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HABITATS/Somewhere in New York City

Using Graffiti as a Decorating Tool

By PENELOPE GREEN

UGO MARTINEZ, a 54-year-old graffiti gallerist, has

been living his work — and living in his work — since

1972, when as a philosophy major and student activist
at City College he discovered Puerto Rican teenagers painting
subway cars in railyards and helped organize them into a loose
collective called United Graffiti Artists.

Since then, he's been sleeping lightly, gently misted by
spray paint, on floors in ad-hoc gallery spaces — in a garage,
in a pencil factory and in other unexpected places — from
Greenpoint, Brooklyn, to Puerto Rico and from Chelsea in
Manhaltan to London. “Because you never know,” he said,
burying his face in his hands, “when someone might appear at
2 a.m. to make a piece and then want to paint until 5. It's not
like these guys have regular schedules, I have to be available.”

“It’s hell on relationships,” he continued, counting off two
divorces and a recent breakup, and describing three decades
of service to his cause and his resulting domestic transience as
like “being in the National Guard.”

“Sometimes I live for a year in a project,” he said. “The
good part is you have to find the home within yourself.”

This year, at least since late January, he's been living
amid graffiti designed to be part of a studio apartment that
has been spruced up by two Dutch designers (who call them-
selves Kaptein Roodnat) and decorated by 13 graffitists. The
graffitists range in age from 19 to 48, Mr. Martinez said, “and
what links them is the clarity of their vision and the fact that
they"ve all passed the threshold of criminality.”

Some, he said, have been arrested as many as 30 times,
for everything from vandalism — for their graffiti — to selling
crack.

The apartment decoration is part art prank, part reality
show — there are plans for a Webcam — and part public serv-
ARTDECOR ) . ice. Mr. Martinez would like to see city housing agencies de-
Hugo Martinez in the apartment he is occupying tem-  ploy similar decorative strategies in their buildings — not that
porarily in a 1960’ low-income housing project, turn-  he'll be knocking on any doors, mind you,
ing it into a design space for his graffitists. : Continued on Page 7
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Art in Review

“The Project in the
Projects’

160 Madison Street, Apt. 11G

Lower East Side

Saturdays and Sundays noon to 6
p.m. through August.

The New York art dealer Hugo
Martinez represents a number of
well-known graffiti artists, some vet-
erans of the classical era of the
1970’s and 80’s and others new on the
scene. A few years ago, Mr. Martinez
exhibited them in a Chelsea gallery,
then in a space in Brooklyn. Recently
he has begun to incorporate their
work into utopian public projects.

The first of these, which made its
debut late last year, was a pediatrics
clinic on West 207th Street in upper
Manhattan. Sponsored by a medical
group, the clinic was designed by a
two-person Dutch firm called Kap-
tein Roodnat, and its interior was en-
tirely decorated, with enchanting re-
sults, by artists whose work has tra-
ditionally, and often illegally, been
produced on the street.

Now Mr. Martinez has enlisted the
same design team in a second collab-
orative work, or “intervention,” this
one involving the redecoration of a
studio apartment in a low-income
housing project on the Lower East

Side. Kaptein-Roodnat have made
subtle and reversible structural
changes to increase the flow of light
and air in a small space. Some 15 art-
ists, including Kez 5, Ghost, NATO
and VFR, contribute painted sculp-
tures that double as ornaments and
modular furniture.

The design is intended as a malle-
able prototype, a sampler of decora-
tive possibilities — including the
choice of individual artists — avail-
able to a project resident wanting a
customized makeover. Naturally, the
appeal of any or all of the options will
be a matter of individual taste, too
much for some people, too little for
others.

But then, the “Project in the
Projects” is as much about philoso-
phy as it is about practicality. It is, in
a sense, a 21st-century update on the
kind of aesthetic domestic environ-
ment, at once harmonious and stimu-
lating, envisioned by Mondrian. And
this concept seems particularly ger-
mane to the present, when housing
costs are steep and the mainstream
art world is working hard to squeeze
art back into the confines of market-
able objects.

No doubt all of these issues, in
which art, design and politics meet,
will generate some bracing heat dur-
ing a symposium that Mr. Martinez
and his artists will present tomorrow
night at Bluestockings Bookstore,
172 Allen Street, Lower East Side,
from 6 to 8 p.m. Information:

(212) 619-2149.
HOLLAND COTTER



