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A city is a plural mythology, made of the many insubstantial fantasies of culture, infrastructure, imagination, 
and reality that create its image. Art Capital considers the image of post-WWII New York as the art capital of 
the world and searches the underlying narratives of urban planning, infrastructure, and economy for the tides 
of change that create the stage upon which the city is makes and remakes itself.

In the wake of WII, unprecedented destruction covered Europe, including the former global center of art 
production and evolution: Paris. And as the world rearranged itself from the conflict, New York assumed 
the role of the undisputed art capital of the world. Abstract Expressionism, Pop Art, Rock & Roll, Earth Art, 
Performance Art, Graffiti, Neo-Expressionism and so many more ideas rose and fell in the waves of dominant 
styles. And art uniquely American - uniquely New York - was conceived, canonized, and commodified in the 
city’s ever-expanding circuits of economy and influence.

Behind the facade of this cultural mythology, New York was building, destroying, and rebuilding itself 
continuously in a search to find what was to be New York. The traditional shipping and light manufacturing 
industries of Lower Manhattan went bankrupt in the face of a changing economy, the city accumulated debt 
and deficit as never before, ever more highways and bridges tied the city to America’s increasingly automotive 
identity, and globalization invented a new vision of Manhattan, a vision of Manhattan as a monolithic world 
financial center.

This series maps the chronological narrative of the city’s development in its urban condition and artistic 
productions, divided into time slices between major inflection points within the city’s infrastructure and 
cultural narrative. In each of these of time periods, the oral histories of the involved artists, curators, collectors, 
historians, and writers were studied. From these, a taxomonomy of the galleries, homes, restaurants, and 
all other spaces of relevance was developed. These points were then sorted by theme and artistic style and 
were mapped into chronological timelines. These critical points were then examined in relationship to the 
city’s built conditions to search for relationships of significance. Representations of these relationships were 
rendered into comparative sibling maps to each chronology.

The project at this point is still in process, and is not intended as a conclusion, but as an invitation for one 
to more closely examine the intrinsic intertwining between architecture, the urban realm, and the cultural 
beauty that plays out upon the fields of potential that they create.

Its absolutely impossible to see New York for the first time
It exists and has already been built and has already got its architects
In the imagination long before its actually built in reality
Its impossible to see it apart from this grid of fantasy and myth
          Jonathan Miller, West Side Stories
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New York City sits on the edge of the Continent, caught between the land that has become America and the 
old world that had produced it. In many ways, New York was a product of these conflicting identities. The 
narrow island caught between the Hudson River and Long Island is Manhattan. Originally occupied by the 
Lenape native Americans, the Dutch has settled there by the 17th century, building a narrow maze of streets 
below what is now Canal Street. The Commissioner’s Plan of 1811 planned the grid system north of Houston 
Street that continues to dictate the structure of Manhattan. 

With the completion of the Erie Canal in 1825, New York City rose to new importance due to its geography. 
At the perfect point to negotiate overseas trade to the Northeast, it was now the undisputedly most important 
seaport in Eastern America, and the city rapidly expanded to meet this importance. With Frederick Law 
Olmsted’s 1858 master plan of Central Park, the last major disruption to the city’s grid was made. 

There have been many neighborhoods to Manhattan that have gone by as many names, each with its 
own subsections, character, and identity. The nomenclature of this project uses contemporary terms for 
contemporarily defined boundaries. As any New Yorker will attest, however, the city has changed greatly, and 
in its imagination, it always is.

New York City is comprised of five boroughs. To the north, the Bronx. To the east, Queens and Brooklyn. 
To the south, Staten Island. And in the center of it all, Manhattan. New Jersey lies to the west of the Hudson 
River, and while it is both physically and spiritually connected to New York, it has a legislature and history of 
its own. Art Capital is focused on Manhattan, as during the time period of interest, the other boroughs were 
evolving just as rapidly, but in terms of art production, cultural impact, and global imagination, Manhattan 
was the place to be.

