wans. goldllsh. and water )I lie . while in one corner a water· 

fall nowed Into a pool cro sed by Japanese- Lyle brtdg . 
In ·tde the building. the apartmen were large and fully 
equipp d: each had two exposures. one of them overlooking 
th garden. As its rental brochur pro laim d. Noonan Pla:>At 
wa m ant to b "one's p rmanent hom ... desti ned to 
r main ever free from mediocrity. " 6 4 

Oth r m dium-density h me . though not without 
tnt rest. ar less sue ssful. Flagg Court. built Ln 1933- 36 
by Ernest Flagg at 7200 Rldg Boulevard between 72nd 
and 73rd slr ets In Brooklyn. i only partially rcalized.65 A 
built. il is a group of 422 unit In six building around two
and-on -half sid of a courtyard. D pite a swimming pool 
served by a diving lower In th fo m of a Hindu chalrl. 
arcaded passageways at th courtya rd's edge. numerous 
and thoughtful I chnical Innovation . and the provl ion of 
an auditorium and other community faciliti es. Flagg Court 
s m dry and imper onal wh n com par d with previou 
courtyards hem . Such I also the case at th Celt! Park 
Apanm ·n t . situated on a full block in Long Island City 
b tween 43rd and 44th tr ts. and 48th and 50th 
av nue .66 ln thl proj ct. Flagg desi ned the nd "A" unit. 
while the remaining slx units nankin the nlral court wer 
de igned by Sprin ste n & Goldhammer. The apartment in 
both cllons of the ittc Park d velopm nt ar 
comfortably and comp tently laid out . but the detailing and 
th rna in 1 of the bulldin as whole are uninspired and 
dull . 

Tile Garden Apartment 

The garden apartm ntIs a variation of th courtyard type. 
It \lias introduced around the time of the First World War a 
a 'olutlon to the problem of the wage earner who o cuples 
lh low r stratum of the middle-income e onomlc category. 
Its chi f advocat was Andrew J . Thoma . who quite prob
ably was the author of the term "garden apartment.'' and 
whose work marks th culmination of th dev lopment of 
the courtyard-apartm nt house In N w York. 

Thomas was a elf-taught architect whose unusual ba k
ground and aggr ssiv nature caus d him to be r garded 
with some suspicion by his collcagu s in the profe ton. In 
his influential book The New Day in Housing. Louis H. Pink 
charact rlzed Thomas as 

a g nlus. an nthu last, excitabl .. talkativ . always 
making speeches in favor of better housing and often 
ommanding newspaper spa on the fir t page. Hou-s

ing is his religion. ''What better religion could there be 
than this?" he often exclajm . pointing to lh interior 
gard n with its shrubs and pools. It chaste but ta teful 
doorways and pleasant brick wall . He is a "good 
mixer." and is as much at home with plast rers and 
carp nter and walking del gate as with million
aires ... . 

Thomas's work I much criliclz d by other archi
tects. but he alone has built model tenemen In times 
o( high co ts .... 

Thomas has always been an adventurer. H followed 
the lure of old to th KJondlk In 1896. He hired out as 
a carpenter at Skagway. He worked In a jew I r·s shop 
in New Yorlt and wa bellboy in a hotel in Lo Angeles. 
He collec d rents for real -estat sp cuiators. became a 
pecuiatlve builder him elf. and got his training In 

architecture from his dally work. He was th fir t to 



build apartm nts with a little court or setback in front 
with ome tr es In lt. This proved popular and the Idea 
of th garden apartment was born. He learn d that 
beauty pa s . H also I arned that it does not pay to 
rowd the land. He b cam a crusader for beauty. 

light. and air.67 

Lewis Mumford. who In the 1920s was mar favorably dis
posed to the industrially Inspired forms of the modern 
movem nt than his lat r atlacks on th fnternational Style 
might suggest. was among thos whp were not very enthusi
astic about Thomas's work. Noneth less . he grudgingly 
acknowledged that '"Andrew Thomas's plans for apartment 
houses . .. ar admirable to th last degree. provld d one 
must respect lot lines and provided one does not change the 
depth of th block .. .... 

Thomas's most Important work in New York (he also built 
notabl housing project In Bayonn . ew Jersey. and in 

hlcago. as well a th Princeton Inn at Princeton. New 
Jersey) wa done for large dev lopers such as the Metro
politan Life lnsuranc Company. the Queensboro Corpora
lion !the d v topers of Ja ·k on Heights In Queens). and 
also for John D. Rockefeller. Jr .. who ass1 ted In the organ!· 
z.aUon of what is probably Thomas's masterpiece. Thomas 
Gardens. named after Its ar hlte t. Under pressure from the 
black ommunlty. Ro kefeller al o commissioned Thomas's 
Paul Lawrenc Dunbar Houses In Harlem. 

1'homas stabllshed a k y princlpl in the design of the. 
urban multlpl dw lling-that the true unit of plannlng i 
the city block and not the lndlvldua! bulldlng.69 The 'New 
York pre edents ror this princlpl can b trac d as far back 
as the Dakota and Tower Buildings and were Implicit In the 
New York City T nemcnt Ac t of 1901. whlch·mad na.rrow
lot development virtually imposstble. But Thomas took th 
Idea much furth r. Insisting on 50 percent land coverage as 
opposed to th 70 percent permitt d by the 1901 law. He 
establish d a new. urban-suburban multlple·dwelllng type. 
in which th courtyard was treated as a conUnuous green 
space. Modest garden courts. Introduced along the street 
front and side alleys separating the individual apartm nt 
houses. contributed to a r ductlon in the apparent density of 
the development. offered an incr ase In recreallona.l am n
IUes. and Introduced into the multiple dwelling more of that 
sense of Individuality charactertsuc of the stngl -family 
hou e than had the work of any previous designer. At the 
sam time. Thomas jettisoned high-style. Imperial neoclas· 
slcism in favor of an ssentlally vernacular vocabulary of 
ornamental details that can best be described as cl ctlc. In 
any on ofThomas·s buildings. a trong sty! stlc association 
Is established at key poin t of Lhe facade. usually around the 
prln ipal doorway and at lh roonine. Not surprisingly. 
Thomas's usc of the courtyard parti led him to prefer avoca
bulary with distinct Mediterranean overtones. 70 

