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W hen the artist Florine Stettheimer returned from a sojourn in Europe during the
1910s, she vowed to paint New York City as she saw it. She wrote a poem in
which she spoke of a place where “skytowers had begun to grow / And front
stoop houses started to go / And life became quite different / And it was as tho’

someone had planted seeds / And people sprouted like common weeds / And seemed
unaware of accepted things.” She continued on, concluding ultimately that “what I should
like is to paint this thing.”

She did so, producing works such as New York/Liberty (1918–19), in which downtown
Manhattan’s busy port is shown with a chunky Statue of Liberty welcoming a ship. It’s a
bombastic vision of all that New York has to offer, and it’s one of the works that make this
list, which collects 100 of the best pieces about the city.

The works ranked below take many forms—painting, sculpture, photography, film,
performance, even artist-run organizations whose activities barely resemble art. They pay
homage to aspects of New York life across all five of its boroughs. Secret histories are made
visible, the stuff of everyday life is repurposed as art, and tragic events from New York lore
are memorialized. Binding all of these works is one larger question: What really makes a
city?

These 100 works come up with many different answers to that query, not the least because
a significant number of them are made by people who were born outside New York City.

Below, the 100 greatest works about New York City.
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100 Cecilia Vicuña, “Sidewalk Forests,” 1981

Cecilia Vicuña, Sidewalk Forests, 1981.
Photo : ©1981 Cecilia Vicuña/Photo Cesar Paternosto/Courtesy the artist and Lehmann Maupin, New York, Hong Kong, Seoul, and
London

When Cecilia Vicuña came from Bogotá to New York in 1980, she was initially most
attracted to “what is invisible to New Yorkers”—in particular the cracks in the sidewalk,
where the life beneath the city pokes through. Contemplating the Lenni Lenape land that
most New Yorkers don’t often think about, Vicuña created “Sidewalk Forests,” a grouping of
photographs and interventions in the urban environment that highlight the resilience of
weeds in the city. In the images, these weeds push their way in between stones or rise up
through the ground of vacant lots in Tribeca. Sometimes, to further highlight this typically
unwanted flora, Vicuña drew chalk lines or added pieces of thread, piquing the interest of
passersby. These people were not Vicuña’s intended audience, however. Instead, it was “the
forces of life, the wind, the ocean, the night, the sky,” as she said in a 2022 interview with
MoMA PS1. “That is what this work lives for.”

99 Mary Heilmann, Chinatown, 1976

Mary Heilmann, Chinatown, 1976.
Photo : ©Mary Heilmann/Photo Stephan White/Courtesy of the artist, 303 Gallery, New York, and Hauser & Wirth

This spare, elegant diptych, composed of nothing more than two red canvases placed side
by side, may appear too abstract to represent anything even remotely New York–related. In
fact, it alludes to Mary Heilmann’s experiences in the titular neighborhood, where she lived
with three other artists in a building they rented for the meager sum of $500 a month. Seen
that way, the painting is about cohabitation in New York, its two panels acting as a
metaphor for what happens when people are cramped together in the city. Yet the work also
looks back to the rich history of abstraction in New York, alluding to works by Josef Albers
and Barnett Newman, the latter of whom even shopped at Pearl Paint, the supply store that
was near Heilmann’s Chinatown loft.

98 Max Neuhaus, Times Square, 1977

Max Neuhaus's Times Square (1977) is set beneath a grid.
Photo : Photo Johannes Schmitt-Tegge/dpa/picture alliance via Getty Images

Every day, all day long, the space below a pedestrian island in Times Square emits a low
hum. This primordial sound—easy to miss amid the surrounding hubbub, and easy to
appreciate once located—is an artwork by Max Neuhaus, a sound installation titled Times
Square. It’s sited beneath a grate, which often leads people to write it off as stray noise from
the N/Q/R subway line that runs belowground. In fact, however, it is intended as an
environment, one that Neuhaus once described as being a “rich, harmonic sound texture
resembling the after-ring of large bells.” Due to the development of the surrounding area,
there have been periods during which the installation has been out of order. It is now owned
by the Dia Art Foundation, which keeps it running.

97 Reginald Marsh, Pip and Flip, 1932

Reginald Marsh, Pip and Flip, 1932.
Photo : Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/Terra Foundation for American Art, Chicago/Art Resource, NY

Many of Reginald Marsh’s most famous works are chaotic views of crowds on New York
streets, where their bodies press up against one another, creating lines of densely packed
people that have been compared to Greek friezes. In this one, a group of scantily clad
women is assembled beneath advertisements on the Coney Island boardwalk. In his ribald
paintings, Marsh generally does not pass up a chance to tease out eroticism, and here he
pays close attention to the prominently placed, bared legs of his women. He also creates sly
puns, pointing up ironies in the advertisements’ copy by casting a poster for a performer
known as Major Mite—himself a man who stood just 2’4”—at a scale larger than anyone
beneath it.

The scene’s namesake is a pair of Peruvian twins with microcephaly; the siblings were a
popular attraction at Coney Island, where they were frequently exoticized in marketing from
the era. One of the twins, Elvira, appears between two dancers who writhe around her.
Notably, her actual appearance seems very different from her representation in the
advertisement.

96 Ned Vena, Control, 2016

Ned Vena, Control, 2016.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Ramiken, New York

For the series of works of which this painting is a part, Ned Vena took inspiration from the
Spiderman Eye Graffiti Skyline, a meme-like image of New York skyscrapers reflected in the
superhero’s pupil. That image recurs in paintings sold on the streets of New York, where
they can be bought at a relatively low cost. Vena’s take on the Spiderman Eye Graffiti Skyline
is just as anonymous as those works. Using spray paint, Vena has rendered urban
landscapes warping across Spiderman’s glassy eyeball. At first they appear humdrum, but
look closer, and strange details emerge; for instance, one related work contains the Twin
Towers, while others, like this one, show the Freedom Tower instead.