To begin, the Southern tip of Manhattan is termed the Battery, which is bordered on the north by the Financial 
District and on the West by the constructed landfill of Battery Park City. To the northeast lies the Lower East 
Side, and to the northwest Tribeca - an abbreviation of Triangle Below Canal Street. To the north lies South of 
Houston Street, SoHo. Then, Greenwich Village to the west and the East Village to the east. Chelsea occupies 
the area between 14th St and 42nd St on the island’s western half. Gramercy, Stuyvescent Town, Peter Cooper 
Village, and a number of other small neighborhoods occupy the eastern half. Midtown lies to the north until 
59th St at Central Park’s Southern edge, except for a small section on the Western edge termed Hell’s Kitchen. 
On the east side of Central Park is the Upper East Side, opposite the Upper West Side. On the North, Harlem, 
Spanish Harlem, and Morningside Heights. Further north, Hudson Heights, Washington Heights, and at the 
very northern edge, Inwood.
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In the wake of WWII, unprecedented destruction covered Europe, including Paris, which through the 
19th and 20th century had reigned as the unspoken and unchallenged Capital of art in the Western world. 
In the postwar years, New York became the new global center for art production and evolution. Abstract 
Expressionism became the new dominant style, and its New York School artists became the new dominant 
figures. Institutions, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Museum of Modern Art, and the Jewish 
Museum rose to new prominence, and Manhattan’s commercial art trade accelerated. Concentrated along 
57th Street and in the Upper East Side, the Sydney Janis Gallery, The Art of This Century, and the Leo 
Castelli Gallery cemented the commercial potential and artistic value of Abstract Expressionism, this new 
American art. And fueled by American and international wealth, these galleries increasingly mirrored in 
price and in audience the couture boutiques with whom they shared buildings.

New York itself ws changing fast too. Manhattan’s last standing elevated rail line, the Third Ave El was torn 
down. A team of international architects designed the headquarters for the United Nations on a Rockefeller-
owned property along the East River. Two tunnels were added to the Lincoln Tunnel, and a tunnel was 
built connecting Brooklyn to the Battery at Manhattan’s southern tip, providing ever more paths to ferry 
people out of the city. The informal reign of urban planner Robert Moses was coming to an end, as a team of 
activists including Shirley Hayes, Edith Lyons, and Jane Jacobs blocked a 1958 proposal to bisect Greenwich 
Village’s historic Washington Square Park with an automobile avenue. And, out on Long Island, Levittown 
was constructed marking the invention of the American suburb and the apparently safe and idyllic style of 
living it offered. A lifestyle to match the era’s optimism and crippling moral conservatism.

Lower Manhattan faced economic decline as restructive legislation, globalization, and urban planning 
came together in a destructive storm. Warehouses and docks along Manhattan’s western edge closed as jobs 
moved to Port Elizabeth, New Jersey. Driven by a 1948 ruling that allowed barges to charge fees for moving 
goods from New Jersery railroads to Manhattan docks, and by the invention of the contemporary shipping 
container, Lower Manhattan’s narrow streets and truck-inaccessibility became untenable. Stuyvescent Town 
and Peter Cooper Village went up as “whites-only”, veteran-prioritized, tower-in-the-park housing. Their 
intended “seperate but equal” community for people of color was the Riverton Houses in Harlem, but 
underinvestment, poor management, and racist policy-making hindered Riverton’s development.

Meanwhile, a series of writers met at Columbia University, and united in pessimistic views of postwar 
American society, they formed the foundations of the Beat Generation and counterculture to come. 
Greenwich Village was the defacto social hub of Manhattan’s artistic communities. Jazz clubs, including 
America’s first ever racially integrated nightclub, coffeehouses, restaurants, and bars thrived in this village-
within-a-city. The Third Avenue El’s demolition dropped rents along the Bowery and in the East Village, and 
the foundations of a new artistic community formed there with the 10th St Galleries. Explicitly opposed to 
57th St’s commercialization, the origins of the Village’s reputation as a center for alternative art practices was 
formed. And as New York rose to newfound cultural prominence, the optimistic and conservative mask of 
postwar America began to fracture, with the challenges of the coming decades showing through.

