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Street map depicting New York slips, ca. 1855.


(Courtesy New York Public Library Digital Collections, Lionel Pincus and Princess Firyal Map Division.)
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Delphine Seyrig, Duncan Youngerman, Robert Indiana, Ellsworth Kelly, Jack Youngerman, and Agnes Martin on the roof of 3–5 Coenties Slip, New York, 1958. Photograph by Hans Namuth.

(Courtesy Center for Creative Photography, University of Arizona. © 1991 Hans Namuth Estate.)
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Intersection of Coenties Slip and South Street, New York, ca. 1958. Photograph by Jack Youngerman.

(Courtesy Duncan Youngerman|Jack Youngerman Archive.)
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Introduction

THEY GATHER ON THE ROOF of 3–5 Coenties Slip at the southern tip of Manhattan, enjoying coffee and cigarettes one brisk, gray, early March morning in 1958. The artists fall naturally into the triangular composition of a grand nineteenth-century painting, as if on the prow of a ship. At the far left, Delphine Seyrig perches atop the ruins of several Adirondack chairs; clustered in the center, Robert Clark (who was just reinventing himself as Robert Indiana) squats in a black beret next to Duncan Youngerman, one and a half years old and dressed in cuffed jeans, a mini version of his father, Jack, who sits on the sloped roof with his rescue dog Orange, the unofficial mascot of the Slip. Ellsworth Kelly stands just behind near the open door to the stairs, forming the peak of the triangle, and Agnes Martin is off to the far right, sitting above everyone on a tar-paper roof peak, her hand pocketed in her khaki trench coat (a contrast to the dark clothes everyone else is wearing). As always, she’s in sensible shoes. Not pictured but a core part of this story are the artists Lenore Tawney, already living at the Slip, and James Rosenquist, who would arrive several years later.

The same day this picture was taken, its photographer, Hans Namuth, who was on assignment to shoot Kelly as part of a photo essay about American artists participating in the 1958 Brussels World’s Fair, also photographed the artists having a simple lunch in Kelly’s apartment, Youngerman’s attic-loft studio, and Kelly, Indiana, and Martin riding bikes around Lower Manhattan’s narrow lanes. (Ironically Tawney, though not part of this shoot, was the other artist on the Slip who was exhibiting her work in Brussels, in the American Artists and Craftsmen exhibition at the American Pavilion.) Some eight years earlier, Namuth had helped launch the mythic reception of Abstract Expressionism, photographing and filming Jackson Pollock’s balletic paint-flinging at Pollock and Lee Krasner’s studio home on the East End of Long Island, also just a stone’s throw from the water. Now he was photographing the group at Coenties for the next chapter of American art.

Today, though, the Slip shows up more readily as a footnote in that history, with this photograph as its best-known document. Modern Western art history has traditionally been understood and categorized through a progression of influential movements and the artists who reacted against them or in productive friction with them to form, in turn, new movements. In its most simplified version, the postwar American story reads something like this: In the decades following World War II in the United States, Abstract Expressionism’s embodied gestures and defiant abstract mark-making, which had wrested the center of the art world from Paris to New York, give way to Pop’s brazen cultural and consumer references, the protest and experimentation of Happenings, performance, and dance, and the pared-down repetition and austerity of Minimalism. This cycle allows for some connective outliers—Ad Reinhardt’s reticent black squares, Robert Rauschenberg’s big combines hanging with real things. But its forward motion is defined by movements in the form of “isms,” composed of and defined by men.

If you were to stumble on Namuth’s roof photo without knowing about this short-lived community in New York in the 1950s and ’60s, you might be surprised to see such different artists together in a single image. Each would go on to have a crucial impact, whether seismic or subtle, on twentieth-century art, even if their work was often difficult to fit into any one movement, and its reach not always equal: Seyrig would star in the quintessential Beat Generation film in New York, though not a part of that crowd, and then become one of the most acclaimed actresses and feminist activists in France over the next three decades; just a few years later, Indiana’s iconic stacked LOVE sculpture would become so ubiquitous as to set off decades of litigation; Kelly would be hailed as a giant of American abstract painting; Youngerman would show at the Museum of Modern Art a year after this photo was taken; and Martin’s pure abstract canvases would be among the most transcendent and hallmark work of the postwar period. And as for those not present: Tawney would bring textile and fabric art into the hallowed realms of painting and sculpture, and Rosenquist would take his background as a commercial sign painter to make mural-scale mash-ups of American culture whose surfaces bounced light and interpretation off of them as much as their Ab Ex forebears absorbed it.

The Slip is the story of a group of artists at the start of their careers, before influence and success or even stability was assured—experimenting in their illegal warehouse studios. The artists never formed a movement or a school or even a mythic following en masse. This is a group biography that questions the very concept of a “group” or “movement,” in the Slip’s eclectic mix of gender and sexual orientation, abstract and representative painting, drawing and sculpture and assemblage and textile works, theater and film, that emerged from its sail-making lofts.

Coenties Slip is a street that is at once center and edge. Its inhabitants talked about “leaving Manhattan” to return home, and yet it was, for hundreds of years, the economic and industrial hub of the new metropolis, and one of the key grounds of real estate development for the likes of Robert Moses and David Rockefeller at the very time the artists lived there. Nikita S. Khrushchev’s armored motorcade drove down the Slip in his state visit to New York City in September 1959 as chairman of the Council of Ministers of the USSR, at the height of the Cold War. A 1960 tongue-in-cheek feature in Esquire magazine named Coenties Slip as number one of the “Ten Most In Places to Live” in New York, because it was “obscure”; in 1965, a reporter couldn’t find it when she ventured downtown to profile some crazy artists she’d heard were squatting by the river. The Slip hosted a cross section of the city’s cultural engine from 1956 to 1967; Frank O’Hara and Andy Warhol dropped in and others—John Cage, Merce Cunningham, Chryssa, Mark di Suvero, Jasper Johns, Ray Johnson, Malcolm Morley, Larry Poons, Robert Rauschenberg, and Cy Twombly, to name a few—lived nearby. But the core group of artists at the Slip felt apart from the city’s art scene. As Indiana would later insist, “Johns and Rauschenberg were not in fact a part of Coenties Slip. They were a block away, and we had nothing to do with them—they were too successful.”

The artists of the Slip were just finding themselves, even if they ranged in age from twenty-four to fifty. Robert Indiana literally became Indiana while at the Slip, changing his last name from Clark in perhaps the most emphatic gesture of place—adding his home state to his present identity. Many were just discovering their métier: Martin experimented with sculpture, which she ultimately abandoned for pure painting, destroying most of the constructions she made during this period, and Rosenquist spent days sitting in his studio waiting for something to float through the window and spark his creativity, before he figured out how he wanted to build his large scenes with paint.

