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THE HIGH LINE
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The High Line runs
through an architectural
theme park that’s still in
development. At the
Gansevoort Street end, the
Whitney Museum dreams
of a new branch; uptown,
the park runs into the
future Hudson Yards
complex. In between, you’ll
find New York’s densest
thicket of ambitious
early-21st-century design.

A Walking Tour

by justin davidson
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The concrete-legged
brute offers its guests
prime views of the High
Line; its glassed-in
rooms will present park
visitors with equally
stimulating spectacles.

Standard Hotel
848 Washington Street;
Polshek Partnership

WEST 13TH

ELEVATED THE TWIN
PLEASURES OF THE
HIGH LINE: A PETITE
NEW PARK, AND
A DISTRICT OF LIVELY
ARCHITECTURE.

architecture
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WEST 14TH

In a literally
brilliant stroke, the
crystal tuber on
the roof scoops up
sunlight and
funnels it down a
glittery hanging
staircase into
the masonry
building.

Diane Von
Furstenberg
headquarters
440 West 14th
Street; Work AC
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WEST 17TH

The High Line pioneer is
a big but surprisingly
retiring building, deftly
disguising its bulk and
leaving the limelight to its
neighbors.

WEST 18TH
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Frank Gehry’s glass
schooner, one of the
few new workplaces in
the area, set the
neighborhood standard
for fanciful design.

The IAC Building
555 West 18th Street;
Gehry Partners

june 15–22, 2009 | new york

The pursuit of personality
is mostly a matter of
façades. Here, a stack of
zigzagging blue glass
facets disguise the
ordinariness of what’s
behind them.

Chelsea Modern
447 West 18th Street;
Audrey Matlock
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A smaller and more successful
companion piece to 245 Tenth
(seen on the following pages).
The interlocking black and
white volumes suggest an
M. C. Escher print, but there’s
nothing impossible about the way
sunlight streams in one of the
penthouse’s mammoth windows
and out the other side.

A muscular former meatpacking
plant that was always impaled
by the elevated tracks will, when it’s
finished, now also carry an office
tower on its shoulders and
shelter shopping in its base. Old
industrial buildings are generous and
strong, and it makes sense
to reuse them rather than
tear them down.
The Caledonia
450 West 17th Street;
Handel Architects
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459 West 18th Street
Della Valle Bernheimer
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The High Line Building
450 West 14th Street; Morris Adjmi

L
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The terra-cotta
tiles at the base are so
sumptuously glazed
they look edible,
but they’re really just
an accent on
an otherwise
bland box.

WEST 19TH
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The Hudson dispenses
more stiff winds than
balmy breezes, so it’s hard
to know how regularly
residents will raise the
glass garage doors or
their bodega-style
shutters and turn their
apartments into openwalled Caribbean
cabanas. They’re
certainly paying for the
privilege.

Metal Shutter Houses
524 West 19th Street;
Shigeru Ban

This irresistible,
ostentatiously
inventive tower, with
its harlequin window
pattern and its
observation-deck
living rooms, is either
the last boom’s
aftershock or the next
one’s portent.
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100 Eleventh Avenue
Ateliers Jean Nouvel
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520 West Chelsea
520 West 19th Street;
Annabelle Selldorf
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WEST 23RD

The amoeboid shapes
of perforated steel looked
pretty arbitrary hanging
on this skinny building’s
glass façade—until its
organic-looking neighbor
HL23 came along to
complete the biological
motif.

High Line 519
519 West 23rd Street; Lindy Roy
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Adaptive, vaguely
retro, and undeniably cool,
the building balloons once
it clears the High Line
and holds itself together
with a pleasingly
asymmetric web of struts
and leaning columns.

HL23
515–517 West 23rd Street;
Neil Denari
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WEST 24TH

137

Not even finished, and already
so 2007. Luxuriantly wavy window
frames, terra-cotta with
a gunmetal glaze, and private
parking just outside the apartment
door. The marketing term for
that perk—“en suite sky
garage”—could spark a class
war all on its own.
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Architectural
ambitions collide with
a cumbersome site,
resulting in an ungainly
building clad in diamondpattern stamped
steel and windows that
look haphazardly, rather
than inspirationally,
arranged.