The abstract world was considered cold because it didn’t have figures
But it had fire, energy, nature, light, space  
it concentrated on all those values
          Betty Parsons
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The 1960s changed everything. Colors were brighter, society less stable, the art world faster. A new dominant 
style emerged. Splitting from its predecessors, Pop Art celebrated its commerical origins and commercial 
destiny, actively participating in the mass media culture it lived within. As early as 1958, a series of shows 
at the Stable Gallery had hinted at Pop’s coming, but it was in the Sydney Janis Gallery’s 1962, “The New 
Realists” that Pop formalized as a movement. Its artists were honest about their commercial backgrounds 
and defied expected tropes of the hypermasculine artist-hero. Images of American consumerism rose to high 
art, challenging distinctions between life and art. And the artists that produced them challenged the role of 
artist itself. Minimalism rose in mirrored unison, its artists working in iteration and production that defied 
traditional ideas of the hand of the artist. And, just as Pop had a formal beginning, it had a formal end. In the 
summer of 1968, as Andy Warhol bordered on death after being shot, the first ever Pop Art retrospective went 
up at the Sao Paulo Bienal.

Lower Manhattan continued its economic decline. Jobs disappeared and buildings went vacant with no 
new tenants to be found. The Trans-Manhattan Expressway provided a rapid path over Manhattan, splitting 
Washington Heights in two. Its spiritual twin, the Lower Manhattan Expressway, however, was blocked, again in 
part by Jane Jacobs. This saved the beautiful cast-iron facades of what would become SoHo, but at the time was 
the heart of New York’s industrial collapse. Pennsylvania Railroads demolished the old Pennsylvania Station, 
with Madison Square Garden rising in its wake. Photographer Berenice Abbott later said the demolition had 
denied Americans their cultural heritage. Lincoln Center’s plaza and iconic fountain were built, providing 
a performing arts institution in Manhattan. And a singular Financial District began to consolidate, with 
Coentie’s Slip (And the Minimalist artists who lived there) being slated for demolition.

In Dallas, President Kennedy was shot and killed, and Vietnam War raged on to growing discontent, and the 
Civil Rights Movement earned major legislative protections and advancements for people of color across the 
United States. New York City faced protests from the Teachers Union and Sanitation Workers Union. And in 
the wake of the latter, growing discontent from police and firefighters. A blackout left the Northeast without 
power for one 1965 night, and all the while the middle class poured out of New York to the growing promises 
of American suburbia.

Discontent was everywhere, and in Greenwich Village, it found artistic potential. The Beat Generation 
crystallized into growing Bohemianism and counterculture. Off-Broadway and Off-Off-Broadway theaters 
formed and gained power in their experimentation and representation. The Chelsea Hotel came under landlord 
Stanley Bard, whose tendency to accept an artist’s portfolio in place of rent even further mythologized the 
building’s legendary reputation. Manhattan’s LGBTQ community began to organize outside of the still-illegal 
bar culture in early currents of what would become the gay rights movement. Harry Smith published his 
American Folk Music Anthology. Folk, jazz, and rock & roll thrived, with New York City beginning to find its 
own sound in bands like the Velvet Underground. The East Village’s St. Mark’s Place was home to new media 
artistic explorations, and a spirit of excited social discontent spread and lingered in the air. And despite the 
uncertainty of the decade, it could not be denied, that for those who believed in magic - it was a magical time.

...who created great suicidal dramas on the apartment cliff-banks of the Hudson under the
     wartime blue floodlight of the moon & their heads shall be crowned with laurel in oblivion
who ate the lamb stew of the imagination or digested the crab at the muddy bottom of the
     rivers of Bowery,
who wept at the romance of the streets with their pushcarts full of onions and bad music,...
          Allen Ginsberg, Howl
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 New York of the 1970s was broke. The city was running massive deficits, and already had accumulated 
such debt that it couldn’t borrow from any major credit markets. The future of the metropolis was uncertain, 
and so was the future of commercial art. The end of Pop Art had left a void into which no formalized dominant 
style rose. Into the void left by the end of Manhattan’s industrial economy however, rose new forms of spatial 
practice made possible in the large, open, and cheap industrial lofts of SoHo and Tribeca. Into these spaces, 
Earth Art brought the simple joys of nature to the metropolis, Installation Art made spatial experience into a 
medium, and Performance Art made every point of human action in every space of the human realm a potential 
work of art. Midtown and Uptown galleries searched to market these new media, but were challenged with the 
rise of a new gallery scene in SoHo, a scene owned by artists and open to the avant-garde as its uptown peers 
could not be. And the dichotomy between Uptown trade and Downtown culture became more extreme and 
more apparent.