At Jackson Heights. Thomas pursued the garden-apart· 
ment Idea ov rand over again 1n a sertes of apartment-house 
projects built In the flrst half of the 1920s. John Taylor Boyd 
observed that 

ln tln:se great developments . . . the u e of th block 
as the unit . .. reach d its fullest development. This is 
possible because the developer . the Que nsboro Cor
poration . owned a large tl"acl of land which lh y were 
wtlling to develop ov r the p riod of years as an lnvesl
m n t. Pwvidtng community amenities as well as 
housing accommodation. this liltl - -known 
development is a '"sub lly within the ity. "71 

In aJI of Thomas's work involving groups of buildings. t.he 
Individual stru tures are mass d to reflect the role of the 
block as the development unit and at the same Urn preserve 
the character. Individuality. and domestic scale of the com-
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Ff.g. 37. Noonan Plaza. Horace Gtnsbern. 1931. Archi
tect's rendering. 

Ftg. 38. Cambridge Court. George H. Wells. 1918. VIew. 

Ftg. 39. Cambridge Court. George H. Wells, 1918. Stte 
plan. 
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Fig. 40. Operation No. 8. Andrew J. Thomas. 1920. Archi
tect's rendering. 

Fig. 41. Operation No. 8. AndrewJ. Thomas. 1920. Street 
elevation. 

Fig. 42. Operation No. 8. Andrew J . Thomas. 1920. Plan 
of typica l floor. 

ponents. Corners are emphasized by towers and act aster
minating mas es for the elevations of the block. The towers 
and th horizontal moldings on the lower tortes of the 
buildings help tie the groups together. while the use of 
pecific historical styles not only help to distingui h one 

group from another but also makes it possible to particu
larize ach building In a given complex . 

Thomas's ompactly pi nned buildings lve up some 
perim ter along th stre l and thereby los some of th 
ense of frontality traditionally associated with high-density 

housing. Th introduction of a planned garden In the 
Interior of the block provides r creallonal amenities and 
makes the rear apartments at least as desirabl as those ln 

the front. Thomas's courtyards are distinguished In a 
numb , r of Important respects: they separate garden space 
from service space and often lnclud ltmited amounts of 
overed garage space reached by the service alleys that 

separate the Individual building in the group. Thes alleys 
have other advan tages: th , y break up the stre t facade and 
thereby break down the s ale of development. they permit 
each apartment to have at leas t two cxposure5. and by 
Jncreaslng th number of orners they increase Orst-fioor as 
well as exterior walls. roofs. stairwells. and el vator cores. 

Thomas's work demon trated that economy and high 
density were not necessarily two sides of the same coin. H 
made the idea of n lghborhood planning more glamorous 
than It had ev r be n before and establl hed new and prac
tical standards for the physical organization of the city. com
parable in quality and popular appeal to pr valling subur
ban models. Earlier projects at Jackson Heights designed by 
Georg H. Wells had also explored the garden-apartment 
Idea (Figs. 38-.39). but Wells faJicd to go as far as Thomas to 
break up the perimeter wall into Individual buildlngs. 72 It 
was Thomas;s design Cor Operation No. 8 of the Queensboro 
Corporation. ompleted In 1920. that marked the decisi\•e 
turning point In the volutlon of the garden-apartment idea. 
Accord ing to Boyd. it established Thomas as the author 

of t'1 first true garden apartm nt group in a city block 
lha~ J:las b n designed as a whole. In it lh garden Is 
an integral part of the hem : the rooms ar planned 
to take full advantage of th gard n outlook. and. 
besides. e l vations on the gard n are as attractlv as 
tho e on th stre t fronts .. .. 

Til re is not that dreary. m chani a t. in. titulional· 
ized aspe t of th whol block by which row hou ing 
has uck d out all the charact r a nd individuality from 
the treets of Am rican Hies. Each lndividu I building 
of Operation o . 8 has omething of Individuality. of 
"homeness." tha t one does not exp t to flnd in apart
ment hous s . and surely. cannot find In th row type. 
Thetr appearanc at th rear ... is also far better than 
the row type. for the alleys between th buildings 
break up the length of th court giving it character and 
form .73 

The firsl of Thomas's projects for the Queensboro Corpo
ration (Figs. 40-42) consisted of four-story wa lk-up apart· 
ments grouped around a ont.lnuous courtyard.74 Of their 
innovations. surely the inclusion of garage space was the 
most proph tic. The construction Is wood frame. sheathed 
In common red brick trimmed with Indiana limestone: the 
Imagery is a loosely cone ived emulation of the Spanish 
Renaissance . 

Thomas's next project for Queensboro was the Chateau. a 
group of sixteen five-story apartment hous (Fig. 43). in 
which the newly devised automatic elevator is used to 
advantage.75 At lhe Chateau. the space between the 
buildings Is 191h feet. a marked increase over Thomas's 
previous effort. The Tow rs [Fig. 44) carri d these Ideas 
even further.78 With eight six-story-high buildings In the 
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Fig. 43. The Chateau. Andrew J. Thomas. 1922. Architect' renderlng. 

group. the site coverage is reduced to 25 percent. Th court
yard is sunk below grade. making It possible to Introduce 
additional apartments at the basement level and set the 
courtyard apart from the Hfe of the street (Fig. 45). 

ot all of Thomas's buildings at Jackson Heights w r re
markable. Cedar Court occupies a higher percentage of its 
site and does not fully enclose its courtyard. which I. open to 
the street. 77 The Spanish Gardens apartment house is also a 
U-shaped building surrounding a courtyard opening to the 
stre t. 711 ll use of Spanish architectural motifs is quit uc
c ful. especially In the interior public spaces. 

