




What was here? 
The SPURA site was 14 square city blocks 
primarily made up of densely packed 
housing - much of it like the tenements 
that still remain on the Lower East Side’s 
surrounding blocks. When this housing was 
demolished, 1,852 families were displaced, 
many of whom were of low or moderate 
income, many of whom were people of color. 
Some residents were rehoused in public 
housing nearby, some left the neighborhood, 
some were rehoused in new apartments at 
SPURA. There were never enough new units 
built for everyone to return, and many have 
always wanted to come back.

What is here? 
SPURA in 2011 is populated by many 
parking lots, some historic buildings and 
houses of worship saved from the 1967 
demolition, some tenements that have fought 
to stay, the Grand Street Guild Houses, the 
two Seward Park Extension houses, the 
Hong Ning Senior Citizen apartment house 
and the Bialystoker senior development.  
It is in the middle of a complex and vibrant 
Lower East Side, where housing is often  
at a premium. 

What will be here? 
SPURA’s future is still a question, but 
decisions on priorities are being made 
now. Affordable housing? Market-rate 
housing? Retail? What will the designs of 
these spaces look like? There are planning 
sessions taking place in 2010 and 2011 at 
the Community Board 3. We encourage you 
to get involved.

SPURA 1965 : Housing to be demolished

SPURA 2011: Some housing, many parking lots 
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Considering SPURA this semester, we have 
been fascinated by how residents regard their 
neighborhood. In many ways, SPURA as it exists 
today is a monument to a painful and incredibly 
complex history. Yet, when residents speak about this 
place it is with a tremendous amount of pride, care 
and longing. 

With the site’s designation as SPURA came changes 
and later, broken promises. The area has changed 
drastically, and for 40 years has also been on the 
cusp of further change. In producing a representation 
of SPURA, it is, we believe, most important to 
communicate a sense of change, and how this is 
experienced by residents. 

(Re)Visiting SPURA: A guide to the exhibition
City Studio developed (Re)Visiting SPURA to explore a range of ways to see this complex place, 
through considering the SPURA diaspora, displaced many years ago, its current conditions, and 
the complex conversations about planning for its future. (Re)Visiting SPURA springs from the City 
Studio’s research in the community and uses photographs, objects, videos and listening stations. We 
hope to encourage productive conversation about the site’s future. 

This is a guide to the pieces in the exhibition. The 2011 City Studio creators of (Re)Visiting SPURA 
are: Matthew Fujibayashi, Joshua Guerra, Jaclyn Hersh, Sohee Kim, Corey Mullee, Amy Nguyen, 
David Privat-Gilman, Ian Pugh and Matthew Taylor.Gabrielle Bendiner-Viani is the professor & curator.

Our perceptions of space are framed within these 
often individualized or collective expressions. By 
abstracting various imagery within singular frames 
and superimposing them upon scenes of SPURA, 
these narratives are made visible. Seemingly 
separate conceptions of SPURA are united in space 
and place, while being isolated in their frames. 

Raise a frame to your eye - and look through it at the 
panoramas around you, or to the street outside (also 
a part of SPURA) - and think about how this vision 
of the place compares with your own, compares with 
what exists now, or compares with what you’d like to 
see. 

How do we imagine a particular place, and how can  
that be visualized? The Seward Park Urban Renewal 
Area (SPURA) is and has been a space of contention 
around this very question. 

Competing visions of the future of this place have 
bumped up against one another for decades - a 
vision of a future without crowded tenements, a vision 
of a future with affordable housing for all who need it, 
a vision of a future with a rebuilt physical and social 
community, a vision of a future with a vibrant and 
successful use of precious real estate. 

This project is an audio installation organized around 
three themes: the past, present and future of the site. 
We were drawn to audio because it is provocative 
and thought provoking without engaging all the 
senses. Sound allows the mind to wander and to 
imagine - this is a kind of sound walk through SPURA.

We have used recordings of people’s reminiscences, 
speeches from community meetings, and site specific 
ambient noises to guide listeners to see the site in 
their mind’s eye and imagine their own stories. It is 
important to recognize the many facets of a place like 
SPURA. We hope these seemingly esoteric sounds 
help the listener focus their sense of place. 

This project allows visitors to listen and to then reflect 
on their own memories and opinions of the site. We 
hope to engage people with many connections to 
SPURA : those who only have memories of the past 
can still envision a future and those with knowledge 
of the present but not the past can listen and imagine 
what the past may have been. Having listened, 
we hope people will be inclined to share their own 
perceptions of SPURA.

Our goal is to evoke the sense of place of the unique 
physical and historical place that is SPURA in 2011.

Framing SPURA
Amy Nguyen, Matthew Taylor & Corey Mullee

The sounds of SPURA
David Privat-Gilman, Jaclyn Hersh 
& Matthew Fujibayashi

One change in SPURA has been that there are 
now fewer places for people to go. There are fewer 
destinations on the site, and for some, possibly even 
in the neighborhood as a whole—fewer shops, fewer 
homes, generally fewer things to do. Streets that 
were once vital, are now bleak or don’t exist at all. 

Naturally, the way in which people move throughout 
SPURA has changed, and in tracing that change, we 
hope to communicate what it is to experience this 
neighborhood. We chose to interview former and 
current site tenants, and to walk with them through 
their neighborhood in order to reveal what people 
see, and what people remember about this place.

Special thanks to Rosa Brobeck, Frances Goldin, and 
David Nieves for sharing their pasts and taking us for 
a walk around their neighborhood. 

Sound Walks

Oral History

Imagination 

Destination Unknown : A look back at SPURA
Joshua Guerra, Ian Pugh & Sohee Kim