 The World Trade Center complex opened in 1972. The downtown area it occupied had previoiusly 
been Radio Row, an electronics shopping corridor by Manhattan’s active docks, but had fallen victim to the 
end of Manhattan shipping, and the continued consolidation of a singular Financial District. Land excavated 
during the complex’s construction contributed to the landfill that would become Battery Park City. Orginally 
imagined as a “comprehensive community” of housing, social functions, and light industry, by its 1972 Master 
Plan Battery Park City featured no light industry, and almost immediately had its proposed low-income 
housing cut from the project. Between West 12th St and Gansevoort St a section of the West Side Elevated 
Highway collapse. The rest was torn down soon after. The city faced another blackout in July 1977. this one 
split from its predecessor, as over 3,000 arrests for looting and robbery followed in its wake. And in the East 
Village, absentee landlords, a bleak economy, and continued disinvestment left 80% of the area’s available 
housing vacant and seized by the government.

 Energy crisises, oil crisises, bankrupt cities, and Watergate scandal, the resignation of President 
Nixon, and a joyless end to the War in Vietnam strangled America and brought respect for authority to new 
lows. Across the nation, marginalized identity groups rallied for their rights. The 1977 National Womens 
Conference in Dallas, Texas assembled a National Plan of Action for creating political action on women’s 
health, employment, and childcare. The American Indian Movement occupied Alcatraz island in 1969, and 
Wounded Knee in 1973 to protest government mistreatment of indigenous persons, and rally for political 
movement. And, in the wake of the 1969 Riots at Greenwich Village’s Stonewall Inn, political action formalized 
in the New York LGBTQ community, with many groups forming in newfound political voice.

 The magic of the 1960s faded fast, and the countercultural utopia that was Greenwich Village of that 
time witnessed its cultural flame disperse to SoHo, Tribeca, and the East Village. The collapse of the Mercer 
Arts Center’s building sent its artists and musicians towards the Bowery, and the emerging CBGB was fast 
becoming the heart of rock, punk, proto-punk, and new wave music in New York. Spaces such as the Kitchen 
and FOOD Restaurant became new hubs of social exchange. Downtown avant-garde venues and galleries 
attracted younger and more ambitious artists. Art became less formal, and so did the spaces it inhabited. 
Uptown, Studio 54 opened its doors to issue a new era of Disco and drug-fueled partying. One that could 
almost numb the nihilism and fear of a decade caught between a romanticized past and uncertain future.

The city reshapes itself all the time, it changes everyday
One day there’s a romantic backstreet and the next day its a death yard for tractors
Well you have to be able to accept that
You can’t get destroyed by change here
And you can’t get destroyed with the changes inside yourself
          Patti Smith
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 In the wake of the financial crisises of the 1970s, a new vision of Manhattan came into legitimacy. 
Fueled by a Wall Street Boom, the construction of the World Trade and Financial Centers, and increasing 
speculative investment into Manhattan real estate, a vision of Manhattan as a global financial center emerged. 
This re-characterized its sibling boroughs as lesser spaces that existed solely to support the island’s capitalist 
trade. This uniform vision required a consolidation of Manhattan’s identity and the policing of spaces that 
defied it. That which did not fit was reimagined for resale, and slated for gentrification. However, in the space 
between the 1977 end of the city’s financial crisis, and the consolidation of Manhattan into a tool of globalized 
capitalism, there was space and time for one more art scene. One more dense, multifaceted, and diverse than 
any before. Driven by the rising rents of the rebranded and increasingly trendy SoHo and Tribeca, artists 
moved east toward the Bowery and East Village. Neo-Expressionism came into fashion as something of a 
dominant style, but alternative art practices were able to hold their own in artistic merit as never before.

