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NEW LEASE 
ON LIFE FOR 

WEST STREET 
THE FATE OF WEST STREET has been sealed. With its 
impending sale to the corporate offspring of the 
J. M. Kaplan Fund, the venerated birthplace of Bell 
Labs bids to become a national artists' center hous
ing artists, sculptors, composers, choreographers 
and filmmakers by 1970. 

News that New York's mayor was arriving and 
that the grand old dame of West Street was to be 
turned into an artistic Tower of Babel was enough 
to draw some of Bell Labs; old neighbors-a hippie 
in thongs, a butcher in blood-spattered apron and 
some ct.u'ious workmen-to the building for a look 
at the people gathering for a press conference. 

Guests included tired reporters in rumpled suits, 
art critics with goatees, chicly dressed art patrons 
and a handful of dapper press aides who came to 
hear Mayor John Lindsay and Roger Stevens, 
chairman of the National Council of the Arts 
announce that West Street was to be converted 
into studio-apartments for 500 artists and their 
families. Also on hand were Jacob Kaplan, from 
the fund bearing his name, and August Heckscher, 
city Administrator of Cultural and Recreational 
Affairs, to offer a few words of praise. 

Those who rode up to the stuffy auditorium, 
made stifling by the summer sun and the TV lights, 
heard this exchange : 

Reporter: "Do we really need such housing for 
artists?" 



Stevens: "We have been advised on many occa
sions by artists and art experts that artists' hous
ing is one of the most crucial needs in the country 
at this time. Our artists need not only a place to 
live and work, but at a price they can afford to pay. 
We believe this is a significant step toward solving 
the problem. 

Reporter: "When will it be ready for occu
pancy?" 

Stevens: ''Baning an act of God, by early 1969." 
Reporter: uWho will decide what artists can live 

here?" 
Stevens: "We hope to get a distinguished panel 

of citizens to select the artists. We especially want 
it to be a national center, not only for painters and 
sculptors, but also writers, musicians, filmmakers 
and so forth from all over the country." 

Another reporter (a show-off, intellectual type) : 
Tell me, will this revive the Hudson River School 
of Painting?" 

Stevens and Lindsay looked blankly at the lights 
and searched their memories. Finally Stevens an
swered, judiciously, ''If anything will, this may." 

Lindsay: "I hope you'll reserve a sma11 room for 
me and my frustrated fingerpainting." 

Predictably, the news about the national artists' 
center sped quickly through the art world. Artists 
who might colonize the center had mixed reactions 
to the project. 

Said one part-time painter, dancer and commer
cial artist, "Leave this place to live with 500 other 
artists? No thanks, I don't feel any serious painter 
would want to be part of a group set-up." 

Another artist who shares an old warehouse with 
14 other artists remarked, ui think I would find it 
a very stimulating environment." 

But another, who presides over an artists' haunt 
in the East Village, complained, "To pay that kind 
of rent (about $110 a month), an artist would, 
like, have to become involved in the acquisition of 
money. That would be bad." 

If all goes as announced, the building in which 
Jascha Heifitz recorded one of the first hi-fi records 
35 years ago, will once again echo to the sound of 
music. And where Sam Warner was introduced to 
the possibility of talking motion pictures, filmmak
ers will produce new kinds of movies. Here creative 
science and engineering gave soaring ideas to the 
visual arts; now the arts will continue their work. 

In time, West Street is expected to become the 
largest artists' studio complex of its kind, an Amer
ican version of a similar development, supported 
by the French government, started several years 
ago outside Paris. Like its French counterpart, this 
$10 million center will mark one of the first im
portant attempts to create a home for practicing 
artists. And for lower Manhattan, its conversion 
will contribute to the gradual resurgence of the 
area. 

The role is befitting the grande dame of West 
Street. An ignominious end as anything but a 
haven for creative people would have been un
thinkable. We wish the national artists' center well. 

West Street, once more dedicated to new ideas 
and creativity, once more where the action is, liter
ally has a new lease on life. 