It’s a group brought together not by the tenets of composition or technique or even philosophy—as with Abstract Expressionism—or by a particular way of reacting or synthesizing the cultural moment, as with Pop art. To look at Namuth’s photograph is to ask, what if we thought about groups in art history based instead on shared places? What if, rather than technique or style, it’s a spirit of place that defines a crucial moment?

* * *

PLACE IS AN undervalued determinant in creative output: a place to be and a place apart and a place always changing and thus encouraging change. To think of an artistic group in terms of place is to write a different history of art, one that can be more inclusive, more open to serendipitous interaction, and can also explain more of the cultural, emotional, and financial context behind any art object. To focus on place allows us to bring in the small details around the conditions and materials of working, too often lost to the archive, that help uncover why anything even gets made at all.

The vocation of art, whatever the medium, is inherently a strange one within modern capitalist society—creative output’s labor (however much it is now branded and celebrated) has long had an anxious relationship to more traditional jobs. Place helps us see a broader picture of how creativity happens in that daily matrix. And how it is constantly threatened—Virginia Woolf’s 1929 essay “A Room of One’s Own” only underscores the economic privilege of having a space to work. Scholars such as George Chauncey have helped us understand how place can define a whole world of identity—in this case, that of the gay male in New York City—and the myths and threats that surround its cultural impact and creative community.

To think more carefully about place is also to think beyond New York as “the postwar art capital of the world.” The Slip artists all came from outside the city, believing that it was here that something could happen; they could not have known, though, how much what happened depended on the unique situation of their new surrounds.

A slip, in nautical terms, is a ramp or water space between piers for landing or repairing boats, and Manhattan once had a dozen running up its southeastern shoreline. Coenties Slip was among the busiest; it was bounded to the north by Pearl, the oldest street in Manhattan, and led out like a widening funnel or a bell to the East River, passing Water Street, Front Street, and South Street along the way.

A detailed map of downtown Manhattan from 1857 carefully diagrams every building along Coenties Slip, including those crucial to our story. At the northwestern side of the Slip, just around the corner from Pearl Street, was 3–5 Coenties, two buildings joined internally by a central staircase (still standing today, and where Kelly and Rosenquist lived, along with Martin and the artist Ann Wilson for a time); and then moving south along the same side of the Slip, past Front Street but before South Street, came 25 (Indiana’s second loft), 27 (where Seyrig, Youngerman, Tawney, and Martin lived for a time), and 31 Coenties Slip (where Indiana first lived before it was torn down), a row of nearly identical, modest four-story brick buildings erected in the nineteenth century as warehouses that served the sea. Unlike the typical house setup of that period—small rooms connected by narrow hallways and doors that could conserve heat in harsh winters—the floor plan inside these buildings was open to allow enough space for bolts of cotton duck to be unrolled, cut, and hoisted for a ship’s sail and then hand-sewn together. A few years after the community of the Slip was disbanded because its buildings were razed, the Artist-in-Residence zoning amendments made it possible for artists to live legally in commercial loft buildings in SoHo and Tribeca. Before the concept of the loft became a cliché of artistic life in New York, these raw warehouses down by the water offered a cheap if illicit way to have enough room to live and work.

New York in the mid-1950s felt almost empty; returning army vets had moved out to Levittown and other suburban tracts and the city’s population dipped. Even the waterways were changing, with the passage of a law by the Interstate Commerce Commission in 1948 allowing barges to charge fees between railroads in New Jersey and Manhattan piers, leading to the decline of working ports in Lower Manhattan. This, despite the fact that at the time it was the largest harbor in the world; bigger than “the next six largest harbors put together.” The writer Joseph Mitchell described New York Harbor as “oily, dirty, and germy” in 1951. “Nevertheless, there is considerable marine life in the harbor water and on the harbor bottom. Under the paths of liners and tankers and ferries and tugs, fish school and oysters spawn and lobsters nest.” By the time Kelly, Indiana, Youngerman, Seyrig, Martin, Rosenquist, and Tawney moved to the Slip, the water alley had been filled in with dirt, and a park lined with sycamore and ginkgo trees occupied the site where huge ships used to dock. But at the far end of the Slip, just before the river’s rickety piers, the Seamen’s Church Institute, known as the “Doghouse,” stood as a reminder of the still vibrant marine community: a place for sailors to stay while in port, and a welcome source of hot showers and hot cafeteria food for the artists.

On the roof, the group in Namuth’s photo is both in the city and apart from it, silhouetted against the buildings—the “towers of Babylon,” as Kelly described them. Lettering for the venerable Wall Street securities firm Bache & Co. is painted on the bricks just behind Martin, alluding to the business of the streets below. In the far right of the photograph, the commanding presence of the Standard Oil Building, originally built by John D. Rockefeller, is just visible. But five stories up on the illegal roof deck, the artists of 3–5, 25, and 27 Coenties Slip seem to be the only people in the city. The taller towers rise in uneven layers like teetering blocks against a blank sky. There’s a clean minimalism about them; the repetition of windows and bricks and cornices offers a serene pattern above the fray of the messy bustle, the dark, colonial intersections and loud cobblestones clogged with homeless sailors and the brisk gait of a new business class keen to make more efficient use of Manhattan’s limited grounds.

The scene tells a story of the art made at the Slip by those perched on the roof: that same mix of quiet, Minimalist line and noisy, commercial Pop and sculpture from the found wreckage of the city’s many former lives. Within a decade, the Slip, too, would be a past life; all but one of the artists’ stocky old maritime warehouses pulled down, glass and concrete skyscrapers rising in their place.

* * *

THE SLIP IS also, then, a story of another character, New York, at a pivotal time in its development, when development itself spread at an unprecedented pace through the oldest corridors of the city. This brief period marks an emblematic shift in the cultural topography of Manhattan—the end of old New York. The Slip was a modest, almost forgotten place, an alley dead-ending in shipworm- and gribbles-infested piers. And yet it hosts the entire history of the island in its cobblestones—one of the first streets and essential markets of the new colony, built by enslaved people, with revolutionary meetings at the tavern just down Pearl Street (which was also the inaugural block with electricity); named by Herman Melville in Moby-Dick; or The Whale and site of the boom and bust and boom and bust of maritime and light industries, like so many tides rising and falling along the coastline.

The artists of the Slip were drawing from a cultural well that had fed centuries of immigrants and artists before them, running like the actual tributaries deep below the streets of Manhattan and the landfilled edges of the city: the promise that New York not only had the space for creative freedom (however illegally zoned) but also the stuff to help generate and protect it. This well was running dry; it was more and more difficult to find affordable housing. Something new and brash was coming. Not just the glass skyscrapers of financial firms that literally supplanted the warehouses and nautical chandleries. But also a new burgeoning gallery scene and the artistic communities of SoHo and Tribeca that rose around it; an art scene that became that much more transparent to the publicity and fame and money channels of the city’s latest thriving industry: art itself.