 Tompkins Square Park became a tent city of informal living arrangement, and dozens of live-work 
studios, galleries, storefronts, and adaptive reuse projects flooded the area. The idea of a Downtown 81 
emerged, indicating the 81 people who were the people to know, and who all knew each other - a phrase that 
indicates the intimacy and connectivity of downtown art culture. The takeover of a vacant storefront of Times 
Square became the stage of the Times Square Show, an open show that brought together downtown street-kid 
artists and uptown graffiti artists for the first time. Followed with the New York/New Wave show at MoMA 
PS1, a formal challenge to the uptown art trade was issued. Its curator, Diego Cortez, described it as a protest 
to, “White people, standing in front of white walls, drinking white wine.” Nightclubs became social circles, 
performance spaces, and art galleries, taking on new dimension.

 On the newly formed landmass of Battery Park City, its first major portion, the World Financial Center, 
was built between 1982 and 1987. Republican Ed Koch was elected to mayor on a rhetoric of cleaning up the 
city, an agenda which often relied on insulting opponents and negatively exaggerating the city’s conditions. 
Wall Street was going through a boom that lasted until 1986, with trials and convictions closing the “Greed is 
Good” era. Crack cocaine surged into America’s urban centers at such quantities and low costs, that by 1985 
it had begun to be called the Crack Epidemic. Symptoms of the AIDS virus was first recognized by doctors 
in 1981, though its causes and potential treatments remained under-researched for years. The AIDS crisis hit 
cities the hardest, and gay men most of all, claiming too many lives and too many futures.

 By the mid-1980s, an idea of a Downtown Aesthetic was formed, and made a marketable commodity 
to everyday America through clever rebranding and degrees of normalization. East Village buildings that 
had been auctioned to the city for $60,000 in 1973 resold for over $1 million by 1982, slated to become co-
op housing. The trendiness offered in the Downtown Aesthetic and the middle-class marketability of co-op 
housing in a downtown-adjacent area made the East Village a prime target for yuppies to flood in. And as 
increasing wealth moved in under the eye of a city government increasingly inclined to authoritarian methods 
in the face of the crack epidemic and AIDS crisis, rents in the East Village ballooned. And, by 1986, the last 
affordable Manhattan neighborhood south of Harlem was coming to a rapid close, signaling a new era for 
Manhattan. And for the first time, there was no space left.

Important to the project image of the East Village art scene was the collapsing of spaces of 
production and consumption of art. Art made there was to be shown there. And despite the 
fact that it was being exhbited in commercial galleries, purchased by collectors, and panned 
by art-critics in well-read journals, downtown art continued to be packaged as uncorrupted 
downtown ghetto street culture.
          Christopher Mele, Selling the Lower East Side
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As the New York City art market, and the galleries that created it, became competitive to the European markets, 
patterns began to emerge in the accumulation of galleries. Concentrated in the Upper East Side, and along 
E. 57th St. in Midtown. This provided proximity to important institutions such as the Museum of Modern 
Art, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Guggenheim Museum, and the Jewish Museum. The landed and 
wealthy populations of the Upper East side, and the collectors among them, provided a nearby source of 
continued interest and sale. And, with luxury hotels and boutique stores lining 57th St., it became the heart of 
a new economy of the consumption and sale of art to the world at large.

And, as Abstract Expressionism emerged as the anti-figural American art in protest to European tradition, a 
part of American identity for the first time became for sale. And, as galleries such as the Sydney Janis Gallery, 
The Art of This Century, The Betty Parsons Gallery, and the Leo Castelli Gallery achieved a level of global 
recognition and importance unheard of for American galleries, a commercial future for American art was 
secured. And in the Castelli Gallery’s unheard of practices of keeping artists on paid retainer, rather than on 
commission, the foundations for the international mega-galleries to come.

When Pop Art emerged en-masse in the early 1960s, it signaled another new form of American Art that 
secured the artistic potential and commercial viability of American consumerism. And the same galleries that 
had formed the foundation of American art’s commercial potential through Abstract Expressionism now had 
another media that totally consumed the uptown trade.

For both AbEx and Pop, an elevation was taken from E. 57th St between 5th Ave and Madison Ave, and these 
elevations have the visual history of photographs relevant to these artistic histories collaged onto their facades, 
creating the beginnings of a link between the physical structure of the city and the oral histories that have 
played out within it.