In 1924. Thomas de igned his largest single project. in 
a ociatlon with D. Everett Waid. and under the pon orship 
of the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company.79 All in all. 
th r were fifty -four buildings in differ nt parts of Queens: 
thirty buildings were built on three blocks in Long Island 
City. t n more buildings were built -on a block in Woodside. 
and a last roup of fourteen was built on two blocks along 
Dltmar Avenue In A toria. 

Thomas and WaJd's scheme consists of five-story 
U- haped buildings opening to a central mall (Figs. 46-4 7). 
The court formed by the U Is narrow. as is the thirty-foot
wid central court or mall. The narrow courts combine with 
the rather mean architectural expression to give a some
what gloomy character-though It should be noted that the 
Metropolitan Life apartments originally rented for only nine 
dollar a month per room. considerably less than those at 
Jackson H tghts. Moreover. other aspects keep the Metro
politan project from being easily dismissed. Compared with 
working cia s tenements there Is a sense of spaciousness (50 
percent of the site Is open space). and the apartments. 
though smal l. are admirably planned (Fig. 48). The entry 
s quence to each apartment. which leads through an arched 
passage to the Interior court from which four entranceways 
lead to stair halls. Is clear and effecUve In securing the pro
Ject from unwant d Intruders. 

The Paul Lawrence Dunbar Houses in Harlem. on Flfth 
Av nu b twe n l42nd and l43rd s tree ts. is Thomas's only 
gard n apartment complex In Manhattan.80 The construe
lion of Dunbar was the r suit of pressure brought to bear on 
John D. Ro k ~ II r.Jr .. by the Urban League to help blacks 
secure decent housing. ll r presents the final example of the 
typ initiated by Tho~as at Jackson Heights. that is. the 
doubl m of ind p ndent buildings grouped along a con
tinuou courtyard. 

Thoma xp rlm nl d with a econd. more traditional 
typ that I hav a oclated with the imperial style. in which 
a stngt building fully encloses a courtyard. or at least 
defines It on thr sides. Hls contributions to the evolution of 

Fig. 44. The Towers. Andrew J. Thomas. 1924. View from 
northwest. 

Fig. 45. The Towers. Andrew J. Thomas. 1924. VIew of 
garden. 

... 
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Fig. 46. Metropolitan Life Apartment Houses. Andrew J . Thomas. 1924. Architect's rendering. 

fig. 4 7. Metropol itan Life Apartment Houses. Andrew J. Thomas. '1-924. Block plan. 

Fig. 48. Metropolitan Life Apartment Houses. And rew J. 
Thomas. 1924. Plan of typical ground floor. 

this typ consisted of a drastic reduction of the height of the 
buildings as compared to earlier examples such as 270 Park 
Av nue. and of the introduction of the r lax d and domestic 
Imagery which characterized his best work. Thomas's first 
ontinuous-perimeter-block development wa th Home

wood Garden Apartments. built in rooklyn in 1919 by 
the City and Suburban Homes Company on a site on 17th 
Avenue between 73rd and 74th stre t .a• The original 
design for Homewood is even more inv ntiv in its han
dling of lhe open spaces than th work at Jackson Heights. 
though the complex a x uted m rath r dry . The 
Hayes Court Apartments is his ol xp riment at Jackson 
Heights with the perimeter block. and perhap Thomas's 
most traditional scheme.a2 Th r latlvely mall site. be
tween 23rd and 26th str et on Hayes Avenue. seems to 
have encouraged him to r v rt In plan and style to a minia
turized example of the imperial mode: the building looks 
like a toytown Dakota (Figs. 49- 50). 

Brooklyn Garden Apartm nts ( 1929). at Fourth Avenue 
between 23rd and 24th stre ts.83 Is bigger than Homewood 
or the Hayes Court. though it Is not as interesting. as what I 
believe to be Thoma · b t work of the late 1920s-Thomas 
Gardens (Fig. 51). In the Bronx at 158th Street and the 
Grand Concour . compl ted In 1927.84 This complex Is an 
exception In Thomas' oeuvre: though occupying a full city 
block of unu ually large dimensions. the courtyard Is not 
contlnuou ly enclosed but opens to the Grand Concourse at 



F'lg. 49. Hayes Court. Andrew J. Thomas. I 924. Archi
tects' rendering. 

~~., •••·~ri.AA.f 

Ffg. 5 1. Thomas Gardens. Andrew J. Thomas. 1927. 
VIew on Sheridan Avenue from northeast. 
Fig. 53. Plan of typical floor. 
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Fig. 50. Hayes Court. Andrew J. Thomas. 1924. Plan of 
typical floor. 

Fig. 52. Thomas Gardens. A ndrew J. Thomas. 1927. 
View of courtyard from Grand Concourse. 
F'ig. 54. ourtyard detail. 
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Fig. 55. Amalgamated Dwellings. Springsteen & Gold
hammer. 1930. Courtyard uiew looking north. 

Ffg. 56. Amalgamated Dwellings. Springsteen & Gold
hammer. 1930. Entryway detail. 

the raised. upper end of the sit (Figs. 52-53). The large 
court Is delightful. with Japanese-sl le lanl rn and a lovely 
four-way footbrldg at the nter (Fig. 54). The ite's change 
in level permitted Thomas to gain extra apartments without 
incr aslng apparent bulk. but the sLx- tory walk-ups (a typ 
soon to be rendered ill gal by th Multiple Dwelling Law) 
s ern lncongruou . particularly considering the gen rosily 
of the ov rail conception. 