Above all, this is a book about a theory of making that transcends any nostalgia for a past moment in time: the productive space of what I’m calling collective solitude that this particular place afforded these artists. Collective solitude channels a larger phenomenon of New York’s creative energy, one of the greatest gifts and curses it bestows on the individual: the ability to be alone working amid so much churning, crowded civilization. Writing a few years before the artists’ arrival, in 1949, E. B. White famously celebrated the city’s “gift of privacy and excitement of participation,” in which at any moment you can feel the “emanations” in the air of its history and storied former citizens. But I’m thinking of a more specific individualism within the crowd, a creative practice particular to the economic and cultural conditions of the artists of Coenties Slip. All were just starting out in their careers. In a period in New York that also saw the harshest crackdown on homosexuality and a retrenched stigma against living alone—unmarried—after decades of progress, the Slip was something else entirely: a safe harbor, as Martin titled one of her works, for its predominantly gay artists. Collective solitude was necessary because it allowed each person some protected insularity to withstand the anxiety of not knowing if they would figure out what path they wanted to take in art, or if that path was sustainable, but also the company to make that struggle less lonely.

The geography of Coenties Slip allowed for this collective solitude; the street was “completely apart from the New York art scene” and, it seemed at times, New York itself, yet the city’s tastemakers could still find their way to visit. As Youngerman put it, “One of the things we were very conscious of, without talking that much about it, was the fact that we all knew that we weren’t part of the de Kooning/Pollock legacy in art which was centered around Tenth Street.” Even in the late 1950s, Abstract Expressionism and its second generation were still the reigning idea. “This was the first time that American art had made an impact beyond the local . . . and this colored the air.”

None of the artists who settled at the Slip grew up in New York City. Most had been elsewhere for Abstract Expressionism’s ascendancy there. Kelly and Youngerman were visiting the very studios and institutions of modern art history in Paris that the American Expressionists were rejecting. Martin was in New Mexico; Tawney in Chicago, North Carolina, North Africa, the Middle East, and Europe. Indiana was in Chicago and Europe too; Rosenquist was in the Midwest. And for those who went in search of that scene, its trappings of success proved illusory. From Rosenquist’s vantage point, “There wasn’t any art world. There were respected painters, like Willem de Kooning and Franz Kline, men who certainly knew how to paint, but they looked like ne’er-do-wells and acted like underground talent . . . Fine art never appeared to be remunerative. It was a personal, private achievement.”

And though the artists helped one another find apartments and studios and jobs and galleries and shows, though they ran art workshops together, though they talked every day on the phone or over breakfast or on long walks along the Battery, though they commented on each other’s art and swapped materials and spaces and stopped doing one thing or started doing another because of what they were seeing in their friends’ lofts, though they became lovers and broke up, they could retreat to the solitary work and discipline of art making without any need for explanation or excuse. And what they all found, individually, was steeped in the place they were working: the open space and wood, brass, and rope materials of their old sail warehouses, the colors of the river and the tugboats and the rotting piers, the legacy of rich language and literature that directly cited Coenties Slip, the promise of arrival that had been blowing down the Slip from the river since the founding of New York.




Part I

Before
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Glenn O. Coleman, Coenties Slip, 1928, lithograph on paper, image: 13¼ x 16⅞”.

(Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of Nathaly C. Baum in memory of Jacob J. Lehrman.)






1

The Slip

THEY COME BY BOAT. Some of the first humans to New York City arrive in canoes in 1000 B.C.E., paddling across the wide river from another island (and the region that is now Brooklyn), through thick reeds to “Manahatta,” or “hilly island,” and its verdant forest of oaks, nut trees, spruces, cedars, and pines, with tangles of blackberry, raspberry, and strawberries growing at their trunks. The local Native Americans, the Lenape, hunt deer, bear, mink, turkeys. In the water, they spear fish and haul handfuls of oysters, mussels, and clams into milkweed nets. Frogs create a racket in the trees. The Lenape farm the land.

In 1624, they come by boat too. The Orange Tree, the Eagle, and the Love, small ships from the Netherlands carrying religious refugees and young couples still in their teens (some married on the decks of the ships on the way over) and dozens of livestock. They make their homes on the east side of Lower Manhattan, where the wind is milder and spring water runs freely for their animals. Some 350 years later, painting in a room on the same grounds by the East River, a space once used to sew together ships’ sails, and before that to graze cows, Agnes Martin titles her paintings Water, The Tree, and Faraway Love.

In 1626, eleven enslaved people arrive in New Amsterdam, imported by the Dutch West India Company from Africa. One West India Company market report lists the price of wheat at three florins, pork seven florins, a keg of butter twenty-five florins, and a “negro” at forty florins. The enslaved people construct forts and roads, cut firewood and clear land, make lime from limestone and oysters, and work the farms on the outskirts of the settlement. They build New York.

The Dutch colonists’ first order of business is to buy Manahatta from the Lenape for “60 guilders’ worth of cloth, beads, hatchets, and other trinkets” (approximately $40 by 1960s standards). The Lenape mistake this as a gesture of sharing and an acknowledgment of the land and sea’s richness, not a final transaction. The concept of owning land does not exist. They serve as guides for the settlers, taking them north (to what is now Midtown) where wild strawberries grow along the river “so plentifully,” as a settler described, “that one can lie down and eat them.”

Soon streets arrive. Pearl is the first, an old cow path along the shore named for the iridescent color of the oyster shells found there and ground into glittering dust, and sometimes the prize found within—at what becomes the head of Coenties Slip. And then the buildings: a five-story tavern is erected on Pearl Street in 1642.

The slips arrive next. Starting in the first quarter of the seventeenth century, a dozen slips run up the southeastern edge of Manhattan, their names a poem of prominent neighborhood families and trade: Whitehall Slip, Exchange Slip, Coenties Slip, Old Slip, Coffeehouse Slip, Fly Market Slip, Burling Slip, Peck Slip, James Slip, Market Slip, Pike Slip, and Rutgers Slip. Some 350 years later, Robert Indiana will stencil these names as if ring buoys in oil onto a long, vertical piece of insulation board in his work The Slips, 1959–60, with Coenties at the upper left.

Because this is where ships come in to dock with their cargo, markets often dot the end of each of the waterways. At their peak, Manhattan’s slips are busier than any of its streets, and Coenties the most so. It is the hub of the city.

Coenties Slip is almost certainly named after an early colonial settler: Coenraedt Ten Eyck, a shoemaker and tanner who comes to the New World in 1651 with his second wife, Annetje. (One of the first zoning ordinances of Manhattan forces cobblers out of downtown in the 1640s due to their noxious fumes and dyes polluting the precious fresh water.) Coenraedt and Annetje have ten children. (In the nineteenth century, property on the Slip is still in the family.) According to a Dutch West India Company map, Coenraedt’s original village plot is northwest, just off the central marsh and sheep’s pasture, but they move east to the area around the Slip, which then becomes known as “Coentje’s”—a casual contraction of “Coenraedt and Annetje’s.” Everyone pronounces it “Co-en-tees,” but the artist Willem de Kooning once told Jack Youngerman that in Dutch, the name would be pronounced “Coonties.”

