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Roosevelt Island moved from being a symbol of a death past, to an alive future. It was 

once the destination for the unwanted citizens, now it is one of the most wanted parcels of real 

estate for scientists and innovators. Roosevelt, unlike Manhattan island, does not respect the grid 

– its curved roads and unaligned buildings challenge the neighboring giant by offering a middle 

spine for circulation. Despite being so different than the rest of New York City, it is a constant 

topic of conversation in regards to social and infrastructural needs for the city, having housed 

prisoners, mentally ill, and medically out-casted citizens. Due to these occupiers in the past, the 

island for a while seemed like an un-wanted hell; today, for many it is an unapproachable heaven 

because of its future in innovation and academia. The issues that prevail in the rest of New York 

City, primarily increasing housing prices and the ever-growing densification of Manhattan and 

Brooklyn, both make Roosevelt Island appear more attractive, particularly because of its 

remoteness from the rest of the city. With over an estimated 10,000 citizens, the 2-mile long, 800 

feet wide island can cause a memorable first-impression. Air flows fresher in its surrounding 

river-walk and the interesting filtering of light through the buildings creates a dynamic 

experience as you walk through the car-less avenues.  

It’s interesting history speaks to the same changes that the island has lived. From 

Minnehanonck and Hog, to Blackwell and Welfare, the island’s names speak to the different 

governing and purposes of it, finally becoming Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1971. Many of its 

architectural styles, including Georgian, Romanesque Revival, and Italian, showcase the 

different periods in its 250 year built-history. Some of its early constructions, influenced by the 

local hard bedrock of Fordham Gneiss, still remain in the island.
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Through the 19
th

 century it housed several hospital and prisons, but it was during the Blackwell 

period when the island’s development changed from agrarianism to institutional.
2 
 

Roosevelt Island, throughout its existence, has undergone 8 different plans for 

development, all in different directions, 
3
 and with a high concern for integration of physical 

building versus island topography and landscape, all along an increased migration of people to 

it.
4
 These developments has led to a built growth of the island, literally extending its water-to-

earth edges, expanding its occupied footprint in the city. Pushing these boundaries, however, can 

have significant consequences because of flooding. The Johnson plan also resulted in interesting 

walkways and tunnels created by the buildings cantilevered over sidewalks.  

The most notable, and perhaps successfully executed part of the plan in Roosevelt Island, 

is the one designed by Philip Johnson and John Burgee, dividing the land into three sub-

communities and banning the use of automobiles. Residents were expected to park in the 

Motorgate parking structure, and abandon their cars as they transformed from drivers to 

pedestrians. The plan called for an apartment building system able of housing 20,000 residents, 

scattered in the island as a campus, and with the intention of being modeled after European 

cities.
5
 Perhaps even more interesting is the distributive educational system, which avoids a 

central location for teaching, and instead offers academic settings in each of the residential 

towers. 
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What makes this system successful is that, even if only applicable to a certain age-range, it 

provides users with an immediate built identity. Students belong a small sub-community in 

which ever of the eight residential building they are, composing the larger Roosevelt Island 

community. This speaks to a particular kind of critical regionalism as a “bridge over which any 

humanistic architecture of the future must pass.”
6
  

Governance is an interesting aspect of the island. Further South, the Franklin D. 

Roosevelt memorial, often called park or monument, was designed by Louis Kahn (his only New 

York project), but realized 37 years after originally conceived by the architect. This absurd delay 

may be common only to a setting as particular as Roosevelt Island, where governing entities 

merge local Roosevelt Island residents along with representatives of New York State, causing 

conflicts of authority and autonomy over it. The urban development plans on the island are not 

just imposed on its landscape, but also on its population of destitute citizens and middle-class 

New Yorkers, “all of which have contributed to the island’s checkered and colorful history.”
7
 

Infrastructure is another very special characteristic of Roosevelt Island. Automobile, 

tram, subway – the three means of entering the city. Yet if you drive from Manhattan, you have 

to go over the bridge, completely drive away from the island, then return from the Queens side 

and enter through the smaller, north end bridge. Opposite to that, the subway system makes a 

seamless integration of Roosevelt Island to the rest of New York City, by it becoming just one 

more stop on its map. But even the North-end bridge, originally meant for cars, is subject to the 

passing marine circulation of shipments.  

 

6. Foster, Hal. The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture (Port Townsend: Bay 
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If a large vessel makes its way on the East side of the island, the bridge must raise its platform to 

allow if it to pass. In a certain way, it behaves as a double-gate allowing water and road 

passengers to circulate. Lastly, the tram, to Manhattans, turns the traditionally difficult journey to 

the island into a spectacle of engineering success. Something taken from a theme park now 

makes the experience of traveling to the island more enjoyable, and surprisingly not as long.  

While today most of the island remains car-free, automobiles used to have an interesting 

way of entering the island. The Queensboro bridge, the region’s symbol, is the strongest built 

identity of Roosevelt Island, appearing in all murals, flyers, and visual cues present. Today, the 

bridge transports pedestrians, bikers, and 10-lanes of cars. 21 years after it started operating in 

1909, a vehicular elevator transported travelers to the bottom of the island, and it did so for 25 

years until the Northern Welfare Island Bridge from Queens was built. By 1970, the elevator was 

demolished after 40 years of operation. At the very least, Roosevelt Island’s remoteness has 

encouraged creative and innovative mediums of access for travelers.  

In the text by Hal Foster, Essays on Postmodern Culture, it is mentioned how the Greeks 

recognized a boundary as a place in which “something beings its presence,” as supposed to a 

place where something stops.
8
 The boundaries surrounding Roosevelt Island delineate a 

beginning and a end for flow, but even more clearly, they depict movement happening right 

along the boundary. This is done by shipping containers and boats transporting goods, and 

entertaining pedestrians in the riverfront as they transverse the surrounding waters.   

Roosevelt Island’s dynamic history has led to a future of change and evolution for the 

region as its habitants have a different sense of belonging to New York than those in Queens and  
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Manhattan do. New Yorkers do not always speak about “wanting to move to Roosevelt Island,” 

and even if they did want to, it would not be as accessible to them. It is a very exclusive 

destination where only a selected few have an opportunity to experience as citizens. This 

kingdom, with its god, the Queensboro bridge, is surrounded by gates; isolated like a remote 

Incan village in the Andes. Governing bypasses municipal jurisdiction, yet the island is 

perceived by Manhattans as a mini-me of the larger island, like the younger brother was never as 

successful as the first-born.  

 

 

 