Thoma · ontinuous-perirn ter-block typ was more In
fluential on la ter gard n apartrn nts than lhe interrupt d 
block type. becau e it did not requ ire large ltes. such as had 
been available at Jackson H ights . Its Impac t on middle- and 
low-iocom housln can b een in th work of less theoreti· 
cal architect such a Springsteen & Goldhamm r. who pro· 
duced a number of Interesting contlnuous-perlm ter-block 
garden apartrn nts In the 1920s a nd 1930 The b t known 
of these. the 1930 Amalgamated Dwellings at 504-520 
Grand Str et (Fig. 55) on Manhattan's Lower East Side. 
bears stylistic witness to the lnOuen of the Amsterdam 
School housing of th late l920s.85 Th d tailing throughout 
is lnv ntive and styUsh. espe Ially the wonderful Illumi
nated k ystones In the doorway surrounds (Fig. 56) . S veral 
measures were taken to separate the tenants from the noise 
of Grand Str et: community rooms ar placed b tween that 
slre ton th south and the courtyard. whic h ls furthermor 
set a level below the str t. The courtyard I entered through 
a parabolic tunn I on axi at its northern nd or from the 
a t and we t by ad liberal ly circultuous path and tunnel 

sy tern . 
Earlier proj cts of Sprlngste n & Goldhammer· are also 

worth noUng. In addition to 3224 Grand Concourse. which I 
have alr ady discussed. the Sedgwick Av nue Apartments 
function so admirably and are so rnlnently likabl that 
Louis H. Pink observ d that they ar "perhaps the finest 
tenements er cted by anybody."86 The Orst housing built by 
the Amalgamated Clothing Workers' Cooperative. the 
Sedgwick Avenu Apartments be r strong resemblance In 
plan. though regrettably not in elevation. to Thomas's 
Dunbar Apartments. The Alhambra Garden . on Pelham 
Parkway In the Bronx. conta1n an ecc ntric but charming 
courtyard. 87 

The Ia t significant p rirneter- ourtyard project were 
designed by Clar nee S. Stein. who skillfully adapted 
Thomas's Ideals to the reduced circumstances of wage· 
earn rs' hou lng built at the depth of th Depr ion and 
seized the opportunity for dev loprnent at a seal hitherto 
unexplored even by Thomas. Though train d at the Ecole 
des Beaux Arts and apprentl ed In the offic of Bertram G. 
Goodhue. St In was not a strong design r . He wa . however. 
a solid synth sizer. who absorbed Ideas from Ebenez r 
Howard. Patrick Geddes. Raymond Unwin. Henry Wright. 
as well as Andrew Thomas. Plagu d by ill h alth In the late 
1930s and the 1940s. Stein's career wa prematurely cut off. 
yet his sue ion of projects. b ginning with the two-famlly 
hou on W t 239th Street. attests to a serious purpose. 
imagination. and determination. If not mu h w1t. HI work 
was thoroughly d cent and e thical. In the b t sense of those 
terms. 

Stein ·s W t 239th Street project is a variation of the 
Thomas Garden apartment typ : It is a bulldlng hou ing six 
farnll! ln a T- haped conflguraUon.88 The location of the 
broad arms of th Tat the rear permits this mall apartment 
house. a kind of hybrid betw n a group hous and a garden 
apartment. to read from the street alma t like a single-family 
dwelling. Set on a 65 x 100-foot lot. it could, as Boyd not 

replace three houses of the block semi-detached type 
or els two Isolated hou es with one apartment house 
contaJning quart rs for six farnllles. And. lnce each 
fam ily ha its separate entrance. th old American 



small town Ideal of Individuality and privacy ls thu 
preserved to a degr e. which Is why the dw lllngs ar 
only two storie hlgh .B9 

Stein also propo ed to ombine these units with another 
U-shaped one that would urround thre Ides of a ourtyard 
facing the str el. ther by providing in a single block a con
siderable variety of house type at a d nsity of about tw nty 
families to the a r . 

Stein's first ourtyard apartm nt. the Phipp Garden 
Apartm nts of 1931. was built as part of hi work at 
Sunnyside Gardens.90 In terestingly enough. th y conform 
quite clo ly to th Imperial courtyard mod that I have 
prevlou ly discuss d . Loui Pink ~ It that Stein 's low-rise 
work at Sunnyside has 

none of th artistry of Forest Hills or. Mariemont. It has 
no Grosvenor Atterbury to Insure architectural beauty 
and mounting xpenses. lt lacks grace and charm. The 
flat roof predominates. There is little variety. The 
buildings ar squar boxes r lleved only by good pro
portion. But forth tree and shrub planting and occa
sional window boxes and awnings. Sunnyside would 
be somber as w II as plain. What It lacks In art it makes 
up In lnlelllg nce.9 1 

Th Phipps Garden Apartm nts are the architectural 
jewel oftheSunnysld complex. Becau they w re Intended 
to house white-collar work rs rather than the lower-Income 
workers housed at the r st of Sunnysid . the sponsors 
"wanted exteriors less severe In appearance than the 
Sunny Ide hou es." and o St In used brick laid up In exu
berant patterns (Fig. 57) which he was later to regret.0~ At 
Phipps. lx-story levator units were combined with four-
tory walk-ups. all focu d on th great court,(Fig . 58-59). 

or "central park." a Stein pr ferred to call ll. All th 
apartment units are ntered from the ourt. which all bal
conies and most living rooms face. The sloping sit per
milled th lntrodu lion of apartm nt with private terrace 
and enclos d gardens. a strategy first used by Thomas but 
further develop d by St In at hi later Hillside Homes. 

Phipps d monstrat d to St In's sali faction that elevator 
apartment w reI effie! nt and I desirable than walk
ups from the point of view of priva y and v ntllalion . Later 
he was to becom highly rilical of the tw lve- to fourteen· 
story towers built by th New York City lousing Authority 
and varlou life in urance compani . which he bell ved 
would hav been more efficient and more amenable had 
they been less htgh.93 Sl In's walk·up apartment build
ings were in fact cheap r to build. cheap r to op rate and 
maintain. and mor livable than qulvalent unit-plan 
elevator bulldlngs.94 

Hillside Home I Stein's masterpl ce. perhaps th best of 
the contlnuous-p rlrneter projects.9 ' Begun In 1932 and 
compl t d in 1935. l began a "an ar hitecl' abstra t 
con ptlon:· without 1te. client. local precedent. or financ
ing-just an Idea "for a self- ontained residenllal neighbor
hood for d slrabl community living in apartment " that 
would b available at v ry low rentals (far lower than 
Phipps).98 

Nathan Strauss finally made available a twenty-six acre 
sit in th northea t Bronx. on whl h Stein built th l.asl 
great monument of the courtyard tradition . He wanted to 
push th unit of planning beyond the city block to sup r
block. but he was prevented from doing so by the City's 
refusal to clos mapped but unbuilt treets (Fig. 60). Stein 
was ther for forced to maintain the orthagonal relationship 
of the grid (Fig. 61). and to keep th very cl ar relationship 
betwe n building and str et that had been chara t r1stic of 
hou lng dev lopment since White and Hardenbergh. but 
whl h In th early 1930s was already under assault by 
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Fig. 57. Phipps Garden Apartments. Clarence S. Stein. 
1931 . VIew on 39th (Midd leburg) Avenue looking north. 