245 Tenth Avenue
Della Valle Bernheimer

14

200 Eleventh Avenue
Annabelle Selldorf

The High Line’s levitating parkland has been so long and so rapturously anticipated that
the nine-block segment that opens this week can hardly compete with its own story. The
tale is a triumph of urban salvage. A pair of young preservationists falls in love with a
weedy, ironbound rail bed threading its way above the streets of West Chelsea and the
meatpacking district. Owners of the lots it crosses want to tear it down. Finally, through
the miracle of persuasion, the elevated railway is converted from eyesore to amenity. But
wait: There’s the real-estate subplot! Developers use the little park to leverage their most
wild-eyed ambitions. City officials rewrite the zoning, values climb, and architects arrive
from the far corners of the realm.
At this point we find ourselves with two distinct High Lines. One is a quiet passeggiata
of deliberately rough design, the other a larger district of new art and fresh development.
A year ago, the condos popping up along Tenth Avenue were a visible expression of
consumer confidence. Cocky buyers were spending $2,000 for each square foot of as-yetnonexistent floor space and a hundred times that much for a patch of colored canvas with
which to adorn their future walls. (The world has changed; the apartments keep on
coming, whether they’re wanted or not, and who knows if anyone will be buying art to
furnish them?)
All this metamorphosis hangs on a short and slender thread of park. The High Line
emulates Paris’s Promenade Plantée, a magical arbor that runs nearly three miles atop a
disused railway viaduct, from the Bastille Opera to the city’s edge. But for now, the New
York version goes hardly anywhere. At 20th Street, it hits a chain-link fence separating
the current park from its future extension. You can stroll the entire open length in less
than ten minutes.
The park itself is a pleasant stroke of green, designed by Field Operations with Diller
Scofidio + Renfro, that revives the romance of industrial brawn. A lithe, glass-walled
steel staircase hangs from the superstructure at Gansevoort Street, leading to a hole cut in
the trestle. It’s a fine way to make an entrance into this Jack-and-the-Beanstalk world,
where nature and design have been arranged to simulate neglect. The walkway of
concrete planks blurs into the grass. Sections of the original track materialize and peter
out. Wooden deck chairs on train wheels slide along the rails, like pieces of equipment
left over from another era. (That wistfulness may be undermined, in the early months at
least, by lines to get in. The Parks Department plans to manage the flow of humanity by
issuing wristbands. Can reserved tickets be far behind?)
Though the High Line is sensitively landscaped, inventively furnished, and beguilingly
lit, I suspect the designers will come to regret a few decisions. The gaps between those
planks of concrete will surely snap heels, catch wads of chewing gum, and fill up with
debris. The edges of the walkway that curl up to keep wheelchairs from drifting into the
grass also make the able-bodied stumble.
A couple of wider sections tend to the pastoral, with verdure shielding the pathway. But
the architects never lose sight of the desire to behold the city beyond and below, and at
times they satisfy that urge with a theatrical voilà. At 17th Street, a section of the

structure falls away to create a grandstand suspended vertiginously above Tenth Avenue.
The move echoes similar hanging spaces by Diller Scofidio + Renfro: the mediathèque of
the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston, which looks over a thrilling expanse of
harbor; the Juilliard dance studio perched above Broadway. This one offers a grittier vista
of uptown traffic.
As the park makes its debut, the neighbors are waking up from a building binge, looking
a little goofy. The fussiest of the condos to near completion is 245 Tenth (at 24th Street),
by the Brooklyn architect-developers Jared Della Valle and Andrew Bernheimer. Their
building aches to be hipper than it is. It nuzzles the High Line and bulges on the way up.
The shape maximizes square footage, but Della Valle and Bernheimer have also declared
it an abstraction of a steam locomotive’s puff of smoke, evoking ye olde freight trains.
Extending the metaphor, they wrapped the building in steel panels with diamond-shaped
nubs punched in a digitized cloud pattern: denser near the bottom, dissipating toward the
upper floors. It’s very clever, or would be if there were a reason to reside in a simulated
cloud. The arbitrary and anachronistic reference does little to solve the problems of an
awkward L-shaped building wrapped around a gas station.
Willful idiosyncrasy isn’t all bad, however. The most flamboyant building of the too-late
wave is also the best: Jean Nouvel’s glistering half-cylinder that sweeps around the
corner from 19th Street onto Eleventh Avenue. Construction involved a dance of giant
megapanels, factory-made in China and hoisted into place. Each is a mosaic of variously
sized windows at an assortment of rakish tilts. The angled panes reflect light in different
directions, so that they sparkle like rhinestones on an upthrust sleeve. The building is a
fabulous ornament, a tour de force of glitz. Nouvel’s 100 Eleventh Avenue and Frank
Gehry’s IAC headquarters now pose and preen together, the glimmer twins of the West
Side, sensuously advertising the future of glass.
The strange thing about West Chelsea’s new chic is that it must contend with acres of
immutable drear. It remains a mouse-gray zone. Nouvel’s bauble rises alongside broad
rapids of traffic, and its adorable little balconies catch the rising fumes. With astonishing
sleight of hand, Nouvel has managed to keep the apartments simultaneously protected
from the street and open to the views by sandwiching sunrooms and outdoor spaces
between layers of glass. The wall of windows drops all the way down to the street, and
the lower stories have a second perimeter of glass panes and voids: a rhythmic alternation
of nothing and almost nothing. In other works, Nouvel has mastered the architecture of
desire, a play of screens and veils. Here he offers a teasing double layer of peekaboo
gauziness. He has presented the city with a proud object of desire, an emblem of real
estate’s timeless erotic appeal.
There’s something exhilarating, and also amusing, about the arrival of such an exuberant
building in somber times, like a bride bursting into a funeral hall. Perhaps 100 Eleventh
isn’t late to the last party, but early to the next one. This is New York: Excess will
eventually seem natural again, and when it does, this building will be ready to oblige.