I’ve always been fascinated with what I call “the invisible presence.”
The most permanent thing in this world is the Invisible;

you never get away from it
          Betty Parsons
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As Abstract Expressionism and the first hintings of Pop consumed the Uptown trade for the last years of 
the 1950s, a new set of galleries was forming downtown on E. 10th St, right on the Bowery. Attracted to the 
location due to the recently lowered rents that the demolition of the Third Ave El had afforded, these galleries 
were formed in protest to the uptown commercialism they saw as reducing art to a product. Collectively 
calling themselves the 10th Street Galleries, these organizations were cooperatively owned by the artists who 
exhibited there and took advantage of their flexibility in commercial income to experiment in new media, and 
less famous artists. While only one of these galleries survived past the mid-1960s, the legacy of the 10th St 
Galleries secured the East Village as a location for Avant-Garde Art and alternative practices to the commercial 
primary market.

In the interim from the mid-1960s to early 1981, when the FUN Gallery opened its doors as the first new art 
gallery in the East Village, the neighborhood had faced two decades of disinvestment, absentee landlords, and 
continued poor transit access. As such, rents were low and the community diverse. And, as the FUN Gallery 
quickly proved an unprecedented success, with Jeffrey Deitch, Diego Cortez, and Bruno Bischofberger all 
coming to some of its first shows, the East Village became the place to be for young, ambitious, and poor artists. 
Dozens of galleries, studios, live-work spaces, and other artistic hubs poured into the area’s Old and New 
Law Tenements and a new scene was born. While it would not even survive to the late-1980s due to rapidly 
rising rents, increasing municipal crackdowns on imformal living, the AIDS Crisis, and the consolidation of 
Manhattan’s identity into a global financial center, the East Village Scene provided the last affordable artistic 
haven in the city south of Harlem.

While seperated by decades, each of these scenes, in their own way secured the idea of a 20th Century 
Manhattan as the place to be for a young artist, and created the foundations of experimentation that would 
lead to many of the coming evolutions in the years to come. Measuring from the Bowery to Avenue B along 
E. 10th St, these drawings follow the language of their 57th St siblings, but as the images will show, the modes 
of practice were radically different.

Oh, and the beginning of the FUN Gallery! It was all an accident!
Our gallery was going to be an artists’ gallery as opposed to the moneyed enclaves to the 
south in SoHo, so I decided that each artist could give their own name to our as yet un-named 
space. Kenny came up with the “FUN Gallery” and it was so stupid we let it stick.
One thing was for sure...the art world would never be the same.
          Patti Astor, Oh What FUN!
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To this point, this cultural geography of 20th Century New York City arts culture has achieved a broad overview 
of the major changes in the structure and character of the city, and the arts culture that evolved within it. 
Some more fine-pointed investigations have been started in the investigations of the physical structures and 
visual histories of E.57th St and E. 10th St. However, there is so much work left to be done. There are more 
movements left to be brought in with the Civil Rights Movement’s role in New York, the beginnings of the 
second Harlem Renaissance, the rising importance of the other Boroughs, especially in the post-1986 period, 
and many others. Furthermore, investigations to the role of walkability and the on-the-street experience of a 
street, a neighborhood, and of the entire city remain to be done.

The current format of the visual histories projected to the street elevations of 57th and 10th offer an initial 
step, but their flat and unexperiential style prevent the experience of the city to come through. Therefore, the 
next step of the project is twofold, to 1.) continue to expand the number of referenced datasets that allow the 
dissection of the urban scale city to determine the areas of importance, and 2.) begin to create more fine-tuned 
and experiential representations of the experience of a city, when viewed for both its physical characteristics, 
and the associated personal knowledges and oral histories that create the hooks by which one understands 
the environments they inhabit.

Towards this second goal, some preliminary collages have been produced, and are rendered on the next 
pages. These are specific to particular intersections of space and events, in this case the Silver-Age Factory of 
Warhol’s during the 64-68 period, the the 1962 “The New Realists” show at the Sydney Janis Gallery. These are 
investigations to very small scale spaces and particular events, but in the future, expanding this vision to allow 
one to see the city through the socio-spatial references of a specific person, of a movement, or of a kid just 
stepping into the city for the first time with no reference point but the media that formed the image of New 
York in their mind would allow the experience of what it was to exist in a city when one is not concerned with 
the physical plan of the space, but the fantasy and mythology that create it in the imagination.
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