95 Ming Smith, James Baldwin in Setting Sun
Over Harlem, 1979

Ming Smith, James Baldwin in Setting Sun Over Harlem, 1979.
Photo : Courtesy the artist

In this mysterious image, the writer James Baldwin appears to have ascended to the sky,
where his face has multiplied in the clouds. Ming Smith achieved the photograph’s unusual
look through double exposure, layering images of Baldwin atop that of the Harlem skyline.
The simple technique yields maximal results, offering a vision in inky blacks that feels almost
supernatural.
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Jimmie Durham, The Cathedral of St. John
the Divine in Manhattan is the World’s
Largest Gothic Cathedral. Except, of course,
that it is a fake; first by the simple fact of
being built in Manhattan, at the turn of the
century. But the stone work is re-inforced
with steel which is expanding with rust.
Someday it will destroy the stone. The
Cathedral is in Morningside Heights
overlooking a panoramic view of Harlem
which is separated by a high fence., 1989

Jimmie Durham, The Cathedral of St. John the Divine in Manhattan is the World’s Largest Gothic Cathedral.
Except, of course, that it is a fake; first by the simple fact of being built in Manhattan, at the turn of the century.
But the stone work is re-inforced with steel which is expanding with rust. Someday it will destroy the stone. The
Cathedral is in Morningside Heights overlooking a panoramic view of Harlem which is separated by a high
fence., 1989.
Photo : ©Jimmie Durham/Digital Image ©The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New York/Museum of Modern
Art

The cryptic title of this sculpture by Jimmie Durham sounds like an excerpt from a history of
the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, which is sited near where the artist lived in Spanish
Harlem. The actual work doesn’t quite offer that. When he made this work, Durham, who
said he was Cherokee, was inhabiting a persona known as the Coyote, a trickster figure in
some Indigenous peoples’ lore, and was foraging Manhattan’s streets for skulls. He recalled
finding a moose cranium in the cathedral’s garden and transporting it to his apartment
building, where he had to saw off one antler to bring it upstairs. The practical decision
ended up informing the artistic one, with Durham adding a pipe in the missing antler’s place,
along with a wooden armature that now acts as something like a body. This, Durham later
claimed, allowed the sculpture “to have a life but not taxidermy, not fake, but some sort of
art life.” The elaborate play between fact and fiction extends to the work’s title, which
includes at least one error: The real cathedral does not have a steel skeleton.

93 Fred Wilson, Guarded View, 1991

Fred Wilson, Guarded View, 1991.
Photo : Whitney Museum

Guarded View does not explicitly represent any element of New York, but that is very much
its point. It depicts the uniforms worn by guards at four institutions: the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, the Jewish Museum, the Museum of Modern Art, and the Whitney Museum
of American Art, all of which just happen to be located in Manhattan. The uniforms are worn
by headless mannequins with no identifying features other than their skin tones, which are
Black. Shown as art objects unto themselves, these uniforms point toward a line of work
that frequently goes unnoticed by the general public. In exhibiting them within museums
such as the Whitney, which owns Guarded View, Wilson makes visible one kind of labor
performed by a largely nonwhite workforce—one of the many that help New York City run.

92 Jordan Casteel, Twins (Subway), 2018

Jordan Casteel, Twins (Subway), 2018.
Photo : Photo Jason Wyche/Courtesy the artist and Casey Kaplan

In Jordan Casteel’s acclaimed group of paintings of subway riders in New York, people gaze
on, hands clasp bags, and children play games with each other. In just about every case,
Casteel’s subjects seem unaware of her. This is because Casteel has photographed them in
secret, snapping pictures while herself taking the subway, then bringing these images back
to her studio, where she paints tender homages to those who passed before her lens. In this
painting, two children lie in slumber, slumped against a person who holds them both one
hand. It’s a work that doubles as both an homage to the city’s sprawling mass transit
system and a close-up to the moments of tenderness that often go missed while riding it.

91 Oto Gillen, New York, 2015–17

Oto Gillen, New York, 2015–17.
Photo : Courtesy the artist

The images presented in this video by Oto Gillen have a quasi-apocalyptic air—they appear
to be of our world but with slight, nightmarish alterations. During the course of its 107-
minute run time, some 850 stills are shown, some for longer periods than others. There are
photos of policemen and deliverymen, pictures of the unhoused, close-ups of people’s
clothes, and more eccentric subject matter such as an image of a pretzel hanging on a
street cart that’s illuminated in neon colors by an off-screen light source. Although many of
these shots feel timeless, there are occasionally bleak reminders of recent events, such as
one shot of a screaming Trump supporter. New York was projected floor to ceiling when it
was exhibited at the Whitney Biennial in 2017, the year after Donald Trump won the U.S.
presidential election, and it retains its hypnotic power even in hindsight. It stands as a time
capsule from a city on the brink of collapse during a pivotal moment in U.S. history.

90 Shu Lea Cheang, Fresh Kill, 1994

Shu Lea Cheang, Fresh Kill, 1994.
Photo : Photo Lona Foote

Issues related to climate change and the oppression of certain communities in New York are
broached in the prescient Fresh Kill, an experimental film by Shu Lea Cheang that preceded
her later works shown in art spaces. Sarita Chowdhury and Erin McMurtry star as a lesbian
couple living on Staten Island near the Fresh Kills Landfill, which at the time had attracted
scrutiny because of how much trash it had accrued. (The landfill is no longer active.) Midway
through the film, for reasons that remain somewhat unclear, the couple’s daughter is
kidnapped, possibly in connection with a shadowy corporation that has besieged New York
with pollution. Hacking gradually becomes a form of resistance for this couple—and
suggests a potential way to survive in a rapidly changing city, reversing the power dynamic
that keeps queer people, people of color, and lower-class communities out of view of the
city’s elite.
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W hen the artist Florine Stettheimer returned from a sojourn in Europe during the
1910s, she vowed to paint New York City as she saw it. She wrote a poem in
which she spoke of a place where “skytowers had begun to grow / And front
stoop houses started to go / And life became quite different / And it was as tho’

someone had planted seeds / And people sprouted like common weeds / And seemed
unaware of accepted things.” She continued on, concluding ultimately that “what I should
like is to paint this thing.”

She did so, producing works such as New York/Liberty (1918–19), in which downtown
Manhattan’s busy port is shown with a chunky Statue of Liberty welcoming a ship. It’s a
bombastic vision of all that New York has to offer, and it’s one of the works that make this
list, which collects 100 of the best pieces about the city.

The works ranked below take many forms—painting, sculpture, photography, film,
performance, even artist-run organizations whose activities barely resemble art. They pay
homage to aspects of New York life across all five of its boroughs. Secret histories are made
visible, the stuff of everyday life is repurposed as art, and tragic events from New York lore
are memorialized. Binding all of these works is one larger question: What really makes a
city?

These 100 works come up with many different answers to that query, not the least because
a significant number of them are made by people who were born outside New York City.

Below, the 100 greatest works about New York City.
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100 Cecilia Vicuña, “Sidewalk Forests,” 1981

Cecilia Vicuña, Sidewalk Forests, 1981.
Photo : ©1981 Cecilia Vicuña/Photo Cesar Paternosto/Courtesy the artist and Lehmann Maupin, New York, Hong Kong, Seoul, and
London

When Cecilia Vicuña came from Bogotá to New York in 1980, she was initially most
attracted to “what is invisible to New Yorkers”—in particular the cracks in the sidewalk,
where the life beneath the city pokes through. Contemplating the Lenni Lenape land that
most New Yorkers don’t often think about, Vicuña created “Sidewalk Forests,” a grouping of
photographs and interventions in the urban environment that highlight the resilience of
weeds in the city. In the images, these weeds push their way in between stones or rise up
through the ground of vacant lots in Tribeca. Sometimes, to further highlight this typically
unwanted flora, Vicuña drew chalk lines or added pieces of thread, piquing the interest of
passersby. These people were not Vicuña’s intended audience, however. Instead, it was “the
forces of life, the wind, the ocean, the night, the sky,” as she said in a 2022 interview with
MoMA PS1. “That is what this work lives for.”

