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New Zealand artist Sara Hughes falls in love with the frenetic city where art is everything.

y earliest memory of New York was when a

brown paper parcel arrived in our rural letterbox

at the end of a long metal road. I was seven at the
time and the ten-minute walk from the letterbox to our
house seemed to take forever. When I ripped open the
layers of brown paper I found a white T-shirt emblazoned
with the letters I¥NY.

I was bewildered by this — my only reference was the
girls’ toilets at school where strange codes like IYCW
were scratched into the cubicle doors. What could this
mean? Had my grandmother, who had recently returned
from a trip to New York, discovered my secret crush and
sent me a t-shirt to embarrass me? But NY weren’t the
right initials. It was 1978 and I hadn’t heard about the
NY State-commissioned campaign to promote the city or
about Milton Glaser, the graphic artist who designed this
famous slogan in 1977, but I do remember feeling special
in my t-shirt with the big red heart and secret code.

This early fascination grew - from Sesame Street to
King Kong to Abstract Expressionism to Warhol - and
in 1989 when I was a teenager I went there for the first
time. Since then I've travelled to and lived in many

countries and I'm aware visiting a city and living there

are two different experiences. So it was with a mixture of
excitement and apprehension that I arrived in New York
in the beginning of July this year to start a six month-
residency at the International Studio and Curatorial
Program (ISCP). 1 was awarded this residency when I
won the Wallace Art Award in 2005 and I would like to
thank James Wallace for his insight in understanding
the value of international residencies for New Zealand
artists. Now I'm three months into my residency and
loving New York.

ISCP is in the midst of busy midtown, a few blocks
from Times Square on West 39th Street. Established in
1994 as a single studio residency, ISCP has expanded
and now hosts international artists and curators in 26
studio spaces. One of its strengths is its Guest Critic
Programme, which offers resident artists studio visits
every two months from distinguished international
art professionals. We also meet a steady stream of
international curators and gallerists who are passing
through the city. Studio visits last half an hour during
which you discuss and show your work to a range of art
professionals - people it would normally be difficult for
a newly-arrived artist to meet.

Dennis Elliott has been Director of ISCP since the
programme began and has seen more that 550 artists,

curators and critics pass through the doors. Participants
stay here for varying lengths of time, depending on their
sponsors; the longest is one year and the shortest six
weeks. Programme director Sara Reisman combines her
role with being a freelance curator and has invaluable
experience in the New York art world; her warmth
and generosity is appreciated by all the artists here.
Studio Manager, Mayumi Hayashi, is always helpful
and informative, which is greatly appreciated because
when you're in a new city it’s not always easy to find the
materials, suppliers and manufacturers you need.

There’s a truly international group of artists here and
my neighbours are from Sweden, The Netherlands, the
Czech Republic, Macedonia, Germany and Australia. Hye
Rim Lee from New Zealand is also in residence until the
end of the year. More than half the artists, curators and
critics in residence have been selected by their countries
or through art awards. The competitive selection process
brings together a dynamic mix of artists, working with
a wide range of ideas and media. There are emerging
as well as established artists here (Patricia Piccinini and
Pierre Bismuth were in residence recently) and they range
in age from mid-20s to early 60s. ;

Individual studios allow for privacy but you feel a
sense of community because you're surrounded by other
artists. There are no set prescriptions for being at ISCP
and it’s up to you how you use your time here, yet there
are many things to take advantage of. On Monday nights
we take turns to present our work to the group and every
month there are organised trips, mostly art-related.

In August, when much of the art world here is on
holiday and temperatures soar to 35°C and above,
there’s an annual outing to Jones Beach on Long Island.
We've visited the Queens Museum of Art, a large public
art gallery in Queens that is famous for its enormous
Panorama of New York City built for the World Fair in
1964. In a couple of weeks we’'re going to Dia:Beacon,
an art museum opened by the Dia Foundation in 2003,
which is an hour and a half’s drive from New York City
on the banks of the Hudson River.

I visited the museum last year and the vast gallery
spaces, in what was once an old printing factory, are the
perfect place to see the institution’s renowned collection. It
has a strong emphasis on work from the 1960s and 70s and
my favourites were the Agnes Martin paintings, Sol LeWitt
wall drawings and Fred Sandback’s constructions.

Chelsea and its many galleries are a short walk from
ISCP and MOMA is only two stops away on the subway

Clockwise from top left: Bargain, 2007, Sara Hughes, paper tags & paint; PSI Contemporary Art Centre, an affiliate of MOMA, during
Saturday afternoon ‘Warm up’, with live music and DJ’s; Chelsea gallery district; sign to Turner nominee, Mike Nelson’s enormous
installation, A Psychic Vacuum, at old Essex Street Market; map in ISCP office showing nationalities of current artists, curators and

critics in residence. Background image: the third annual Art Parade, SoHo
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with me in New York and this has hugely increased
my enjoyment of the city - it’s great to be able to share
this experience. Gregor was accepted for the highly
competitive Art Omi residency earlier this year, so it was
fantastic that we could both start our programmes at the
same time. We’re living in Williamsburg, the first stop on
the L Line into Brooklyn, which has lots of cafés, bars,
galleries and a fantastic bookshop. There’s still a strong
Polish community here and it’s a diverse neighborhood
that is becoming increasingly popular.

A residency is much more that just working in the
studio; it’s meeting people, developing and fostering
contacts, researching, seeing, doing and experiencing.
I planned my year so I wouldn’t have many exhibition
commitments and this gives me time to experiment and
develop new ideas. I did commit to one group exhibition,

recently co-curated M*A*S*H, a group exhibition held
in association with The Armory Show. I'll also take part
in the twice-yearly open days in mid-November, so with
these deadlines approaching, I'm spending a lot more
time in the studio.

I don’t want to sound flippant with the ‘1" word but
I’'m loving it here. Of course the art market is insane, the
art world is hugely competitive, the city is dirty, crowded,
brash, expensive, taxi drivers deliberately try to run you
over, it’s exhausting, you can’t find a public toilet, but
it’s so much more than that. That’s why I¥NY.

Sara Hughes will be at ISCP till the end of December and
in January she will take up a three-month art residency at
McColl Center for Visual Art in Charlotte, NC, USA. She
returns to New Zealand for an exhibition at Gow Langsford
Gallery in June 2008.
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