Ftg. 58. Phipps Garden Apartments. Cla rence S. Stein. 
1931. Plan of ground floor. 

Ftg. 59. Phipps Garden Apartments. Clarence S. Stein. 
1931. Vtew of courtyard. 
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Fig. 60. Hillside Homes. Clarence S. Stein. 1932-1935. 
Preliminary site p lans. 

Fig. 61. Hillside Homes. Clarence S. Stein. 1932-1935. 
Final site plan. 

Fig. 62. Hillside Homes. Clarence S. Stein. 1932-1935. 
View of courtyard . 

advocates of the tower-in-the-park as the appropriately con
temporary housing model. 

Stein built 1400 apartments In eight continuous build
Ings. Because the site was ample and the population density 
relatively low. the courtyards are the most generous of all 
the examples within ti1e tradition: some are large enough for 
active sports. though the continuous wall of buildings and 
the splendidly framed gateways that connect one with the 
other contribute to the sense of security one feels through
out even the most expansive public open spaces In the 
development (Fig. 62). Takil).g advantage of the sloping site. 
Stein was able to provide a number of apartments at grade 
suitable for the elderly. These have private gardens abutting 
the sunken interior courts from which they can be entered: 
tile gardens can also be entered from the public stair serving 
the upper-level apartments. 

The Impact of Modernism 

Though certain subsequent projects of the late 1930s 
attempt to draw upon the experiences of Hillside Homes. 
the energy. the focus. and. most importantly. the artistic 
cohesion that seem to be inherent to the courtyard system 
collapsed as the more Informal compositional modes de
rived from European modernist prototypes were intro
duced. This can be seen to some extent in the extravagently 
praised Harlem River Houses. designed for the New York 
City Housing Authority by a large team headed by Archibald 
Brown and built In 1937 between West 151st and 153rd 
streets and between West Macombs Place and the Harlem 
River Drive.97 Mumford wrote that this. the first federally 
funded. owned. and built housing project in the city. con
taJned "the equ1pment for decent living that every modern 
neighborhood needs: sunlight. air. safe play space. meeting 
space. and living space. The families In the Harlem River 
Houses 'have higher standards of housing in tangible 
benefits. than most of those on Park Avenue."98 The ten
dency toward loose composition suggested by the site plan 
of Harlem River Houses is even more pronounced at the 
WUHamsburg Houses. also builtin 1937 and designed by a 
large team of architects. this time headed by Richmond H. 
Shreve.99 At Williamsburg . located in Brooklyn on Bush
wick Avenue between Maujer and Scholes streets. the use of 
the super-block combines with an almost obsessive concern 
for estabUshing an orientation for the project's site that is 
totally removed from the neighborhood context: the open 
space is unassigned and therefore public only in the pejora
tive sense. Whereas the Harlem River Houses seem under
appreciated. Williamsburg seems overrated. Talbot Hamlin 
was one of the few to criticize the design: 100 White and Wll
lensky's characterization in tile AlA Guide of Williamsburg 
as "the best public housing ever built" is more common, 
though I think their admiration stems from Its use of 
modernist formal and sfte planning conventions. 

The best apartment houses of the period were neither for 
the poor nor of the traditional courtyard type. The cult of the 
skyscraper, combined with t.Qe Multiple Dwelling Law of 
1929. brought about a courtyard/tower hybrid ideally suited 
to the dense land pattern and skyline of Manhattan. The 
Multiple Dwelling Law Imposed new restrlcUons t.fiat were to 
affect the housing of lower-Income families. but In the reck
less prosperity that prevailed when it was passed the law 
was more Influential In spurring on the construction of the 
high-density apartment houses built for the affiuent In Man
hattan: In particular. It permitted mechanica!Jy vented 
public hallways and staircases. and mechanically vented 
kitchens and bathrooms in the windowless depths of the 
apartments. The San Remo (Figs. 63-64). built by Emory 
Roth In 1930 at 145-46 Central Park West: 10l River House. 



design d by Bottom! y. Wagner & White and completed In 
1931 at 435 East 52nd on the East Rlver; 102 the Majesti . 
115C ntraiParkW t.l930. 103 andth Century(Fi . 3-4) 
25 C nLral P rk W c ' L. 193 110 4 - lhe latter two both by Irwin 
S. Chanin and Jacqu D Iamarr -ar wond rful exam pi 
of tl1 new hybrid. 

The courtyards In the examples are regr ttably much 
too sm ll. but the parti lh buildings hare I xemplary: It 
on I t of one or two towers atop a U-shap d perimeter

block base. which Corms a ourt ard to upply ligh t and aJr 
for lh larg r apartm nls al the base of the bulldln 
and is potentially useful as recreation spa,c . The towers. 
being free of the city grtd. n Inflect toward d sirabl orien
tation . Such a typology. though complex to design and 
xpenslve to con trucl b cause of tructuraJ diffi uities 

arising from the nonrepetltive nature of the plans. I none
theless rewarding- the Century has fifty-two types of apart
ments. ranging from one-room Oats to eleven-room suites. 
with a good number of one-bedroom duplexe . 