99 Mary Heilmann, Chinatown, 1976

Mary Heilmann, Chinatown, 1976.
Photo : ©Mary Heilmann/Photo Stephan White/Courtesy of the artist, 303 Gallery, New York, and Hauser & Wirth

This spare, elegant diptych, composed of nothing more than two red canvases placed side
by side, may appear too abstract to represent anything even remotely New York–related. In
fact, it alludes to Mary Heilmann’s experiences in the titular neighborhood, where she lived
with three other artists in a building they rented for the meager sum of $500 a month. Seen
that way, the painting is about cohabitation in New York, its two panels acting as a
metaphor for what happens when people are cramped together in the city. Yet the work also
looks back to the rich history of abstraction in New York, alluding to works by Josef Albers
and Barnett Newman, the latter of whom even shopped at Pearl Paint, the supply store that
was near Heilmann’s Chinatown loft.

98 Max Neuhaus, Times Square, 1977

Max Neuhaus's Times Square (1977) is set beneath a grid.
Photo : Photo Johannes Schmitt-Tegge/dpa/picture alliance via Getty Images

Every day, all day long, the space below a pedestrian island in Times Square emits a low
hum. This primordial sound—easy to miss amid the surrounding hubbub, and easy to
appreciate once located—is an artwork by Max Neuhaus, a sound installation titled Times
Square. It’s sited beneath a grate, which often leads people to write it off as stray noise from
the N/Q/R subway line that runs belowground. In fact, however, it is intended as an
environment, one that Neuhaus once described as being a “rich, harmonic sound texture
resembling the after-ring of large bells.” Due to the development of the surrounding area,
there have been periods during which the installation has been out of order. It is now owned
by the Dia Art Foundation, which keeps it running.

97 Reginald Marsh, Pip and Flip, 1932

Reginald Marsh, Pip and Flip, 1932.
Photo : Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/Terra Foundation for American Art, Chicago/Art Resource, NY

Many of Reginald Marsh’s most famous works are chaotic views of crowds on New York
streets, where their bodies press up against one another, creating lines of densely packed
people that have been compared to Greek friezes. In this one, a group of scantily clad
women is assembled beneath advertisements on the Coney Island boardwalk. In his ribald
paintings, Marsh generally does not pass up a chance to tease out eroticism, and here he
pays close attention to the prominently placed, bared legs of his women. He also creates sly
puns, pointing up ironies in the advertisements’ copy by casting a poster for a performer
known as Major Mite—himself a man who stood just 2’4”—at a scale larger than anyone
beneath it.

The scene’s namesake is a pair of Peruvian twins with microcephaly; the siblings were a
popular attraction at Coney Island, where they were frequently exoticized in marketing from
the era. One of the twins, Elvira, appears between two dancers who writhe around her.
Notably, her actual appearance seems very different from her representation in the
advertisement.

96 Ned Vena, Control, 2016

Ned Vena, Control, 2016.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Ramiken, New York

For the series of works of which this painting is a part, Ned Vena took inspiration from the
Spiderman Eye Graffiti Skyline, a meme-like image of New York skyscrapers reflected in the
superhero’s pupil. That image recurs in paintings sold on the streets of New York, where
they can be bought at a relatively low cost. Vena’s take on the Spiderman Eye Graffiti Skyline
is just as anonymous as those works. Using spray paint, Vena has rendered urban
landscapes warping across Spiderman’s glassy eyeball. At first they appear humdrum, but
look closer, and strange details emerge; for instance, one related work contains the Twin
Towers, while others, like this one, show the Freedom Tower instead.

95 Ming Smith, James Baldwin in Setting Sun
Over Harlem, 1979

Ming Smith, James Baldwin in Setting Sun Over Harlem, 1979.
Photo : Courtesy the artist

In this mysterious image, the writer James Baldwin appears to have ascended to the sky,
where his face has multiplied in the clouds. Ming Smith achieved the photograph’s unusual
look through double exposure, layering images of Baldwin atop that of the Harlem skyline.
The simple technique yields maximal results, offering a vision in inky blacks that feels almost
supernatural.
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Jimmie Durham, The Cathedral of St. John
the Divine in Manhattan is the World’s
Largest Gothic Cathedral. Except, of course,
that it is a fake; first by the simple fact of
being built in Manhattan, at the turn of the
century. But the stone work is re-inforced
with steel which is expanding with rust.
Someday it will destroy the stone. The
Cathedral is in Morningside Heights
overlooking a panoramic view of Harlem
which is separated by a high fence., 1989

Jimmie Durham, The Cathedral of St. John the Divine in Manhattan is the World’s Largest Gothic Cathedral.
Except, of course, that it is a fake; first by the simple fact of being built in Manhattan, at the turn of the century.
But the stone work is re-inforced with steel which is expanding with rust. Someday it will destroy the stone. The
Cathedral is in Morningside Heights overlooking a panoramic view of Harlem which is separated by a high
fence., 1989.
Photo : ©Jimmie Durham/Digital Image ©The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New York/Museum of Modern
Art

The cryptic title of this sculpture by Jimmie Durham sounds like an excerpt from a history of
the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, which is sited near where the artist lived in Spanish
Harlem. The actual work doesn’t quite offer that. When he made this work, Durham, who
said he was Cherokee, was inhabiting a persona known as the Coyote, a trickster figure in
some Indigenous peoples’ lore, and was foraging Manhattan’s streets for skulls. He recalled
finding a moose cranium in the cathedral’s garden and transporting it to his apartment
building, where he had to saw off one antler to bring it upstairs. The practical decision
ended up informing the artistic one, with Durham adding a pipe in the missing antler’s place,
along with a wooden armature that now acts as something like a body. This, Durham later
claimed, allowed the sculpture “to have a life but not taxidermy, not fake, but some sort of
art life.” The elaborate play between fact and fiction extends to the work’s title, which
includes at least one error: The real cathedral does not have a steel skeleton.

93 Fred Wilson, Guarded View, 1991

Fred Wilson, Guarded View, 1991.
Photo : Whitney Museum

Guarded View does not explicitly represent any element of New York, but that is very much
its point. It depicts the uniforms worn by guards at four institutions: the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, the Jewish Museum, the Museum of Modern Art, and the Whitney Museum
of American Art, all of which just happen to be located in Manhattan. The uniforms are worn
by headless mannequins with no identifying features other than their skin tones, which are
Black. Shown as art objects unto themselves, these uniforms point toward a line of work
that frequently goes unnoticed by the general public. In exhibiting them within museums
such as the Whitney, which owns Guarded View, Wilson makes visible one kind of labor
performed by a largely nonwhite workforce—one of the many that help New York City run.

