
BLOCK 
BLOCK
"(1834). Small group of houses, 
isolated from other buildings by 
streets, not built-up spaces.  
(Translated from the Le Robert, 
2000. Dictionary). 

The street block is an 
urban unit which is partly 
or entirely built-up in a very 
diverse way and generates 
the urban membrane, 
through its connection with 
the systems of road net-
work.

Since the first civilizations, 
the street block was used to 
regulate the urban growth.  
In the 2nd century BC, the 
Greeks dealt "negligently" 
with the problems of town 
planning.  The streets which 
archaeologists could/mana-
ged to identify are traced in an 
irregular way, except for the 
Dromos (principal axis).  The 
Roman insulae were irregular 
and of modest nature, due to 
the little importance of priva-
te life, as the major part of the 
day happened outside, in the 
arranged public space (1).  In 
the 5th century a new political 
theory is implemented by 
Hippodamos of Milet.  It 
recommended a rectangular 
and uniform grid of street 
blocks measuring 100 X 175 
feet (about 32 X 52 m) (cf. 
urban road).

At the same time, the Roman 
cities take as a starting point 
the principle of orthogonality: 
gridiron plan for the division 
of the pieces of land or the 
layout of the town plans.  
They refer to a reticular layout 
which leads in almost all the 
cases to a rectangular form, 
made up on two axes (someti-
mes only one): the 14 or 15 m 
wide decumanus and the 7 to 
8 m wide cardo, perpendicular 
to the former.  Minor roads 
parallel to either of the two 
major axes, and at least 2,5 m 
wide delimit the square or rec-

tangular insulae every 60 to 70 
m (2).

In the 12th and 13th centu-
ries, the period of the Early 
Middle Ages is marked by a 
new town planning which is 
characterized by the creation 
of bastide towns or new 
towns.  The designer of a bas-
tide town plays with ayrals, 
small blocks formed by a 
street grid.  "The widest axes are 
the cart tracks, which continue the 
roads within the agglomeration.  
Perpendicular to them, and narro-
wer, are the cross streets which serve 
the blocks.  The jointly owned strip 
between 2 ayrals is followed by an 
androne (entry way), which allows 
each house to look like an indepen-
dent unit".  In Villefranche-de-
Rouergue the ayrals measure 
4 cannes by 10 (approximately 
20 X 50 m) (3).

In the 17th century, Sebastien 
Prestre de Vauban, Marshal 
of France and King's Engi-
neer, is considered by most 
authors as a theorist of the 
Renaissance.  The town of 
Neuf Brisach is governed by 
rules of composition like all 
of Vauban's towns.  It com-
prises a great central square 
onto which the principal buil-
dings look, the well propor-
tioned street blocks make the 
geometry of both the urban 
fabric and the fortifications 
balance each other (4). 

In the 18th century "Thomas 
Jefferson, a Founding Father 
of the United States of Ame-
rica, established a grid follow-

ing meridians and parallels, to 
be used for the colonization 
of the new western territories; 
each square covers 6 square 
miles (6 * 256 ha) and can be 
divided into 2, 4, 8, 16, 32 or 
64 smaller parts.  Thus was 
defined the geometrical model 
on which the urban and rural 
landscape was to be built" in 
the United States (5).

In the 19th century, Cerda 
carried out the extension plan 
of Barcelona by introducing 
for the first time the principle 
of the diagonal.  His plan 
takes the form of a grid with 
square 113 m wide small 
islands, which have a small 20 
m long cants at each corner. 
The street blocks thus confi-
gured were octagones of 12 
370 m² surface area with gar-
dens at their centre.  "Cerda 
saw in this systematic , not a 
means of facilitating the sub-
divisions, as it was in the 
American cities, but the only 
one able to allow for social 
equality and optimisation of 
the relations between two 
points of the city".(6)

In parallel, the transformation 
of Paris by Haussmann crea-
ted a type of city resulting 
"from the reshaping of the 
star meshs of the haussman-
nian networks (7).  It general-
ly resulted in triangular as well 
as rectangular street blocks, 
and their core was occupied 
by individual or shared 
courts.  

In the 20th century the 

modern movement made its 
appearance between the two 
wars, expressing a new town 
planning design which aimed 
at redefining urban expansion.  
In 1905 Tony Garnier arran-
ged a street block by creating 
open courts while renouncing 
the traditional straight build-
ing line (8).

Corbusier recommended the 
abolition of the street block, 
and the plan for the town of 
Saint-Dié is a perfect example 
of that; made up of eight buil-
dings on pile, a little similar to 
that of Marseilles, it repre-
sents a composition which 
refuses the standards of the 
traditional city defined by the 
block and the street (9).  
In 1939 Robert Auzelle envi-
saged for the Marais district 
of Paris the curetting of the 
courts, the re-establishment 
of the gardens as well as the 
opening of public routes insi-
de the blocks (10).

Today the street block has its 
own autonomy, it must have a 
form corresponding to the 
geography of the territory and 
the identity of civilization.  In 
Evry, taking the English 
model as a starting point, the 
developer E. de Penguilly and 
his architect D. Montassut 
propose blocks made of hou-
ses with gardens (11). 
As for Christian de Portzam-
parc, he defends the idea of 
the open street block in the 
layout of ZAC Masséna.  
Those blocks measure either 
90X60 m or 90X30 m and 
allow for the multiplication of 
views and the capture of light 
(12).

Cf. BUILDING LINE, 
ANDRONE, AYRAL, BAS-
TIDE TOWN, BLOCK 
CENTRE, COURT, DIA-
GONAL, GRID, INSULA, 
STREET...

"C'est la plus petite unité de l'espace urbain, entièrement délimitée 
par des voies (souvent appelée"pâté de maisons", dans le français 
courant, block dans les pays anglo-saxons et germaniques, cuadras 
d'Amérique du Sud, etc.)...L'îlot est lui même divisé en parcelles, 
unités de propriété de taille variable mais de forme le plus souvent 
quadrangulaire, et dont les limites sont souvent perpendiculaires 
aux limites de l'îlot, en bordure de voie, sauf  dans le cas des villes 
anciennes, où le réseau viaire, et par conséquent les limites d'îlot, 
ont pu être modifiés au cours des temps sans entraîner de 
modifications des limites parcellaires à l'interieur des îlots...."
B. R. 
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