After the collapse of lhe real- tate market in the Depres-
ion. the typ was never again s riou ly pursued. except at 

240 C ntral Park South. which d spite the llmltations of It 
courtyard re mains a paradigm of the contextually responsl · 
ble high-rise apartm nt In Manhattan. 106 Designed by Mayer 
& Whittlesey In 1941. 240 Central Pa rk South comes at 
the point when th transition betw n traditional and 
modernist styles strongly affected American pract tc,e and 
produ d a numb r of int resting bu1Jdlngs which. b <;aus 
of the ideological position th hlft forced ar hit ls and 
critics alike to tak . have been largely overlooked. Two 
hundr d and forty Central Park South sit at a most 
complex point of transition In the character of th ily as 
well : It races Columbus Circle. Central Park South. and the 
diagonal of Broadway and West 58th Street. each of which 
has Its own distinct haracter. ranging from on that an be 
likened to th Champs Elysees at th ELoll to another 
resembling a quiet backwat rat th edg of th metropoli . 

It Is not its facade that lend 240 Central Park South dls
Uncuon-they are in fact even blander than those at 
l\nlckerbock r VIllage-but the shaping of the two 
building , partJcularly the north rn one. ln r ponse to the 
complex perlm ter of the lte (Figs. 65- 66). Aspects of th 
courtyard type are combined with those of the tower to 
establish a horizontal and vertical response to the character 
of the city. Terraces begin only above th level of the tr es in 

ntral Park (high nough to be free of the street fumes): 
roofs are set back to conform to zoning. to solar orientation, 
and to views: chimney and mechanical equipment 
combin with the penthouse suites to ensure a lively 
skyline. At th street level the bu ilding respects the varied 
nature of its locale: a deep. planted courtyard on Central 
Park South cr ales an elegant pock t of shade. while a vigor
ous one-story · ornm · rcial strip along Bro dway uses urved 
orner to deflne th diagonal of the st.r t. 
In 1950. the archil ts of240 C ntral Park South worked 

with Skldmor . Owings & Merrill to design Manhattan 
House. located on East 65th and 66th streets be tween Third 
and S ond avenue .100 The lessons of 240 entraJ Park 
South w re largely forgott n In favor qf one of the two new 
apartm nt-house models which were becoming established. 
One was a slab configuration. ass en at Manha ttan House: 
New York examples of the type include Washington Square 
VIllage. designed by S. J . K ssler and Paul Le t r Weiner ln 
1958. built b tween West Third and Bleecker streets on 
West Broadway:107 and Kips Bay Plaza. d signed by I. M. Pel 
& Associates and S.. J . Kessler In 1960 and built between 
East 30th and 33rd streets and First and Second avenues. 108 

As used In the e examples the slab was a desc ndant of the 
work of Le Corbusier. Groplus. and canonical modernism's 
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Ft.g. 63. The San Remo. Emory Roth. 1930. Architect's 
renderl.ng: 

fiR 

Ftg. 64. The San Remo. Emory Roth. 1930. Dlagram...ef 
typical base floor. 

./ 
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Fig. 65. 240 C ntral Park ouch. Mayer & WhiWesey. 
1941. VIew on Broadwayfrom outhwest. 
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Fig. 66. 240 C ntral Park outh. Mayer & Whittlesey. 
1941. Plan of ground floor. 

polemical arm . the Congres International d 'Archlt lure 
Modern (Cl AM). although It had been u d more sensitively 
In som of the open- nded courtyard apartments we have 

n. 
The second model wa th tower-In -the-park . al o related 

In form to th work of Le Corbusler. although It did not 
originat e there. L Corbusl r had never int nded th tower
ln-th -park to be u d for hou tng: 109 mor over. the rue!· 
form-apartment tow r -ln-the-park had be n found a early 
as 1913 at th Wardman Park Tower In Wa htogton. D .C .. 
and was undoubtedly given important Lmp tu by Frank 
Lloyd Wright' unrealized New York apartment hou e. St. 
Mark' -ln-the-Bouw rie of 1929.110 Apa rtment tow rs with 
cruciform plans w er soon buill in several itie : two notable 
early examples wer Edwyn Rork · six tow rs In historical 
dress built Jn Alden Park. Phllad lphla in 1920. 111 and Boil· 
lots and Lau k's The Walnuts. a omplex of thr ten-story 
tow rs complet d in Kan a City tn 1930. 112 Th "Idealized .. 
sit planning that Is chara t ristlc of th aparlm nt tower 
groupings. in whl h the tow r relate to each other and the 
solar orientation rather than th x lsting tr t pattern. can 
also be s n In other American xamples. Henry Atterbury 
Smith's partially realJz d LaM a V rde at Ja k on Heights 
i an early ca e (1926) oflt use in a ourtyard chem e. 113 

In any case. by the 1940 and 1950 grouping of free
standln tow r -In -the-park had becom the almo t ublqul· 
tou olutlon for large-scale urban reti w all !urn clearance 
project . ew York xampl include Stuyvesant Town 
de igned by Irwin Iavan and Gilmore Iarke In 1947 
(b tween Ea t 14th and 20th stre L an d from Fir t Avenu 
to F.D.R. Drlv ): 114 the Governor Alfr d E. Smith Houses. 
Egg r and Hlg ins. 1952 (between South. Mad! on. and 
Cath rln treet and Robert F. Wagner Sr. Place) : 11 ~ Penn 
Station South. H rman Jessor. 1962 (W t 23rd to 29th 

treets. Eighth to inth avenu s): 116 and Co-op City. 
Herman J s8,or. 1968-70 (built on fill d marsh I nd between 
Lh ew England Thruway and th Hutchinson River Park· 
way on what wa once th it of an amu ement park called 
Fr domland). 117 University Village. b J. M. Pel & A sod· 
ate . built in 1966 on the blo k bound d by La Guardia 
Place and Bleecker. M rcer, and West Hou ton stre t . I 
I common b cau of It relatlv ly small sit and elegant 
d tgn.l l8 