92 Jordan Casteel, Twins (Subway), 2018

Jordan Casteel, Twins (Subway), 2018.
Photo : Photo Jason Wyche/Courtesy the artist and Casey Kaplan

In Jordan Casteel’s acclaimed group of paintings of subway riders in New York, people gaze
on, hands clasp bags, and children play games with each other. In just about every case,
Casteel’s subjects seem unaware of her. This is because Casteel has photographed them in
secret, snapping pictures while herself taking the subway, then bringing these images back
to her studio, where she paints tender homages to those who passed before her lens. In this
painting, two children lie in slumber, slumped against a person who holds them both one
hand. It’s a work that doubles as both an homage to the city’s sprawling mass transit
system and a close-up to the moments of tenderness that often go missed while riding it.

91 Oto Gillen, New York, 2015–17

Oto Gillen, New York, 2015–17.
Photo : Courtesy the artist

The images presented in this video by Oto Gillen have a quasi-apocalyptic air—they appear
to be of our world but with slight, nightmarish alterations. During the course of its 107-
minute run time, some 850 stills are shown, some for longer periods than others. There are
photos of policemen and deliverymen, pictures of the unhoused, close-ups of people’s
clothes, and more eccentric subject matter such as an image of a pretzel hanging on a
street cart that’s illuminated in neon colors by an off-screen light source. Although many of
these shots feel timeless, there are occasionally bleak reminders of recent events, such as
one shot of a screaming Trump supporter. New York was projected floor to ceiling when it
was exhibited at the Whitney Biennial in 2017, the year after Donald Trump won the U.S.
presidential election, and it retains its hypnotic power even in hindsight. It stands as a time
capsule from a city on the brink of collapse during a pivotal moment in U.S. history.

90 Shu Lea Cheang, Fresh Kill, 1994

Shu Lea Cheang, Fresh Kill, 1994.
Photo : Photo Lona Foote

Issues related to climate change and the oppression of certain communities in New York are
broached in the prescient Fresh Kill, an experimental film by Shu Lea Cheang that preceded
her later works shown in art spaces. Sarita Chowdhury and Erin McMurtry star as a lesbian
couple living on Staten Island near the Fresh Kills Landfill, which at the time had attracted
scrutiny because of how much trash it had accrued. (The landfill is no longer active.) Midway
through the film, for reasons that remain somewhat unclear, the couple’s daughter is
kidnapped, possibly in connection with a shadowy corporation that has besieged New York
with pollution. Hacking gradually becomes a form of resistance for this couple—and
suggests a potential way to survive in a rapidly changing city, reversing the power dynamic
that keeps queer people, people of color, and lower-class communities out of view of the
city’s elite.
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Cameron Rowland, Van Cortlandt Park, 2021, Bench in Seward Park. 

The dread of “an uprising of blacks” in 1722 prompted an act providing that all negroes and blacks be buried by
daylight. The act was amended afterward so that not more than twelve negroes should attend a funeral. The
penalty for the violation of this statute was a public flogging. Furthermore, the slave was to be buried without
any outward signs of grief or any ceremonial tokens, such as a pall, gloves or flowers. 

—New York Times, April 12, 1903 

In 1991, the Government Services Administration began construction on the Ted Weiss Federal Building in New
York City. During construction human remains were disinterred. Historical analysis identified the site as a Black
burial ground. Black protests against the GSA’s treatment of the site led to a large-scale archeological survey.
The building was still built. Part of the site was reserved for The African Burial Ground Monument on Duane
Street. By naming it “The African Burial Ground Monument,” the site is portrayed as the only Black burial ground
in the city. 

There are numerous unmarked Black burial grounds throughout New York City.
At Church Avenue and Bedford Avenue in Brooklyn there is a 17th–19th century unmarked Black burial ground.
At Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx there is a 17th–19th century unmarked Black burial ground.
At 90th Street and Corona Avenue in Queens there is a 19th–20th century unmarked Black burial ground.
At 126th Street and 2nd Avenue in Manhattan there is a 17th–19th century unmarked Black burial ground.
At 212th Street and 10th Avenue in Manhattan there is a 17th–19th century unmarked Black burial ground. 

Many of these burial grounds did not have individual plots, but were made as collective graves. Many of those
buried did not own the property of their resting place. Some of these burial grounds have been built over with
bus terminals, schools, car mechanics, and homes. They remain unmarked. The Black burial ground has
traditionally been a site of plotting and rebellion. Their unmarked status has served this purpose. 

Despite identifying as an abolitionist, William H. Seward, U.S. Secretary of State from 1861–1869, favored
compensating slave owners for their loss of enslaved property and designed President Andrew Johnson’s
Declaration of Amnesty in 1865, reinstating former Confederates’ property. Seward co-wrote Johnson’s 1866
veto of the Freedmen’s Bill that would have extended the existence of the Freedmen’s Bureau. He also co-wrote
Johnson’s veto of the 15th Amendment, in an attempt to continue the disenfranchisement of Black people.
Seward’s vision of reunification allowed for emancipation, but foreclosed the recognition of Black people as
human. 

Five unauthorized benches have been put in Seward Park. These benches are the same 19th century design
that is used throughout the park. These benches are titled after the locations of five unmarked Black burial
grounds throughout the city. The displaced acknowledgements of these burial grounds intervene on Seward’s
memorial. They are meant for resting or remembering or plotting.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Maxwell Graham / Essex Street, New York

Visitors to Cameron Rowland’s 2021 show at Essex Street gallery were encouraged to visit
the nearby Seward Park on the Lower East Side, where several artworks were on view.
Most critics reported trouble finding the works there because, as it turned out, they were
replica benches that looked exactly the same as preexisting ones in the park, with two
subtle differences: They were not bolted to the ground, and they had not been authorized.

One of these benches, Van Cortlandt Park, was sited near a playground, where its dark
context could easily have been overlooked. This bench and the others Rowland exhibited
were references to Black burial grounds throughout New York, one of which is believed to
have been located in the piece’s namesake Bronx park. (Van Cortland Park officials have
acknowledged that a “substantial” number of bodies may be buried there.) Rowland then
connected that history to the man who lent Seward Park its name, William H. Seward, who,
despite claiming to be an abolitionist, tried to quash the 15th Amendment, which grants all
Americans the right to vote regardless of race. Rowland’s bench materializes a history that
has long been kept invisible by those in power. It will remain on view indefinitely, in an
assurance that that history will not easily be forgotten.
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Kwame Brathwaite, Photo shoot at a public
school for one of the AJASS-associated
modeling groups that emulated the
Grandassa Models and began to embrace
natural hairstyles, ca. 1966

Kwame Brathwaite, Photo shoot at a public school for one of the AJASS-associated modeling groups that
emulated the Grandassa Models and began to embrace natural hairstyles, ca. 1966.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Philip Martin Gallery, Los Angeles

Seen from today’s perspective, this photograph could easily be misconstrued as an image
from an editorial spread in a fashion magazine. At the time it was taken, however, dark-
skinned Black women like the ones shown here did not regularly appear in those
publications, even ones like Ebony, where light-skinned models were still the norm. Seeking
to upend that, Kwame Brathwaite took his camera to Harlem, where he photographed
residents in styles that were unmistakably local. Brathwaite’s collaborators sourced his
models from Harlem’s streets; he grouped them under the name Grandassa, an allusion to
politician Carlos Cooks’s term for Africa. In this shot, the artist shows women who have
absorbed styles put forward by the Grandassa Models on the runway, proudly sporting
natural hairstyles. By posing these models outside, Brathwaite establishes a connection
between that neighborhood and the women who shape it.

