Studio Visit

In her Chinatown loft, Kunié
Sugiura presses conventional
boundaries of photography
and painting.
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In 1811, when the Commissioners’ Plan
established the map that was to dictate
Manhattan’s development north of
Houston Street, city fathers settled on
the gridiron as the ideal form not for its
Euclidean elegance but for the sake of
rank commerce: “Right angled houses are
the most cheap to build,” they declared.
Meanwhile, in the city that already

existed, streets slouched and coiled like
vagabonds, their winding shapes defined

| by rivers, shorelines, swamps, and large
| rocks. Among these vintage arteries,
| Doyers Street, a narrow, two-hundred-foot

dogleg angling between the Bowery and
Pell Street, is unlike any other. The crime
journalist Herbert Asbury, who covered
downtown New York, once called it “a
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crazy street” and said “there has never

. been any excuse for it.” Turning onto

it feels like stumbling into Venice or
Kowloon and makes me think of Walter
Benjamin’s sentiment in One-Way Street
that as soon as we gain our bearings in
a city, habit erodes our sense of wonder
about it. Somehow, visiting Doyers never
stops feeling like the first time because it
never stops feeling like being lost.
Recently, I went to the old gray brick
building at number 7 and rang the buzzer
of Kunié¢ Sugiura, who has lived and
worked there in a rough, roomy, fourth-
floor loft since 1974, making art that

| combines photography and painting in

ways that confound conventions of both
(often involving cameraless photographs