In one of the city’s first engineering projects, the Dutch use landfill to extend the shores of narrow downtown Manhattan—the constant story of adding to coastline even as it is eaten away. The names of consecutive southeastern streets illustrate this creep of land: Water Street (once on the water), then Front Street (once waterfront), and then South Street.

The first pier on the East River is built at Pearl and Broad Streets in 1648, and the Slip appears, like a small paper cut, on some of the earliest maps of the New Amsterdam settlement. Coenties is one of the deepest slips, the water slicing all the way to the boundary of Front Street, whereas the surrounding slips and piers go only as far west as South Street.

Coenties Slip Market is first mentioned in the City Hall records on July 15, 1691. In the beginning, it is an open-air space of a few stands that sell fish (it’s commonly and a little misleadingly called the Great Fish Market). One can procure clams “which bear some resemblance to the human ear,” codfish, mackerel, sheephead, and dried herring. Early accounts mention six-foot lobsters and a harbor so quiet “that whales came up to the city and visited both the East and North Rivers.” Later, it’s best known for selling sugar and Lisbon wines, and it’s so busy that money is raised to build a roof over the stalls. During the Revolutionary War, Coenties Slip Market is taken over by the military as a barracks and storehouse: the 64th Regimental Store. In 1691, the sheriff also has a ducking stool built and kept at Coenties Slip. This wooden contraption on wheels, with a long fulcrum arm ending in a chair, is used to dunk “ladies” in the Slip who can’t “restrain their tongues.”

* * *

ANOTHER MARKET IS established along the waterfront between Pearl and Water Streets, this one to sell people. Twenty years after the market is established, almost half of the population on Manhattan owns enslaved people, who make up one in five inhabitants of the island. (In The New York Gazette, May 25, 1778, an announcement: “A negro woman to be sold in Dock Street, between Coenties and [Old] Slip Markets.”)

The city grows, the settlement more restless of its connections to Britain. War arrives in Lower Manhattan. Badly beaten in the Battle of Brooklyn during the Revolutionary War in 1776, George Washington smuggles his ten thousand troops over the river to Peck’s Slip, just north of Coenties, in the haze of a late August night, on “scows, barges, and rowboats; anything that floated.” They hide there for the night. At Fraunces Tavern on Pearl Street, Washington bids an emotional farewell and departs for Mount Vernon on December 4, 1783, following his victorious ousting of the British. In the new United States, a priority becomes power on the seas, and when the First Congress meets in New York in 1789, “the first real legislation” is “to encourage shipping” and protect shipbuilding.

Coenties Marketplace becomes a “grand depot” for boats bringing farm produce and livestock down the East River. By 1796, New York is the busiest American port, outpacing Philadelphia, and the center of shipbuilding shifts from Philadelphia to New York as well; twenty years later, the Erie Canal opens, and barges and canal boats from its route start to clutter Coenties Slip.

By the mid-nineteenth century, South Street is known as “Street o’ Ships” and the neighborhood as Sailortown—the dirty stretch along the southeastern piers of the island crowded with grog shops, shipjoiners, blockmakers, and dance houses. On any given day, two thousand sailors embark from ships berthed in the slips. Most of the men are penniless and at the mercy of racketeering creditors, as they won’t be paid for at least a week after setting foot on shore. This is the area “where the lanes were the darkest and filthiest, where the dens were the deepest and foulest, where the low bar-rooms, groggeries, and dance-houses were the most numerous, where the vilest women and men abided, in the black sea of drunkenness, lewdness, and sin.”

* * *

FROM THIS MIRE rises the Seamen’s Church Institute, founded in 1834 by a group of Protestant men as a floating church service in the East River off Pike Street. It begins as a temporary tent out at the pier for Sunday services.

Water-adjacent is not a desired location in Manhattan. Fifth and Park Avenues are built on the premise of getting as far away from the murky, smelly, crime-ridden ports as possible. As Lucy Sante describes, “New York never had a particularly modern or well-organized waterfront, its piers being for the most part wooden, irregular, and in various states of dilapidation. The streets near the water were usually among the dirtiest and most vice-ridden.” Ships are often quarantined at port with highly contagious diseases such as yellow fever, typhoid, and bilious fever. The area around the slips is particularly susceptible to contamination; Fly Slip had been built over a sewer, and the Board of Health frequently evacuates residents living at the slips, scrubbing, whitewashing, and sometimes acid-washing the infected buildings.

A terrible fire rips through the neighborhood in 1835. One bitter December night, “shortly before nine o’clock [the] fire-alarm first sound[ed].” A gas pipe had burst at Pearl and Beaver Streets, and flames sweep through thirteen acres of downtown Manhattan. Nineteen blocks burn, from Merchant Street to Wall Street and south to Coenties Slip.

John Henry Bufford’s lithograph View of the Great Conflagration of Dec. 16 and 17th, 1835; from Coenties Slip captures some of the night’s drama. Every building along the water is on fire with great billows of black smoke, and even the river, reflecting the flames, seems to be alight and clotted in soot. Figures desperately stand on the roofs of the enflamed warehouses, tall ladders reach up to a row of windows several stories below, a fire brigade is lined up like an army in the Slip, sending thin plumes of water into the morass, and people on barges in the water pick up crates, barrels, and goods thrown down or falling there.

The night is so cold that water freezes in the hydrants. In his diary, New York resident Philip Hone describes the flames as “flashes of lightning.” The fire, which rages for two days, leaves the area, in the words of one witness, “a smoldering mass of ruins.” Hundreds of storehouses are destroyed: “So vast was the barren waste, that an uninterrupted view was afforded from Wall Street to the East River, and thence to Coenties Slip; a prospect of awful grandeur, as far as the eye could reach.” The ruined merchandise is immense: cloths, silks, laces, prints, and “a mountain of coffee” lie at the corner of Old Slip and South Street. Three thousand clerks, porters, and car men immediately fall into unemployment, and the insurance companies of New York City are bankrupted. The market, warehouses, and goods are necessary for the city to function, and Coenties Slip is quickly rebuilt.

[image: image]
1974 calendar reproduction of an 1836 print depicting the Coenties Slip fire of 1835.

(Courtesy Columbia University Libraries, Seymour B. Durst Old York Library Collection.)



Two years later, with the prices of goods rising ever higher, a riot begins in a warehouse on Washington Street just around the corner from the Slip, with looters throwing five hundred barrels of flour and one thousand bushel sacks of wheat out the windows. When the police arrive, the mob heads to a warehouse on Coenties Slip, where they do the same to thirty barrels of flour and a hundred bushels of wheat.