59 Krzysztof Wodiczko, Homeless Vehicle,
1988–89

Krzysztof Wodiczko, Homeless Vehicle in New York City, 1988–89.
Photo : ©Krzysztof Wodiczko/Courtesy Galerie Lelong & Co., New York

During the 1980s, Krzysztof Wodiczko diagnosed a problem in New York: The rich were
getting richer and the poor were getting poorer, and the growing divide between the two
was being expressed physically, in the form of designer objects and gleaming skyscrapers
like Trump Tower. In 1988 this sculpture ended up being paraded before Trump Tower by an
unhoused man. People like him were invited to work with Wodiczko as “consultants” on the
piece, a conical container with fencing that could act as a bed, a lavatory, and a storage
unit. The people whom Wodiczko enlisted to cart it around became something like
performers; some embraced the work, while others voiced acute anger about the project,
according the artist. Homeless Vehicle is a work that points up a sad contradiction. This is
an object that should not have to exist at all, and yet here it is, designed not by a state-
appointed official but by an artist acknowledging a group of people the city has generally
been unwilling to support.
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David Diao, Kowloon / Lower Manhattan, 2014.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Greene Naftali

David Diao came to New York from Hong Kong in 1955 and has remained in Manhattan
ever since, working from a loft building in Tribeca where he also lives. Reflecting on his
diasporic life, Diao has often painted works that place the histories and art of New York and
China, where he was born, alongside each other. Kowloon / Lower Manhattan is composed
mostly of two maps, one portraying the district where he lived as a child in Hong Kong, the
other showing the bottom portion of Manhattan, with a yellow dot on both to note where he
resided. The two maps have vague resemblances, and Diao seems to make a point of their
similarities. But the painting also mourns the erosion of history. Both maps are partial, the
New York one notably cutting off just before the Manhattan and Brooklyn Bridges. Cast
against blue and aqua expanses that hint at the ocean and allude to Color Field abstraction,
these maps survey geography familiar to Diao while also suggesting that much has been
lost to him over the years.
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Marta Minujín, Statue of Liberty Covered in Hamburgers (Estatua de la Libertad recubierta de hamburguesas),
1979.
Photo : Marta Minujín Archive

In Buenos Aires, the city where Marta Minujín was born, the artist found herself fascinated
by the Obelisco, a 235-foot-tall structure that she fashioned anew for a sculpture of her
own. She covered it in Panettone sweet breads, a food she associated with Argentina, and
let viewers feast once her obelisk was lowered. Seeking to re-create the project in New
York, where she moved during the 1960s, Minujín turned her eye toward the Statue of
Liberty, whose likeness she wanted to build in Battery Park using an armature so large that
viewers could walk into it. She sought to cover it in hamburgers, which would be grilled
using a flamethrower, and to source the patties from McDonald’s, to whom she a penned a
proposal, beginning, “I write to you because I have an idea to be made with hamburgers.”
Her idea was never realized—it exists now only as sketches—but this has not stopped
many from obsessing over the project. Curator Connie Butler has labeled it a feminist
subversion of a phallic symbol, while others have read it as a tongue-in-cheek parody of
what constitutes American identity.

56 Weegee, Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade,
ca. 1942

Weegee, Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, ca. 1942.
Photo : International Center of Photography/Getty Images

There is no shortage of memorable mishaps that have taken place at the Macy’s
Thanksgiving Day Parade—that time in 1991 when Kermit the Frog deflated, for one. But
even an average Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade is strange enough, and leave it to
Weegee, one of the great chroniclers of New York absurdity, to point that out. The Museum
of Modern Art, which owns a print of this photograph, estimates that it was shot around
1942, which would mean Weegee snapped it around the time that the parade was called
off, due to a helium and rubber shortage during World War II. The title, then, starts to seem
ironic, an interpretation reinforced by the fact that there are no crowds present. The only
person who is seen, a smiling driver, doesn’t even seem to pay attention to the gigantic
inflatable balloon that ominously looms nearby. Does the celebratory spirit of the parade live
on, even in its absence, or is something darker taking place? Weegee provides no clear-cut
answer.

55 Tourmaline, Salacia, 2019

Tourmaline, Salacia (still), 2019.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Chapter NY

Mary Jones, the protagonist of this film, was a real-life Black trans woman sex worker who
in 1836 was convicted of grand larceny in New York and sentenced to five years in Sing
Sing. Tourmaline’s take on Jones’s life intentionally tweaks the historical record. In her film,
Jones lives not in SoHo but in Seneca Village, a 19th-century haven for free Black
Americans and Irish immigrants that was demolished to make way for Central Park. In
adapting Jones’s life in this way, and in presenting it in an experimental mode that is far from
a biopic, with split screens and lack of a cause-and-effect structure, Tourmaline liberates
Jones, granting her more freedom than she ever had when she was alive. Although nearly
two centuries have passed since Jones was imprisoned, Tourmaline connects Jones’s New
York to the Manhattan of the present by including appropriated footage of trans figures like
Marsha P. Johnson, an activist and drag queen associated with 1969’s Stonewall Uprising,
which spurred the gay liberation movement in the United States.

54 Bernadette Mayer, Memory, 1971

Bernadette Mayer, Memory (detail), 1971.
Photo : Photo Joe DeNardo/Courtesy the artist and Canada

The snapshots of New York that can be seen in Bernadette Mayer’s Memory are often
shoddily composed, slightly out of focus, and deliberately a little grainy. Seen together, these
amateurish shots form a moving attempt to pin down banal places and people that may
otherwise have gone uncaptured. Each day, starting in July 1971, Mayer shot one roll of
35mm film while also keeping a diary of what she did. In total, she took 1,100 photographs;
she also recorded hours of audio in which she read her poetry. (She likened the project to a
film because of its combination of images and sound.) Among her pictures are some
beautiful images: a woman looking forlorn at a hot dog stand, a blazing firecracker at a pier,
two people walking across a sidewalk lined with fallen sheets of paper. Memory, which has
also been published as a book, marks one way of using art to create a permanent image of
a city in flux.