Nouvel’s building represents commercial development at its finest, but it remains at odds
with the High Line, which was brought into being by activists who took the notion of
grassroots quite literally. Idealistic designers restored railings and doled out stairways,
and chose grasses to recall the tranquil days when the structure was beautifully forgotten.
Their efforts attracted commerce, which is only to be expected; if the Garden of Eden
reopened today, someone would put up time-shares just outside the gates. Maybe the
recession is the purists’ revenge. The green is gone, while the greenery is just getting
lush.
Photographs: First spread, clockwise from top left, Thomas Loof; Elizabeth Felicella;
Kim Wendell Design; David Sundberg/Esto; Courtesy of Della Valle Bernheimer;
Courtesy of Audrey Matlock; Albert Vecerka/Esto/Courtesy of the IAC building; Field
Operations and Diller Scofidio + Renfro/Courtesy of the City of New York
Photographs: Second spread, from left, Albert Vecerka/Esto/Courtesy of the IAC
building; Hypertecture/Courtesy of Bishopscourt LLC; Courtesy of Shigeru Ban;
Courtesy of Ateliers Jean Nouvel; Courtesy of Roy Co.; Hayes Davidson, London;
Courtesy of Della Valle Bernheimer; Hayes Davidson/Courtesy of Young Woo &
Associates

The Neighborhood Below
Where and how to while away a summer day along (and beneath, and beside) the city’s
favorite new public space.
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For this panorama, Stephen Wilkes set up a rotating camera on a cherry picker at Tenth Avenue and shot throughout one day,
from noon till 9 p.m.
(Photo: Stephen Wilkes)

R

ehabilitating decrepit, rusty el tracks seemed like an out-there idea. But now that the High Line is

here—all native grasses and civilized boardwalk—we never knew how much we wanted it. Or realized how
it would change the way we wander the meatpacking–West Chelsea corridor. One way to pass an
afternoon: reading a book, catching the breeze, coming down only for bathroom breaks (Chelsea Market’s
are the nicest) and emergency sunblock (get it at Jeffrey). Or you can augment your sunbathing-and-viewadmiring by recognizing the fact that you are in prime eating and shopping territory. If you commit to
walking up and down the park’s stairs enough (entrances on Gansevoort, 18th Street, and 20th Street
have stairways, with an elevator at 16th Street and one to come in July at 14th Street), you can justify a
rich and buttery pretzel croissant from Birdbath, the green-bakery offshoot of Maury Rubin’s City Bakery,
which runs the park’s two concessions. Build up an appetite investigating the neighborhood shops, then
make a picnic from the offerings at Chelsea Market, or book dinner at the newly opened Standard Grill,
with its three very different spaces on the ground floor of André Balazs’s Standard Hotel. The park above
our heads makes an excellent axis for a day’s worth of strolling on a beautiful summer weekend. For a
map of the environs, click ahead.

The Neighborhood Below

Map by Jason Lee

The Ideal Amble
From south to north.