* * *

IN 1852, HERMAN MELVILLE publishes Moby-Dick; or The Whale. On its opening page, he cites the Slip as a stop along one’s Sunday stroll through the metropolis, so that even in the city, our fate is to dream of the sea: “Circumambulate the city of a dreamy Sabbath afternoon. Go from Corlears Hook to Coenties Slip, and from there, by Whitehall, northward. What do you see? Posted like distant sentinels all around the town, stand thousands upon thousands of mortal men fixed in ocean reveries.” Two years later, a former journalist now carpenter and freelance writer in Brooklyn, Walt Whitman, begins a collection of poems, which he would publish the next year (in three consecutive, revised editions through 1860) as Leaves of Grass. He rediscovers the Lenape name for his home, Mannahatta, “my city’s fit and noble name,” calling the word “liquid, sane, unruly/musical, self-sufficient . . . hemm’d thick all around with sailships and steamships.” With this collection, he becomes the city’s unofficial poet, tangling his own sexual assignations with his love for the strangers on the crowded sidewalks—so much so that one contemporary critic burns his review copy and calls Whitman “a frequenter of low places, a friend of cab drivers!”

In Civil War New York, from 1861 to 1865, more than 50 percent of the nation’s imports and exports flow through the city and its Wall Street Custom House, which is the main source of revenue for the federal government. Melville serves as a customs inspector there (he cannot afford to live on his book sales), constantly dodging bribes as he supervises goods being unloaded and delivered from ships. He often walks the city before or after his shift, sometimes passing by where he was born in 1819 at 6 Pearl Street, around the corner from the Slip. One hundred years later, the artists on the Slip would walk the same routes, looking for inspiration or escape from the daily routines that blocked creative flow. At the end of the war, walking downtown near the area around Coenties Slip, Melville observes destitute Confederate soldiers just released from northern prisons waiting to travel south, “wandering penniless” or “lying in their worn and patched gray uniforms under the trees of the Battery, near the barracks where they were lodged and fed.”

The Slip remains one of the busiest spots in the city, though the city continues to push north. In 1879, the journalist Charles H. Farnham describes a carriage ride around the downtown waterfront of New York, clogged with wagons and horses hauling “thousands of tons of freight and thousands of people” a day, including bales of cotton, hogsheads of tobacco, and barrels of flour and sugar. He travels up South Street—where the flour trade fills the warehouses and one could see “loads of oranges, boxes of tea, four-bushel bags of pea-nuts, cases of silk and Indian shawls, a steam-boiler, and coops of geese”—to Coenties Slip, “one of the oldest parts of the docks.” The view down this street, Farnham writes, is “quite picturesque, with the converging rows of old houses, and here and there a dormer-window above the pinched and faded fronts.” And just north of this is “the finest view of ships in the port of New York.”

Pearl Street is dotted with warehouses making one-masted sloops and two-masted ketches. And Market Street is the center of nautical supply. “The houses are full of ship-chandlery—great cables, anchors and wheels; the signs of sail-lofts flap from upper stories,” Farnham writes. “Boats run their bows out-of-doors, spar-yards are full of men hewing great timbers, and shipsmith shops glow with forges and echo with blows on the anvil.” At the end of Coenties Slip, a thick glade of ship masts grows. Farnham captures the strange nature of the slips, which let huge ships sidle into the city streets: “You can put your hand on their anchors, their figure-heads, and their shapely bows. They seem almost human in their confident intimacy.”

Seven years later, a slightly less romantic view of the Slip is recounted in a detailed New York Times survey of its buildings and inhabitants, which mentions the numerous “trucks” (large carts pulled by teams of horses) lined up to load and unload goods from the ships and warehouses, whose drivers, including “colored men,” wear old navy and army coats and stand about in clusters on the street and sidewalk, waiting. The Slip’s plentiful barrooms are filled with sailors drinking rum; several of these spots would survive into the 1950s. Slender stairways lead up to businesses on the upper floors: washers, sailmakers, and shipping masters.

[image: image]
Alfred Stieglitz, Coenties Slip, South Street, New York, 1896–97, gelatin silver print, 3½ x 4⅝”.

(Philadelphia Museum of Art, From the collection of Dorothy Norman, 1997.)



The building committee of the Seamen’s Church Institute acquires a site at South Street and Coenties Slip in 1906, and on April 15, 1912, the cornerstone for a new building is laid. A year later, on a May day thick with sea fog that “poured heavily at intervals,” the new institute is officially opened at 25 South Street. Several flags are unfurled from the roof: the U.S. flag, the blue flag of the institute, and semaphore flags that spell out “Welcome.”

By September, the institute accepts lodgers. As described in the SCI’s periodical, The Lookout, a seaman can get his key, “take the elevator to his room and go to sleep that night secure in the conviction that he will neither be aroused by a drunken quarrel nor be robbed in the darkness.” The hotel sleeps just under six hundred, with private rooms costing twenty-five cents and the dormitory beds fifteen. A seaman will “enter this port with the knowledge that he is to be welcomed, to be treated with consideration,” The Lookout states. “He will know that a clean bed in attractive surroundings awaits him; that his luggage will be cared for, his mail received for him; that he will find amusement; that . . . he will be living in a place where people care about him as an individual, where people want him to be happy.”

[image: image]
Seamen’s Church Institute of New York postcard, 1917.



Two hundred sixteen feet above the river, a lighthouse is erected on the roof of the Seamen’s Institute, and dedicated to the memory of RMS Titanic on April 15, 1913, the one-year anniversary of the passenger liner hitting an iceberg and sinking, with more than 1,500 lives lost, en route to New York from England.

A Harper’s article describes the “deep phosphorescent glow” of the lighthouse—which is a key on nautical charts until 1968: “In the gloom of a rainy evening, as the Staten Island ferry-boat creeps on through mists to its slip on the south tip of Manhattan Island, the veil ahead is suddenly pierced as if by a huge green eye. Glowing in pure aquamarine, like an enormous jewel, it points the way until the gray veil lifts.” Ten years later, F. Scott Fitzgerald would write a different green light into the watery horizon of The Great Gatsby.

The Seamen’s Church Institute is a world unto itself. It has its own post office. Letters arrive addressed to (and delivered to) sailors c/o “Sailors Home with the green light, New York.”

A saloon on the corner of Front Street and Coenties Slip that had “fattened on the weaknesses of seamen” for fifty years is torn down as part of an expansion plan of the SCI. The annex requires that buildings along Front Street from Coenties Slip to Cuyler’s Alley be razed. By the 1930s, twenty thousand merchant seamen arrive daily in the port of New York, and the institute is visited every day by eight to ten thousand of them. The figure of the sailor, “young and manly, unattached, and unconstrained by contemporary morality,” as George Chauncey describes, “epitomized the bachelor subculture in the gay cultural imagination.” This association would persist from the turn of the twentieth century through the artists’ arrival at the Slip; and concurrently, the waterfront was seen as a neighborhood to find gay men.