53 Yuji Agematsu, 01-01-2014 ~ 12-31-2014,
2014

Yuji Agematsu, Zip: 01.01.14 – 12.31.14 (detail), 2014.
Photo : Courtesy the artist

Every day, Yuji Agematsu walks around the streets of New York and picks up specimens
found along the way—a half-eaten hard candy, perhaps, or cracked plastic fingernails. He
often places the day’s findings in the cellophane of a cigarette box, with each constituting a
unit that Agematsu has called a “zip,” and he typically exhibits them in groups denoting
either a month or a year of walks. Presented in rows on shelves in a quirky riff on Minimalism
(Agematsu has long worked at the studio of Donald Judd, a leader of that movement), the
“zips” become a way of marking time.

They also attest to the diversity of New York, where so many things and so many people are
packed so densely that every encounter feels fresh. These are, after all, personal takes on
the city’s landscape—Agematsu has curated them, in a sense. Accordingly, it’s not hard to
imagine the joy he must have felt when he came upon the clump of moss, the unused
condom, the perfectly preserved dead dragonfly, and the other items enlisted for this
installation, which memorably appeared in 2015 at the now-defunct Brooklyn gallery Real
Fine Arts.

52 John Knight, Identity Capital, 1998

John Knight, Identity Capital, 1998.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Greene Naftali

This unassuming conceptual artwork at first appears to be an arrangement of 20 bouquets.
Text accompanying each one makes clear that these aren’t just any flowers: They came
from SoHo restaurants that held significant clout at the time—Balthazar and Odeon, to
name two. Meanwhile, at these eateries, a note was left stating that the bouquets had been
removed and transported to American Fine Arts, the famed New York gallery where the
piece debuted. This method of presentation vaguely recalls how institutions inform the
public of art typically on view that has been sent out on loan, drawing a line between the
value of works and the social capital associated with these cafes. That all of the restaurants
were located in what was at the time the city’s hottest gallery district is no coincidence
either. Identity Capital asks a provocative question: What really counts most in the New York
art world, a name or an object associated with it?

51 Paulo Nazareth, Sem título, 2011

Paulo Nazareth, Sem título, 2011.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Mendes Wood DM

Over the course of eight months in 2011, Paulo Nazareth went on an epic journey that
involved going from Minas Gerais, Brazil, to the United States solely by foot and bus. His
painstaking trek was documented in a photography series called “Notícias de América,”
which immortalizes the various performances that Nazareth staged along the way. In this
picture, Nazareth can be seen standing on a midtown street with the Empire State Building
in the background. Wearing a head covering, a scarf, and a long white robe, he has a sign
hanging around his neck: “DONT FORGET ME WHEN I WILL BE AN IMPORTANT NAME.”
(Another shot features him donning the same sign in its Spanish equivalent.) Notably, the
people walking by appear to barely register this Afro-Brazilian artist, who looks less like a
figure with art world credentials than just another nomad passing through. Nazareth is
questioning what it takes to really make it in a city like New York, where there are many
others like him awaiting their turn in the spotlight.

50 Gordon Parks, Untitled, New York, 1957

Gordon Parks, Untitled, New York, 1957.
Photo : Courtesy the Gordon Parks Foundation

When Gordon Parks visited crime scenes and prisons across the country for the photo
essay “The Atmosphere of Crime” in 1957, he seemed less interested in arrests and the like
than in everything around them. As part of that series, he produced works such as this
photograph, in which a police officer is shown from behind. Shot in delicious color, with the
dusky sky a deep shade of azure, the picture is dominated by an authority figure who seems
to hold too much power, looming larger than any of the people who move down the street.
That cop sucks the color from the photograph, leaving a black void at its center, even as the
word MAJESTIC appears lit up on a nearby marquee. In composing the image in this way,
Parks hints at the imbalances between regular people and the cops who police them.

49 Beauford Delaney, Can Fire in the Park, 1946

Beauford Delaney, Can Fire in the Park, 1946.
Photo : ©Estate of Beauford Delaney by permission of Derek L. Spratley, Esquire, Court Appointed Administrator/Courtesy Michael
Rosenfeld Gallery LLC, New York, NY

Because of the way that Beauford Delaney paints the shaky surroundings of Can Fire in the
Park, it’s not exactly clear where these men are huddled. They stand before a trash fire,
warming their spindly hands over flames amid trees, a manhole, and some arrows, which
may connote street signs. Their faces aren’t visible, perhaps to indicate that they could be
anyone—even Delaney himself. Delaney, who was based in Harlem at the time he made this
work, faced poverty, and there is conjecture that the painting may represent a sight seen
while spending the night on a park bench, according to its owner, the Smithsonian American
Art Museum.
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Cameron Rowland, Van Cortlandt Park, 2021, Bench in Seward Park. 

The dread of “an uprising of blacks” in 1722 prompted an act providing that all negroes and blacks be buried by
daylight. The act was amended afterward so that not more than twelve negroes should attend a funeral. The
penalty for the violation of this statute was a public flogging. Furthermore, the slave was to be buried without
any outward signs of grief or any ceremonial tokens, such as a pall, gloves or flowers. 

—New York Times, April 12, 1903 

In 1991, the Government Services Administration began construction on the Ted Weiss Federal Building in New
York City. During construction human remains were disinterred. Historical analysis identified the site as a Black
burial ground. Black protests against the GSA’s treatment of the site led to a large-scale archeological survey.
The building was still built. Part of the site was reserved for The African Burial Ground Monument on Duane
Street. By naming it “The African Burial Ground Monument,” the site is portrayed as the only Black burial ground
in the city. 

There are numerous unmarked Black burial grounds throughout New York City.
At Church Avenue and Bedford Avenue in Brooklyn there is a 17th–19th century unmarked Black burial ground.
At Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx there is a 17th–19th century unmarked Black burial ground.
At 90th Street and Corona Avenue in Queens there is a 19th–20th century unmarked Black burial ground.
At 126th Street and 2nd Avenue in Manhattan there is a 17th–19th century unmarked Black burial ground.
At 212th Street and 10th Avenue in Manhattan there is a 17th–19th century unmarked Black burial ground. 

Many of these burial grounds did not have individual plots, but were made as collective graves. Many of those
buried did not own the property of their resting place. Some of these burial grounds have been built over with
bus terminals, schools, car mechanics, and homes. They remain unmarked. The Black burial ground has
traditionally been a site of plotting and rebellion. Their unmarked status has served this purpose. 

Despite identifying as an abolitionist, William H. Seward, U.S. Secretary of State from 1861–1869, favored
compensating slave owners for their loss of enslaved property and designed President Andrew Johnson’s
Declaration of Amnesty in 1865, reinstating former Confederates’ property. Seward co-wrote Johnson’s 1866
veto of the Freedmen’s Bill that would have extended the existence of the Freedmen’s Bureau. He also co-wrote
Johnson’s veto of the 15th Amendment, in an attempt to continue the disenfranchisement of Black people.
Seward’s vision of reunification allowed for emancipation, but foreclosed the recognition of Black people as
human. 

