Art lures hundreds of “Strollers” uptown

by Mariah Blake

It was quite a day in Northern Manhattan.

Stephen Beveridge peddled portraits of people’s souls from the Audubon Technology Center on West 166th Street and Broadway. 

Rosa Naparstek invited strangers to wander around her home on Fort Washington Avenue near West 190th Street and peruse the objects she crafts from doll parts, wood and rusty metal.  

Marjorie Kouns’ oversized lampshades crowned the lampposts in Inwood Hill Park.  

Beveridge, Naparstek and Kouns were among more than 60 local artists who displayed their work during the first Uptown Arts Stroll, which was held from noon to 7 p.m. on November 23, and drew hundreds of visitors. Nearly 50 offices, restaurants, churches and apartments between West 159th and 219th Streets showcased artwork.

This rambling exhibition was a novelty for Washington Heights and Inwood, where there is usually little art to be seen publicly, although more and more artists are moving into the neighborhood. “We have one commercial gallery and a few ad-hoc exhibition spaces,” explained Peter Ferko, a photographer, and president of Artists Unite, founded a year ago to support the area’s artists. “The art community here hasn’t really had a focus.” 

The work displayed at the event was highly eclectic - ranging from paintings with pre-Columbian motifs, to hand-batiked greeting cards, to abstract photography.

Most Uptown Art Stroll attendees seemed to relish the diversity. “It took me an hour to get up here and it was worth it,” said Denise Toruffault, who is visiting New York from Toulouse, France. 

“It’s really good to see the arts community up here is in full bloom,” marveled Joel Adas a Williamsburg-based painter. “I’m very impressed . . . There’s a real range.”

The large distances between venues and the lack of directional signs frustrated some visitors, though. “I’m just trying to figure out where this stuff is,” grumbled Connie Roche, a Washington Heights retiree, after consulting a crumpled map. 

Conceived by photographer and Manhattan Times Editor Mike Fitelson, the Uptown Arts Stroll was sponsored by Community Board 12, Manhattan Times, Artist Unite, Community Arts Showcase, and the Inwood Community Coalition. 

Besides matching artists with venues - and boosting local businesses by generating foot traffic - sponsors aimed to get people exploring parts of the neighborhood they normally don’t see. 

By all accounts it worked. “This is not the kind of neighborhood where you normally trawl around and look in windows,” explained Chiara Manson, a graduate student who lives in Washington Heights. “This event has really brought people out. I’ve been places I never go.” 

A number of visitors liked what they saw enough to take some art home. Uruguayan painter Gabriel Marchisio sold three canvases, netting nearly $5,000, and many artists reported more modest sales.

For some exhibitors, though, the sense of connection that the event created was as important as what they sold. “It was fantastic,” said Machisio, a Washington Heights resident. “I was really surprised how many artists there are in the area.” 

“There are a lot of artists here behind closed doors,” said Naparstek, who in addition to being an artist, is cofounder of Artists Unite. “This is a step toward finding each other and connecting to the community.”