The voice of this generation of artists, the critic Paul Rosenfeld, pens his manifesto Port of New York: Essays on Fourteen American Moderns in 1924. He discusses New York’s harbor and the transatlantic ocean liners as the influence and training of European artistic practice, before Americans return home to their native soil to establish a unique tradition in arts and letters. The “creators” he highlights, among them the photographer and gallerist Alfred Stieglitz, and the painters Arthur Dove and Georgia O’Keeffe, give him “the sensation one has when, at the close of a prolonged journey by boat, the watergate comes by, and one steps forth and stands with solid under foot.” His essay is a stake in the ground: American art has arrived.

This awakening of a pioneering and uniquely American creativity is rooted in a post–World War I nationalism and a kind of colonial manifest destiny, hammered into the piers of New York Harbor and its gritty, democratic openness to the sea: “Perhaps,” Rosenfeld muses in his epilogue, “the tradition of life imported over the Atlantic has commenced expressing itself in terms of the new environment, giving the Port of New York a sense at last, and the entire land the sense of the port of New York . . . through words, lights, colors, the new world has been reached at last.”

More than 900,000 New Yorkers fight in World War II, many of them embarking overseas from the city’s harbor. At the Brooklyn Navy Yard across the river from the Slip, a massive shipbuilding operation is soon under way—the largest in the country—and by 1942, more than five hundred factories in the city are producing supplies for the war. New York’s port becomes the base of the war’s shipping efforts. More than half of the men and supplies transported overseas leave from here; more than 3 million men and 63 million tons of supplies. New York becomes once again the busiest harbor in the world. A naval officer leases the third floor of 27 Coenties Slip, and converts the space into a kind of apartment.

And then, on August 14, 1945, the news comes in at 7:03 p.m. across Times Square’s sign: “Official—Truman announces Japanese surrender.” Sailors and staff scramble up to the roof of the Seamen’s Church Institute to celebrate V-J Day. “Pennants flew from all the ships in the New York Harbor. Tankers, freighters, and tugs blasted their whistles in a thrilling cacophony of victory. Rocket flares shoot up into the sky.” Sailors wave white handkerchiefs from gunneries.

Artists start arriving at the Slip. Just after the war, Oscar Williams, dubbed a “poetry entrepreneur-cum-anthologist” by the poet Anthony Hecht, settles in the cold-water penthouse of an office building at 35 Water Street, adjoining Coenties Slip, with his wife, Gene Derwood, a poet and painter. Williams works on his own poems and more than thirty essential paperback anthologies of poetry, and Derwood writes and paints. To be included in his affordable Little Treasury series of modern or American poets is to have arrived on the scene, and in his bow-tied, bespectacled nerdiness he holds a quiet power. Their unconventional location as early as the 1940s was perhaps inspired not only by cheap rent, but by two poets Williams most championed and helped build into an essential American canon through his anthologies: Walt Whitman and Hart Crane. Whitman and Crane both lived in Brooklyn, but they wrote often of the East River, the downtown city skyline, the Brooklyn Bridge, and the ferries crossing from their borough to Manhattan. In their “run-down neighborhood,” the Williamses host salons and parties for poets, where they once served only mashed potatoes for dinner. They are close with Dylan Thomas, who sometimes stays with them when in New York (he described Williams in a letter to his wife as “a very odd, but kind, little man”), and W. H. Auden, among others, though the poet James Merrill said that in person, Williams could be “rather a creep.” Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath drink Drambuie at a party at 35 Water Street in 1958; she describes Williams as a “queer, bird-like little man,” and their penthouse as “a tiny rooftop studio” filled with art (Derwood’s) and “a fine little tar-roof porch overlooking the gulls and boats.” “Visiting the Williamses,” the writer John Gruen remembered, “was something of a trauma” (he mentions the neighborhood’s “seedy bars all around and dozens of woebegone drunks”), but the worst offense was having to wait “several long minutes before Gene Derwood made her way down in the manually operated elevator to unlock the front doors of the building.”

After serving in the army, a young artist from Mississippi named Fred Mitchell wins a Pepsi Cola–sponsored painting prize and sails for Rome in 1947. He had grown up without art museums, so he finds Europe to be an explosive revelation. He returns to New York three years later, in 1951, and moves downtown to Bleecker Street, where he often hangs out with artists he met in Italy, including Angelo Ippolito, Charles Cajori, Lois Dodd, and William King. They talk about Rome and the terrible lack of cafés in New York. (A lament that Kelly and Youngerman would soon take up on their arrival from Paris.) Mitchell and Ippolito have been trudging uptown to the Fifty-seventh Street galleries, trying to get them interested in their paintings without success. So naturally their next thought is, Why don’t we open our own gallery? (They also considered opening a café.) One day in 1952 they pass a tiny vacant barbershop downtown with a “For Rent” sign, and the cooperative Tanager Gallery is founded: a gallery by artists for artists, not so much to sell work (though that would be nice) as “to show what was going on.”

Mitchell settles at 26 Water Street, and then moves to 128 Front Street (where Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns lived for a time). Two years later, Mitchell makes a studio in a cheap, old sailmaking loft at 31 Coenties Slip, where he soon sets up a small painting class, called, alternatively, the Battery School and the Coenties Slip School, charging $1 per hour for figurative and abstract drawing and painting classes. After pining for Rome, the Slip gives him a renewed interest in living in New York. He loves the site’s surprising intimacy, and the “marvelous hunk of space which filled the gaze outward.” “On the edge of New York City,” he is invigorated, “feeling the sea wind, seeing the movement of tides and ships, and sensing the organic growth of the city from its earliest days.” Soon he becomes the art director at the Seamen’s Church Institute, and invites his friend Ellsworth Kelly to join him on the Slip.




2

The French Prelude

IN OCTOBER 1947, A DUTCH liner from New York arrived in northern France, some three years after the same beaches had been stormed by a million Allied troops. Disembarking for the first time on European soil, Jack Youngerman, a twenty-one-year-old from Louisville, Kentucky, looked around in great anticipation and a little awe. At the time he was “a rare combination of nonchalance and intensity,” in the words of his good friend Richard Seaver, who would soon join him in France, a personality encapsulated by sharp cheekbones and piercing blue eyes that were open wide to observe and absorb the world, but also focused on what lay ahead. Or, as Youngerman described himself, he was “a skinny country boy from Kentucky.”