In the mid- 1960s. ar hltects began to sens lh inade
qua I of the pr vailing tower-in-th -park typology. Their 

was a r turn to the ourtyard type. Davis. Brody's 
Riverb nd Houses. built on Fifth Avenu b tween Ea t 
!38th and 142nd str ts in 1967. is one of the most Inte
r ling of th late courtyard buildings. not only becau e of 
It quality. bu.t also because of Us inh rent conlradlctions. 119 

Though Riverb od' design I undoubt dly based on a close 
reading of L e Corbusier's and ClAM's work. its sociological 
earne t n seem more In the tradlllon of Sir Sydney 
Waterlow and Alfr d T. White. while its organization com 
quite clos to Hubert. Pir on & Hoddlck's 1890 proposal for 

partments on the sit of Madison Square Garden. More· 
ov r. though lv rbend I probably l.nt nded to b "kitchen
sink BrutaUst... Its unusually patterned elevation are 
strongly evocatlv of Sir Edwin Lutyen 's ldtosyncratlc 
Page Street House of 1930-31. 120 

ot so notably glamorous as Davis. Brody' subsequent 
and less innovallve Wat r Ide Apartments of 1974. 121 River
b nd suffers from a lack both of sporting silhouett and of a 
strong relation hlp to its rlv rfront sit . Tall buildings con
tain small apartments for singles and childless couples: 
lower bulldings. d fining rectangular courtyards, contain 
duplex apartments with front "porches" accessible from 
ontlnuou open gall rl . which o cur on alt rnate noor~ 

and connect to the elevators. The gall rle are scr ned from 



the porch :they ov rlook the courtyard. whl his in effe t a 
roof-de k play pace overing th garage at grade. By dellb-
rate intent. the decks do not cover all the cars. o that the 

r lallonshlp of car to own r within th complex I !early 
r vealed. The galleries ar not. conceived of as "str ts-ln
the·sky" but a dl continuou alleys- more like cuts-de
sac- erving only t n apartments. and ther by fostering a 

nse of n lghborhood. 
Though th ideas x mplified by Rlverbend were only 

t nlatively carri d forward by Davis. Brody In their next 
proj t. East Midtown Plaza. 122 and larg ly abandon d by 
them In uch lat r work a Waterside. other archtte ts 
working In the lat 1 60s wer quick to the continuing 
validity of the courtyard parll . A number of proposals wer 
made. many of which w -r never reaJized. owing to the col
laps of lh housing-subsidy program and the general 
conomic downturn ln th arty 1970 . Richard Kaplan's 

Crown Gardens of 1971. on Nostrand Av nue bet we n Presi
dent and Carroll tr ets in rooklyn . is on which did get 
built. though as executed it l rather disappolnllngly 
evere. 123 William P d r n & A o lates' proposal for hou -

ing at Seward Park Ex n ion. only a f w door away from 
th Amalgamated Dwelling of 1930. is conceiv d at the 
seal of Knick rbocker Villa and is notable for lh vigor of 
Its mas ing and It re ponslv n to lh problem ofori nta
tlon to view and sun. 124 The courtyard type was revived in a 
different. though relat d. context by Lawren Halprin. who 
proposed to use 1ow-ri apartm nt to conn ct the fr -
tanding tow r of Penn tation South and lher b attempt 

tor weave th urban fabric that had b n so horribly t: nt by 
th r d velopm n t pattern of the 1950 _12s 

All of these lal courtyard apartment houses w re 
lmprov ments on th preva1llng norm. but though they go 
beyond m re fun lional accommodation or t chnologlcal 
lnnovallon to provide good urban nvlronments. they suffer 
In ompari n with their more traditional equivalents of 
thirty or forty y ar earlier. 

The Lessons of Hl tory 

I have wrill n this y to offer a number of I sons. Th 
fir t. always worth rep ling. concern the use of history by 
ar hltects. W have lost lh habit of thinking of lndivlduaJ 
buildings as fragments of a larger totality. not mer ly In the 
phy I al ense but In the so lological. fun Lional. and ul
tural n as well. At -hitects hould look at old building- . 
not so mu h to copy Lh m literally (though I am certaJn 
th re are appropriate limes to do that). but to r dl cover in 
th present th kinds of things archil cts did b tt r in the 
past-things done for people. for cities. for the landscape. 
forth sake of art. This retro p cUon Is particularly urgent 
now, wh n the publt . with justlfl ation. ms to hav lo l 
confld n In our abilities to do a well as our coli ague of 

g neratlon ago. 
Anoth r I on concerns the symbolic natur of housing 

typologies. In thl essay I have empha !zed one bullding 
typ . the courtyard apartm nt house. b ause I bell v in its 
continuing viablllt . But as one r views It history in ew 
York.ltb omescl rthatexarnpl softhlstyp fallintotwo 
di tinct t gories of ymbolic m anlng. Many example . 
specially tho e from b fore the First World War. are palace 

of privilege that are not really dom sUe In chara t r. ln the 
sen that the fr tanding uburban houses of th ir time 
wer . or even th brownston : like th :rr at townhouses 
that lin d Fifth Avenue and ruv rslde Drlv . these paJa es 
were int nded to fun tlon as arch it cture with a capita] A. to 
represent. ev n to monumentalize. the collectiv wealth and 
tatu of lh Inhabitant . This monumentalizing of the col· 

I ctlv is tru v n of working-class d v lopment . uch as 
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Fig. 67. 635 Park Avenue. J.E.R. Carpenter. 1912. Plan of 
typical floor. 

Fig. 68. 733 Park Avenue. Kahn & Jacobs. 1971. Plan of 
typical floor. 
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Fig. 69. Butterfield House. Mayer. Whittlesey & Glass. 
1972. Plan of typical floor. 

those ommissioned by Alfr d T. White: Ilk uch later 
European examples as the Karl Marx Hof at Vienna by Karl 
Ehn. they are exemplars of cia consclou ness-though of 
course Whit 's Is the product of capltaJistic do-good! m. and 
Ehn' of socialist revolution . 