1. Auto
805 Washington St., nr. Horatio St.; 212-229-2292
Pick up a good read (World Unfurled, by Matteo Pericoli, is $26), button dolls for the kids ($48), and a
sturdy canvas tote to carry it in ($76).
2. Birdbath cart
Nr. Gansevoort St. entrance
Fuel up with a large chocolate-chip cookie ($3) or a “green” pizza with leeks, scallions, and mint ($4).
3. Los Dados
73 Gansevoort St., at Washington St.; 646-810-7290
Stop for a refreshingly subtle cucumber-agave margarita ($14).
4. Fig & Olive
420 W. 13th St., nr. Washington St.; 212-924-1200
Sit at the bar, and order the tasting menu.

(Photo: Hannah Whitaker/New York
Magazine)

5. The Standard
848 Washington St., nr. W. 13th St.; 212-645-4646
Try the newly opened Grill, or BYO to the yellow picnic tables in front
of the hotel’s lounge.

(Photo: Hannah Whitaker/New York
Magazine)

6. Good Graffiti
13th St. at Washington St., northwest corner
Interesting building art: Albert Einstein, Joe Louis, and a cowboy.
7. Paige Premium Denim
869 Washington St., nr. W. 13th St.; 212-807-1400
To buy: O.P.I. nail colors like pink, blue, and green ($8.50), and denim shorts ($139) or pants ($149) to
match.
8. Edris
430 W. 14th St., nr. Washington St.; 212-989-6800
Swing by this chic, under-the-radar salon for a cut (from $125) or
manicure (from $30).
9. Jeffrey
449 W. 14th St., nr. Ninth Ave.; 212-206-1272
Sunblock emergency? Lancaster’s oil-free SPF-15 spray ($25) is
expensive, but at least it’s nearby. Part of the proceeds of Anya
Hindmarch’s silk-screened bag ($150) benefit Friends of the
High Line.
(Photo: Hannah Whitaker/New York
10. Halfsteak at Craftsteak
Magazine)
85 Tenth Ave., at 15th St.; 212-400-6699
Summer dishes ($15 and under) like a softshell-crab po’ boy with green-tomato marmalade and bacon,
have been created for High Line visitors.

11.
The famous lounge chairs on wheels are here. If you score one, don’t move.
12.
Splash around in the (questionably sanitary) sundeck water feature.
13. Milk Studios & Gallery
450 W. 15th St., nr. Washington St.; 212-645-2797
The free ground-floor gallery has portraits (Lance Armstrong, Ludacris) by hip-hop photographer and
video director Jonathan Mannion starting June 25.
14.
The Chelsea Market Passage has cool blue neon lights overhead, a stained-glass-window installation
by artist Spencer Finch, and the second Birdbath concession.
15. Chelsea Market
75 Ninth Ave., at 15th St.
Build a picnic: bread from Amy’s, with meats, cheeses, and condiments from Buon Italia, or a lobster roll
from the Lobster Place, and brownies from Fat Witch ($2.75). Take advantage of clean public restrooms.
16.
The Tenth Avenue Overlook is a mini-amphitheater with a glass-walled view of traffic below.

17. The Park
118 Tenth Ave., at 18th St.; 212-352-3313
The enormity of the space makes it great for walk-ins. There’s free
Internet, and a rooftop lounge Friday and Saturday nights from
midnight to 4 a.m.
18. Appellation Wineshop
156 Tenth Ave., nr. 20th St.; 212-741-9474
Time your High Line stroll to coincide with one of the organic-andbiodynamic wine shop’s frequent complimentary tastings.

(Photo: Hannah Whitaker/New York
Magazine)

19. Cookshop
156 Tenth Ave., at 20th St.; 212-924-4440
Slurp oysters and pair summer wines with grass-fed meats and organic vegetables on the restaurant’s
patio.
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On High, a Fresh Outlook
By NICOLAI OUROUSSOFF