Five unauthorized benches have been put in Seward Park. These benches are the same 19th century design
that is used throughout the park. These benches are titled after the locations of five unmarked Black burial
grounds throughout the city. The displaced acknowledgements of these burial grounds intervene on Seward’s
memorial. They are meant for resting or remembering or plotting.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Maxwell Graham / Essex Street, New York

Visitors to Cameron Rowland’s 2021 show at Essex Street gallery were encouraged to visit
the nearby Seward Park on the Lower East Side, where several artworks were on view.
Most critics reported trouble finding the works there because, as it turned out, they were
replica benches that looked exactly the same as preexisting ones in the park, with two
subtle differences: They were not bolted to the ground, and they had not been authorized.

One of these benches, Van Cortlandt Park, was sited near a playground, where its dark
context could easily have been overlooked. This bench and the others Rowland exhibited
were references to Black burial grounds throughout New York, one of which is believed to
have been located in the piece’s namesake Bronx park. (Van Cortland Park officials have
acknowledged that a “substantial” number of bodies may be buried there.) Rowland then
connected that history to the man who lent Seward Park its name, William H. Seward, who,
despite claiming to be an abolitionist, tried to quash the 15th Amendment, which grants all
Americans the right to vote regardless of race. Rowland’s bench materializes a history that
has long been kept invisible by those in power. It will remain on view indefinitely, in an
assurance that that history will not easily be forgotten.

60

Kwame Brathwaite, Photo shoot at a public
school for one of the AJASS-associated
modeling groups that emulated the
Grandassa Models and began to embrace
natural hairstyles, ca. 1966

Kwame Brathwaite, Photo shoot at a public school for one of the AJASS-associated modeling groups that
emulated the Grandassa Models and began to embrace natural hairstyles, ca. 1966.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Philip Martin Gallery, Los Angeles

Seen from today’s perspective, this photograph could easily be misconstrued as an image
from an editorial spread in a fashion magazine. At the time it was taken, however, dark-
skinned Black women like the ones shown here did not regularly appear in those
publications, even ones like Ebony, where light-skinned models were still the norm. Seeking
to upend that, Kwame Brathwaite took his camera to Harlem, where he photographed
residents in styles that were unmistakably local. Brathwaite’s collaborators sourced his
models from Harlem’s streets; he grouped them under the name Grandassa, an allusion to
politician Carlos Cooks’s term for Africa. In this shot, the artist shows women who have
absorbed styles put forward by the Grandassa Models on the runway, proudly sporting
natural hairstyles. By posing these models outside, Brathwaite establishes a connection
between that neighborhood and the women who shape it.

59 Krzysztof Wodiczko, Homeless Vehicle,
1988–89

Krzysztof Wodiczko, Homeless Vehicle in New York City, 1988–89.
Photo : ©Krzysztof Wodiczko/Courtesy Galerie Lelong & Co., New York

During the 1980s, Krzysztof Wodiczko diagnosed a problem in New York: The rich were
getting richer and the poor were getting poorer, and the growing divide between the two
was being expressed physically, in the form of designer objects and gleaming skyscrapers
like Trump Tower. In 1988 this sculpture ended up being paraded before Trump Tower by an
unhoused man. People like him were invited to work with Wodiczko as “consultants” on the
piece, a conical container with fencing that could act as a bed, a lavatory, and a storage
unit. The people whom Wodiczko enlisted to cart it around became something like
performers; some embraced the work, while others voiced acute anger about the project,
according the artist. Homeless Vehicle is a work that points up a sad contradiction. This is
an object that should not have to exist at all, and yet here it is, designed not by a state-
appointed official but by an artist acknowledging a group of people the city has generally
been unwilling to support.
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David Diao, Kowloon / Lower Manhattan, 2014.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Greene Naftali

David Diao came to New York from Hong Kong in 1955 and has remained in Manhattan
ever since, working from a loft building in Tribeca where he also lives. Reflecting on his
diasporic life, Diao has often painted works that place the histories and art of New York and
China, where he was born, alongside each other. Kowloon / Lower Manhattan is composed
mostly of two maps, one portraying the district where he lived as a child in Hong Kong, the
other showing the bottom portion of Manhattan, with a yellow dot on both to note where he
resided. The two maps have vague resemblances, and Diao seems to make a point of their
similarities. But the painting also mourns the erosion of history. Both maps are partial, the
New York one notably cutting off just before the Manhattan and Brooklyn Bridges. Cast
against blue and aqua expanses that hint at the ocean and allude to Color Field abstraction,
these maps survey geography familiar to Diao while also suggesting that much has been
lost to him over the years.

ROA!

57
Marta Minujín, Statue of Liberty Covered in
Hamburgers (Estatua de la Libertad
recubierta de hamburguesas), 1979

Marta Minujín, Statue of Liberty Covered in Hamburgers (Estatua de la Libertad recubierta de hamburguesas),
1979.
Photo : Marta Minujín Archive

In Buenos Aires, the city where Marta Minujín was born, the artist found herself fascinated
by the Obelisco, a 235-foot-tall structure that she fashioned anew for a sculpture of her
own. She covered it in Panettone sweet breads, a food she associated with Argentina, and
let viewers feast once her obelisk was lowered. Seeking to re-create the project in New
York, where she moved during the 1960s, Minujín turned her eye toward the Statue of
Liberty, whose likeness she wanted to build in Battery Park using an armature so large that
viewers could walk into it. She sought to cover it in hamburgers, which would be grilled
using a flamethrower, and to source the patties from McDonald’s, to whom she a penned a
proposal, beginning, “I write to you because I have an idea to be made with hamburgers.”
Her idea was never realized—it exists now only as sketches—but this has not stopped
many from obsessing over the project. Curator Connie Butler has labeled it a feminist
subversion of a phallic symbol, while others have read it as a tongue-in-cheek parody of
what constitutes American identity.

56 Weegee, Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade,
ca. 1942

Weegee, Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, ca. 1942.
Photo : International Center of Photography/Getty Images

There is no shortage of memorable mishaps that have taken place at the Macy’s
Thanksgiving Day Parade—that time in 1991 when Kermit the Frog deflated, for one. But
even an average Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade is strange enough, and leave it to
Weegee, one of the great chroniclers of New York absurdity, to point that out. The Museum
of Modern Art, which owns a print of this photograph, estimates that it was shot around
1942, which would mean Weegee snapped it around the time that the parade was called
off, due to a helium and rubber shortage during World War II. The title, then, starts to seem
ironic, an interpretation reinforced by the fact that there are no crowds present. The only
person who is seen, a smiling driver, doesn’t even seem to pay attention to the gigantic
inflatable balloon that ominously looms nearby. Does the celebratory spirit of the parade live
on, even in its absence, or is something darker taking place? Weegee provides no clear-cut
answer.