The ond cat gory of symbolism that wa xplored In 
conjunction with th courtyard types ks to be mu h more 
ov rUy dom stlc In It charact r. It tak s the stngl -family 
hou on a fr estandln lot as th tandard of measurement 
and ombine ll with th dom ti tty of early twenli th· 
century house d sign as x mpllfl d in the work of Frank 
Lloyd Wright. C. F. A. Voysey. Barry Parker. and others. 
This typ . more pr valent aft r the First World War. Is also 
more frankly democratic and middle-cia In Jts aspirations. 
It Is adequately exemplified in th work of Andrew Thomas 
and Clarence St ln . Whil It may re ognJz the issues of 
soclaJ status and lass. It pr ~ rs to ignore them and turn Its 
attention to thos qualities that can b chara t rlzed a 
"human." friendly." or even " ozy"-t rms that urrently 
mak many architect wince. The work of Thoma and 
othe hould make it p rfecUy cl ar that ar hitectur can 
incorporate the charact rl tics without sacrifl of compo· 
ltlonal dlsciplin or appropriate technological Innovation. 

Careful study of Thomas's work makes Ernst May' accom· 
pli hments In Frankfurt. though taggerlng in the number 
of Individual buildings onstruct d and of n ighborhood 
designed. seem as aesth -tlcally dry as dust. In offering a 
gllmps of a "brav new world." May and other modernist 
shouted their hop for a n w social state but barel 
whispered about thos compon nts of day-to-day life In a 
city that must be endur d. Not so. of cour . hould w om· 
pare Tho~as with Michel De Kl rk and hi follower In 
Amsterdam. who were far more accomplished tylists than 
Thomas and fairly qual to him as urbanists. but who 
work has also been Ignored until recently. 

The third I sson ha to do with the des! n of Individual 
apartments or "dwelling unlts"-a loathsom and revealing 
pseudo- cientlfi term arl lng out of a production. a 
opposed to a consumption. mentality. Archite t have lo t 
touch with the skills necessary to d 11n well at a small 
scale. Practice as repr sented by the offl e building has 
focu ed on th large-scale proje t a nd ignor d the d stgn of 
the habitable realm . responsibility for which has been grad· 
ually urrendered by the ar hitect to the intenor designer 
(who is not even ad corator. but a pro~ slonal ailed ln to 
do what th architect used to do). Becau of the agglomera· 
tlon Implicit In the apartment-house typ . the design of the 
Individual apartment is ven mor omplex than that of the 
house. It Is true that the modern mov ment ha contrlbut d 
to the rational d ign of th aparlm nt unit. though It 
emphasis on effie! nt planning and ad quate v nUiatlon 
have too on n been vi wed as nough to nsure su ess. 

The problem 1 compounded by the fact that. wher as the 
Ameri an pra tltloners of the a adem! tyles loo ly 
labeled "Beaux-Arts" saw the hou tng problem as on In 
which it was necessary to rals the standards of a commo· 
dation for the poor up toward those of the rich . the mod· 
eml t . for r asons no doubt reJat d to their political b liefs. 
set out to per~ ct the des! n of minimal hou tng on Its own 
terms: extstenz minimum became not only In vitable. but 
also. in orne peculiar way. deslrabl . Ultimately. the mod· 
ernist prln iples of ab traction and mlnlmalism hav served 
to legiUmize the medlo ·re commercial apartment as luxury 
housing for a society that accepts that "less l more." 
provld d that the less is aJr· ondiUoned. free of cockroach . 
and near a Bloomlngdale's. 126 Rich man and p r man till 
live in similar buildings. but the role model ha been re· 
v red . 



A contrast of two up r-luxury apartments of comparable 
lze and In building of similar location. 635 Park Av nu 

(Fig. 67 ) and 733 Park Av nue (F'ig. 68). Is lnstruclivc (th 
fom1er was d slmed by J. E. R. Carpent r In 1912. 127 th 
latt rbyKahn&Jacob in 1971) .128 Theri h patialchara -
t rl Ucs and hi rar hi al sequ n that ch ra terize Lh 
earli r plan are In no way echo d in the later. who e thin
wall d minimall m ha drained It of all energy. A lmilar 
lack of d tail in the v rlical plane will r quire major inter
vention on the own r' part in ord ·r to render th pace 
omfortably habitable. Th same lack of r1 hne is found In 
omparlng two less luxurious apartment . a one-bedroom 

duplex from th entury (flg. 4) and a two·bedroom flat 
from Butterfield House (Fig. 69). 139 built in 1962 at 37 West 
12th tr et by May r. Whittle y & Glass, and Ilk 733 Park 
Avenu . an above av rage mod rn apartment hou . 

All of th e lesson oncem values: In the area of hou ing. 
we hav b ome otis ss d with the produ Lion ofsh It r and 
have lost th ense of th house a a pl:a e to llv . In our 
fixation upon the dwellin 1 unit and I h constructional 
matrix. we hav I stthe sen of the colle tlv Implicit in th 
apartment-hous typ . At th same time. w have lost the 
ability to design lmultaneou ly at the big and the small 

al which constllut the dual natur or the housing prob
lem. W hav dealt o long in gross ma e that w hav lo t 
a sen of detail. e p Ially of d tail that does not grow 
directly out. of the constru lion process. Our palette of mat -
rial ha b n virtually wip d lean. leaving us with a v ry 
~ w crude te hnlques: we hav made a ult of brutality . 
P rhaps the Mod rn Movement wa a nece S3Iy 1\urgatlon. 
but a Bruce AI opp writes. "W can't live in.' the loo 
for v r . " 130 Our wealth and our l hnology should free u . 
they hould permit u to live bett r than our ance tor . How 
strange that they have done the opp lte. and that w are 
the first ulture to r j c t ornament and fin craftsman hip: 
that ours 1 th first cultur to I:Jeliev that the subj l of 
architecture i it own pro e and not th r lationshlp of 
Individuals to ea h other. to th ir city. to th ir hi tory. and 
th lr ulture. 
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