I keep picturing Carrie Bradshaw on the High Line, and it terrifies me.
Ever since it was unveiled in 2005, the design for this park, conceived for a strip of elevated rail tracks
abandoned nearly 30 years ago, has been the favorite cause of New York’s rich and powerful. Celebrities
attended fund-raisers on its deck. City officials endorsed it. Developers salivated over it, knowing it would
raise land values.
I worried that it would one day be overrun with tourists and film crews. I imagined turning on the
television to see Carrie stumbling down its promenade with a broken heel, weeping over Mr. Big. How, I
wondered, could it possibly retain the tranquillity that made walking along its rusting, decrepit deck such a
haunting experience? So I was overjoyed this weekend when I climbed the stairs at Gansevoort Street,
entered the new city park and felt an immediate sense of calm. Designed by James Corner Field Operations
with Diller Scofidio & Renfro, the first phase of the High Line, which opened on Tuesday, is a series of low
scruffy gardens, punctuated by a fountain and a few quiet lounge areas, that unfold in a lyrical narrative
and seem to float above the noise and congestion below. It is one of the most thoughtful, sensitively
designed public spaces built in New York in years.
But what’s really unexpected about the park is the degree to which it alters your perspective on the city.
Guiding you through a secret landscape of derelict buildings, narrow urban canyons and river views, it
allows you to make entirely new visual connections between different parts of Manhattan while maintaining
a remarkably intimate relationship with the surrounding streets.
The park, which currently extends as far north as West 20th Street, is conceived as a series of interwoven
events, like chapters of a book. Approached from the south along Washington Street in the meatpacking
district, its 30-foot-high steel deck, supported on big steel columns and sliced off brutally at one end, makes
for a striking contrast with the green, leafy landscape atop it. A street-level entry plaza, paved in concrete, is
tucked underneath, and a broad metal staircase, with sleek brushed stainless-steel handrails, leads up to
the structure’s underbelly. Rusted Corten steel plates line the opening in the deck’s floor, emphasizing the
violence of the cut.
A subtle play between contemporary and historical design, industrial decay and natural beauty sets the
tone. The surface of the deck, for example, is made of concrete planks meant to echo the linearity of the old
tracks. The path slips left and right as it advances, so that at some points you are right up against the edge
of the railing and at others you are enveloped in the gardens.
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And those gardens have a wild, ragged look that echoes the character of the old abandoned track bed when
it was covered with weeds, just a few years ago. Wildflowers and prairie grasses mix with Amelanchier
bushes, their branches speckled with red berries. Mr. Corner designed planters to hold the taller trees, and
the Gansevoort entry is marked by a cluster of birches. On Saturday the gardens were swarming with bees,
butterflies and birds. I half expected to see Bambi.
Occasionally, you catch a glimpse of a fragment of track lying in the grass, a carefully placed reminder of
the High Line’s former life.
What saves all this from becoming a saccharine exercise in nostalgia is the sophistication with which these
elements are fused together. The benches, for example, have a sleek contemporary feel; they are made of
simple wood slats that lock into the deck’s concrete planks. The lighting, too, is uncommonly subtle. Most of
it is embedded in the bottom of the handrails to keep the focus on the plantings and keep glare to a
minimum.
As you continue north, the narrative keeps shifting. The park tunnels through an old brick commercial
building just above 13th Street; dimly lit, the cavernous space offers an escape from the heat of a sunny day
or from a downpour. Farther up, a spur breaks off and dead-ends into another building, creating a more
private pocket overgrown with grasses and shrubs. The most original feature is a small amphitheater that
angles down from the center of the deck near 17th Street. Sitting on rows of wood benches, visitors can look
through an enormous window up the length of 10th Avenue, the cars and taxis roaring out from directly
beneath their feet.
But as mesmerizing as the design is, it is the height of the High Line that makes it so magical, and that has
such a profound effect on how you view the city. Lifted just three stories above the ground, you are
suddenly able to perceive, with remarkable clarity, aspects of the city’s character you would never glean
from an office window. At some points, billboards and parking structures dominate the foreground. At
others, you are directly below the cornice line, so that you seem to be floating among the rooftops.
Longer views open up down narrow side streets to the Hudson, or east across the city.
At the same time, you are still close enough to make eye contact with people on the sidewalks, so that you
never lose your connection to the street life. The High Line is the only place in New York where you can
have this experience — one that is as singular in its way as standing on the observation deck of the Empire
State Building.
None of this would matter if the architects had not struggled so hard to regulate access. It often seemed that
almost every developer working in the meatpacking district, at one point or another, was begging to have an
apartment building or hotel connect directly to the gardens. Yet remarkably, there are only four access
points between Gansevoort and 20th Streets. This adds considerably to the park’s low-key mood, and
reinforces the notion that it is a place for a quiet stroll, an escape from the trendy neighborhoods below.
We still need to see what will happen when the High Line gets on the major tourist itineraries. The second
phase, extending it up to 30th Street, is set to start construction in a few weeks, which will raise new design
questions. And developers are still fighting to build bridges to the gardens from their buildings.
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But the care and patience with which this project was developed, both on the part of the architects and the
High Line’s founders, Joshua David and Robert Hammond, is a rarity anywhere. They have given New
Yorkers an invaluable and transformative gift.
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