55 Tourmaline, Salacia, 2019

Tourmaline, Salacia (still), 2019.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Chapter NY

Mary Jones, the protagonist of this film, was a real-life Black trans woman sex worker who
in 1836 was convicted of grand larceny in New York and sentenced to five years in Sing
Sing. Tourmaline’s take on Jones’s life intentionally tweaks the historical record. In her film,
Jones lives not in SoHo but in Seneca Village, a 19th-century haven for free Black
Americans and Irish immigrants that was demolished to make way for Central Park. In
adapting Jones’s life in this way, and in presenting it in an experimental mode that is far from
a biopic, with split screens and lack of a cause-and-effect structure, Tourmaline liberates
Jones, granting her more freedom than she ever had when she was alive. Although nearly
two centuries have passed since Jones was imprisoned, Tourmaline connects Jones’s New
York to the Manhattan of the present by including appropriated footage of trans figures like
Marsha P. Johnson, an activist and drag queen associated with 1969’s Stonewall Uprising,
which spurred the gay liberation movement in the United States.

54 Bernadette Mayer, Memory, 1971

Bernadette Mayer, Memory (detail), 1971.
Photo : Photo Joe DeNardo/Courtesy the artist and Canada

The snapshots of New York that can be seen in Bernadette Mayer’s Memory are often
shoddily composed, slightly out of focus, and deliberately a little grainy. Seen together, these
amateurish shots form a moving attempt to pin down banal places and people that may
otherwise have gone uncaptured. Each day, starting in July 1971, Mayer shot one roll of
35mm film while also keeping a diary of what she did. In total, she took 1,100 photographs;
she also recorded hours of audio in which she read her poetry. (She likened the project to a
film because of its combination of images and sound.) Among her pictures are some
beautiful images: a woman looking forlorn at a hot dog stand, a blazing firecracker at a pier,
two people walking across a sidewalk lined with fallen sheets of paper. Memory, which has
also been published as a book, marks one way of using art to create a permanent image of
a city in flux.

53 Yuji Agematsu, 01-01-2014 ~ 12-31-2014,
2014

Yuji Agematsu, Zip: 01.01.14 – 12.31.14 (detail), 2014.
Photo : Courtesy the artist

Every day, Yuji Agematsu walks around the streets of New York and picks up specimens
found along the way—a half-eaten hard candy, perhaps, or cracked plastic fingernails. He
often places the day’s findings in the cellophane of a cigarette box, with each constituting a
unit that Agematsu has called a “zip,” and he typically exhibits them in groups denoting
either a month or a year of walks. Presented in rows on shelves in a quirky riff on Minimalism
(Agematsu has long worked at the studio of Donald Judd, a leader of that movement), the
“zips” become a way of marking time.

They also attest to the diversity of New York, where so many things and so many people are
packed so densely that every encounter feels fresh. These are, after all, personal takes on
the city’s landscape—Agematsu has curated them, in a sense. Accordingly, it’s not hard to
imagine the joy he must have felt when he came upon the clump of moss, the unused
condom, the perfectly preserved dead dragonfly, and the other items enlisted for this
installation, which memorably appeared in 2015 at the now-defunct Brooklyn gallery Real
Fine Arts.

52 John Knight, Identity Capital, 1998

John Knight, Identity Capital, 1998.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Greene Naftali

This unassuming conceptual artwork at first appears to be an arrangement of 20 bouquets.
Text accompanying each one makes clear that these aren’t just any flowers: They came
from SoHo restaurants that held significant clout at the time—Balthazar and Odeon, to
name two. Meanwhile, at these eateries, a note was left stating that the bouquets had been
removed and transported to American Fine Arts, the famed New York gallery where the
piece debuted. This method of presentation vaguely recalls how institutions inform the
public of art typically on view that has been sent out on loan, drawing a line between the
value of works and the social capital associated with these cafes. That all of the restaurants
were located in what was at the time the city’s hottest gallery district is no coincidence
either. Identity Capital asks a provocative question: What really counts most in the New York
art world, a name or an object associated with it?

51 Paulo Nazareth, Sem título, 2011

Paulo Nazareth, Sem título, 2011.
Photo : Courtesy the artist and Mendes Wood DM

Over the course of eight months in 2011, Paulo Nazareth went on an epic journey that
involved going from Minas Gerais, Brazil, to the United States solely by foot and bus. His
painstaking trek was documented in a photography series called “Notícias de América,”
which immortalizes the various performances that Nazareth staged along the way. In this
picture, Nazareth can be seen standing on a midtown street with the Empire State Building
in the background. Wearing a head covering, a scarf, and a long white robe, he has a sign
hanging around his neck: “DONT FORGET ME WHEN I WILL BE AN IMPORTANT NAME.”
(Another shot features him donning the same sign in its Spanish equivalent.) Notably, the
people walking by appear to barely register this Afro-Brazilian artist, who looks less like a
figure with art world credentials than just another nomad passing through. Nazareth is
questioning what it takes to really make it in a city like New York, where there are many
others like him awaiting their turn in the spotlight.

50 Gordon Parks, Untitled, New York, 1957

Gordon Parks, Untitled, New York, 1957.
Photo : Courtesy the Gordon Parks Foundation

When Gordon Parks visited crime scenes and prisons across the country for the photo
essay “The Atmosphere of Crime” in 1957, he seemed less interested in arrests and the like
than in everything around them. As part of that series, he produced works such as this
photograph, in which a police officer is shown from behind. Shot in delicious color, with the
dusky sky a deep shade of azure, the picture is dominated by an authority figure who seems
to hold too much power, looming larger than any of the people who move down the street.
That cop sucks the color from the photograph, leaving a black void at its center, even as the
word MAJESTIC appears lit up on a nearby marquee. In composing the image in this way,
Parks hints at the imbalances between regular people and the cops who police them.

49 Beauford Delaney, Can Fire in the Park, 1946

Beauford Delaney, Can Fire in the Park, 1946.
Photo : ©Estate of Beauford Delaney by permission of Derek L. Spratley, Esquire, Court Appointed Administrator/Courtesy Michael
Rosenfeld Gallery LLC, New York, NY

Because of the way that Beauford Delaney paints the shaky surroundings of Can Fire in the
Park, it’s not exactly clear where these men are huddled. They stand before a trash fire,
warming their spindly hands over flames amid trees, a manhole, and some arrows, which
may connote street signs. Their faces aren’t visible, perhaps to indicate that they could be
anyone—even Delaney himself. Delaney, who was based in Harlem at the time he made this
work, faced poverty, and there is conjecture that the painting may represent a sight seen
while spending the night on a park bench, according to its owner, the Smithsonian American
Art Museum.