Youngerman was heading to Paris because all the art schools in the States were full—he had tried to get into the Art Students League, Wooster, and Black Mountain College. He had decided, halfway through a degree in journalism at the University of Missouri, and having gone to one art class, that he would rather be studying art. Either pursuit was a world away from his childhood in St. Louis and Louisville, and that was the point. After serving in the navy’s V-12 pre-midshipman academic program at the University of North Carolina, where he met Seaver, he enrolled at the École des Beaux-Arts under the GI Bill. (At eighteen, he’d chosen the navy over the army because he liked the uniforms more, and maybe, he thought, he’d have less of a chance of getting shot.) And now, as his train made its way through Normandy to Paris, he looked out the window, through the green streaks of hedgerows whirring by, and saw the bombed-out shells of abandoned, charred tanks still not cleared away from the farm fields.

World War II broke Paris into bright slivers of austerity and anxiety, with existential reckoning everywhere. The city had been the seat of refined culture since its seventeenth-century academies and salons defined “fine art” and the tenets of history painting, and had been the center of modernism since the middle of the nineteenth century’s breakthroughs in vision and representation. Its modernism had been categorized through a succession of “isms” in which artists pushed the psychological and perceptual line between art and lived reality even further: Realism, Impressionism, Neo-Impressionism, Symbolism, Fauvism, Cubism. Now that innocuous still life object, broken open and reimagined on the picture plane by Edouard Manet, Paul Cézanne, Pablo Picasso, took on a new value: Parisians were suddenly grappling with the reality that a grapefruit cost “the equivalent of four days’ pay for a skilled worker.”

The contradictions of Reconstruction Paris, as the art historian Yve-Alain Bois points out, encompassed “a frantic race for modernization clashing with Old War customs.” There was a certain level of shame at the Nazis’ brazen occupation of one of democracy’s symbolic centers of culture, the existence of the cooperating Vichy government, and now the American bailout in the form of the Marshall Plan. Writers, philosophers, and artists who had gone underground during the war, fled and then returned, led the resistance, joined the Communist Party, sat idle, or even collaborated with the Vichy government now debated what could be done in the face of a new reality, exposed so recently through the Holocaust, Hiroshima, and the brutal theater of war. And there was a growing anxiety that Paris was losing its grip on cultural dominance to New York, particularly as the Nazi flag had just recently flown from the Paris Opera and other art centers of the city.

Youngerman had grown up poor in an unhappy home in Louisville, with an alcoholic father and “warring parents.” After his parents’ bitter divorce, he lived in an even more extreme situation with his mother and brother, who was a year and a half older. Several years after the divorce, his father had a breakdown and was institutionalized. Youngerman never saw him again; his father spent the next twenty years of his life in a veterans’ mental hospital in Mississippi, where he died. The only escape from the claustrophobic negativity of Youngerman’s situation seemed to be work, a constant striving toward more open spaces and possibilities. He knew there was an elsewhere, but where?

Art didn’t at first seem the answer; Youngerman hadn’t experienced any in person until, on leave from the navy, he went to the National Gallery in Washington, D.C., and then, on his way to Paris in 1947, stopped by the Museum of Modern Art in New York, which was less than two decades old. As a kid, he’d seen a few black-and-white reproductions of Rembrandt in a schoolbook, Norman Rockwell Saturday Evening Post covers, and images of regional painters in random magazines at friends’ houses (his mother only got Christian Science publications). “Being an artist wasn’t among the human possibilities for me. Artists were people who lived in Europe 300 years ago.” But he felt a sense of art’s promise to deliver one to another place, another situation, and he followed that instinct all the way to the center of Western culture—the city of Balzac and the Human Comedy, the city of Monet and Impressionism. “I borrowed some money for the ship and left. That was my great escape into the outside world.”

Embarking from the train at Gare Saint-Lazare, he took a bus to the Pont du Louvre, where he got off with his meager luggage. He just stood there, in the middle of the bridge on that beautiful fall day, looking toward the Île de la Cité and Notre-Dame. He couldn’t believe he was there.

Attending the École des Beaux-Arts was like walking into the nineteenth century. In his first weeks of class in Paris, he was suddenly “very close to things in art history.” Henri de Toulouse Lautrec and Vincent van Gogh had been students there. This 180-degree change in his situation was almost too much, but the chilly reception of most French students to the American GI interlopers helped anchor him to reality. He brought his first attempts at painting, little still lifes made from available objects in his hotel room, to his professor, who said, “Not bad for an American.” In 1948, as Youngerman soon realized, “art was still French in everybody’s minds. It was a French province.”

One of the students in Youngerman’s class at the École was an Alsatian his age who had been drafted into the German army after the fall of France in 1940, and had been in the Battle of Stalingrad. He considered himself French; he grew up speaking the language in Alsace, and then didn’t have a choice but to fight with the Nazis. Youngerman realized that everyone’s life in Europe was wholly changed by the war.

He got along best with art students who also came from humble beginnings. “The ones who came from the bourgeoisie were a little bit standoffish if not contemptuous.” The French defeat in the war had softened some of those attitudes, but for others, it only calcified them. “They owned art while we were just full of dollars.”

The dollar went a long way in postwar Paris. The GI Bill awarded seventy-five dollars for nine months of the year. “Thirty cents a day would get you a hotel room” with bed, basin, table, and chair. This was de rigueur for young students, but also for the French intellectuals of the time who looked to cast off bourgeois trappings. “The choice in Paris in the late forties was usually either renting a decrepit small flat with ancient bathroom and kitchen facilities or living in a hotel out of a suitcase,” Agnès Poirier writes. “When one was young, intellectual, and unattached, the second solution was by far the preferred option.”

Youngerman lived in the heart of Paris, on the top floor of a tiny hotel overlooking the Seine on Île Saint-Louis, an enclave of buildings that still felt of a piece with their seventeenth-century history. Hôtel de Bourgogne had a set configuration: six stories, with a winding staircase and one public water outlet for the whole building, which was also the one toilet (and that toilet did not have a seat). Madame Dongne ran the hotel—Madame Dangles, Youngerman, and later Kelly, called her.

His room, a former maid’s quarters, wasn’t big enough for an easel, but he painted on small canvases and paper. He had a single bed, a tiny table, a compact dresser, and a garret window: “the ultimate romantic thing.” On the top of the dresser was a large bowl with a pitcher of water and a glass—“a standard accessory of inexpensive lodgings,” which explains its ubiquity in Cubist works made in Paris a few decades before.

There was an electric hot plate with two burners, but Youngerman mainly ate out at inexpensive mom-and-pop restaurants, the student cafeteria, and canteens serving working-class menus. He thought it was terrific. The hotel also had chicory coffee for three centimes. Many meals were served family style—steaming platters of meat and potatoes. He would save bread (which was rationed) from the student canteens; he always had a piece of baguette in his pockets just in case. Vegetables were most common. Youngerman learned the joy of making a single tomato become an entire meal: cutting it thinly and pouring vinaigrette over the pieces. It was almost like painting: a slice of red amid the gray and brown. This kind of asceticism appealed to him. He was young, he had grown up without much, and most of what he wanted to do in Paris didn’t cost money anyway—walking the streets, going to museums (thanks to his Beaux-Arts student card), visiting churches. To learn the language, he read Balzac in French, marking the words he didn’t know and looking them up in a little dictionary he carried around.

One day, taking the bus from his room on the Île Saint-Louis to the Beaux-Arts, holding his art box, Youngerman got to talking with an older Parisian. “Paris is so beautiful,” he mused.

“Ahh, mais avant la guerre, avant la guerre,” the old man answered.

It was such a common refrain in Paris at the time that it became one of the first French phrases Youngerman learned—“Ah, but before the war, before the war,” that wistful nostalgia for a time when Nazi occupation of the city was unfathomable.

* * *

YOUNGERMAN WAS EAGER to learn French and wary of socializing only with expats. One of the first Americans that he met at the Beaux-Arts was Ellsworth Kelly, tall and thin, with a reedy curve to his posture and a shy smile. They met at the student restaurant, where you could eat for around ten cents. In 1948, Kelly arrived back in the city where he had served during World War II. Youngerman’s first impression of Kelly remained constant throughout his life: Ellsworth was an “impeccable poet,” in his work, his life, and his conversation. He spoke carefully, deliberately—as a child he had been a self-described “loner” and had a stammer—and Youngerman found that even his manner of speaking had parallels to qualities of his work. “Part of Ellsworth’s likeability was the fact that he spoke, in my memory, not carefully but he chose his words always, and well. And that’s part of his work too.”

Kelly grew up in New Jersey and moved often, but his fondest childhood memories were of when he lived near a reservoir and could watch birds. During the war, Kelly participated in the secret ghost army 603rd Engineers Camouflage Battalion; first, working in the United States, silk-screening posters with camouflage techniques, and then, in a directly opposed strategy in Britain, France, and Germany, working to trick perception through visibility: helping create fake army props including airfields, and inflatable trucks and tanks, to confuse the German troops during D-Day operations. He had a nervous reaction to his time in the army, which manifested as a rash on his face.

Kelly had been studying art at Pratt Institute in Brooklyn before enlisting and, just after the war, at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, on the GI Bill. But he wasn’t satisfied in Boston, where all the focus was on painting the traditional nude. He wanted to study color. He enrolled at the École des Beaux-Arts in order to qualify for the government stipend. “I didn’t go to Paris to go to school . . . the Beaux-Arts was the only place that didn’t care about attendance,” giving him time to really look at art. He was plagued by a domineering mother; just before he left for Europe, he visited a faith healer in New York who hypnotized him and helped him work through his mother’s hold on him. The break was complete: she never attended any of his exhibitions.

Kelly knew exactly what he wanted to see. He came to France with a notebook already full—pages and pages listing artworks to visit in the city, and nearby museums and cathedrals. He liked “being a stranger” in Paris, and in some ways never felt that he fit in. But he was also uncertain of his next step. His immediate thought on arrival was “What am I doing here? What am I going to be? A tenth-rate Picasso?”

In April 1949, Youngerman gave his room to his new friend, Kelly, and moved to live closer to the Beaux-Arts, though he immediately regretted leaving that little hotel. Kelly would in turn stay there for three years.

It was always cold in the building during the winter. The ground-floor heat was turned off in hotels on March 1, no matter the prevailing temperature. And Youngerman or Kelly never had a fireplace or heater in his top-floor room, just the residual rising heat. Kelly’s friend and fellow artist Ralph Coburn watched the damp spread up the wall. The American writer Norman Mailer described his time in Paris in December 1947 as “a long leaky French winter.” For the American playwright Arthur Miller that same winter, “The sun never seemed to rise over Paris, the winter sky like a lid of iron graying the skin of one’s hands and making faces wan.” “Paris looks sadder and sadder every day,” the French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir wrote in the winter of 1948. “Dark, cold, damp, empty.” Even the Beaux-Arts never had central heating, just a stove next to the model. Harvard’s Byzantine Institute in Paris was well heated; Kelly began researching specimens in the library twice a week. That was the way that it was for so many—being poor, “not having comfort much less luxury,” as Youngerman put it. Even the artist Constantin Brancusi worked in a cold, cavernous studio in Paris. “He had about four layers on, even with the stove” in his studio. “He was the best-known sculptor anywhere! And that was the way he was living.”

[image: image]
Ellsworth Kelly in his Hôtel de Bourgogne studio, Paris, 1950.

(Courtesy Ellsworth Kelly Studio.)



* * *

IN PARIS, KELLY and Youngerman could avoid the debates and macho posturing around Abstract Expressionism then overtaking postwar New York. A major spread on Jackson Pollock in Life magazine in August 1949 famously asked, “Is he the greatest living painter in the United States?” The thirty-seven-year-old Pollock, arms crossed and leaning against a painting, reluctantly takes on the question’s challenge. And even as the article seems to answer its question in the affirmative, it also raises the specter of criticism about Ab Ex: that it might just be decoration, that its painters don’t know what they are doing but only intuit some inner state onto the canvas through intense struggle, or most damningly, that it is as “unpalatable as yesterday’s macaroni.”

But with this spread, the mainstream publication Life also introduced an audience outside of the art world to a certain assurance in American painting that had not been documented so openly before. Pollock is independent, energetic, driven. His origins seem to be the American regionalism and intensity of Thomas Hart Benton and José Clemente Orozco. Pollock was not talking about Pablo Picasso or Georges Braque (though Cubism was a huge influence on his work); he was not engaging directly with the abstract tendencies of Cézanne or Henri Matisse, Manet, Hans Arp, or Fernand Léger. The dominance of Paris in shaping the history of modernism seems far from his mind. He was even rejecting a centuries-old tradition of easel painting, instead tacking his unstretched canvas to the floor of the studio, and letting dirt, cigarettes, and nails mix in with the paint that he flung down. He talked about being “literally in the painting” himself—a line that begins to equate Ab Ex paintings directly with their makers. Mark Rothko would also connect his expanded fields with a certain release of control and presence of the artist: “However you paint the larger picture, you are in it. It isn’t something you command.”

This is not to say that Ab Ex had shaken off all European influence. Pollock was deeply immersed in the work of the Surrealists who fled Europe just before or during World War II—among them André Breton, Max Ernst, and Salvador Dalí—artists who carried to New York an interest in the unconscious, in drawing practices around automatism and dreams, and in exploring “primitive” mark-making, and who showed their work at many of the same galleries as the young Americans. For Pollock, this meant a connection back to Native American practices of drawing with sticks directly on the ground and, like his fellow Americans Rothko, Robert Motherwell, and Barnett Newman, an interest in a deeper layer of universal myth and tragedy that World War II had exposed. The scale of the works, with their fields of color reaching for an American sublime, was embraced as an indication of the United States’ postwar economic and cultural ascendance.
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