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Battered and Beautiful: His Bronx

By LIZ ROBBINS

FTERNOON sunlight splashed down

into the main reading room of the

Bronx Community College’s new li-

brary, where nearly every desk

was occupied, the enthusiasm of the semes-
ter still as fresh as the paint.

Most students were too busy to look up at
the 20 friezes on the third-floor balcony in
the recently opened North Hall and Library,
at least until Daniel Hauben started talking
about Yankee Stadium, depicted in the pan-
el above him. Under a cloud-streaked sky,
the old and new ballparks stood side by side
during construction and before demolition
— a rare moment revealing the vivid layers
of Bronx history.

“Are you the architect?” asked a student,
Alondra Felipe, 25, who overheard Mr. Hau-
ben from her study table.

“No, I'm the painter,” Mr. Hauben replied,
black hat in hand, gold earring in left ear,
gray goatee neatly trimmed.

“It’s so awesome,” Ms. Felipe said, gazing
around the library. “It makes you feel like
you're in a good school.”

Ms. Felipe’s friend Danel Salicrup, 24,
said the paintings depicting familiar Bronx
scenes were what he noticed first. “They
bring life here,” he said.

This has always been Mr. Hauben’s aim
as a native son and artist of an oft-maligned

borough. “It’s not Giverny — it’s the
Bronx,” he said. “But still, there’s beauty in
the world.”

A familiar figure with his easel in the bor-
ough’s streets, Mr. Hauben, 56, has spent his
career illuminating the surrounding lush
landscapes and working people, infusing
them with a touch of whimsy.

He is, in deference to his favorite painter,
a kind of “Bruegel of the Bronx.”
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Daniel Hauben,
who grew up in
the oft-maligned
borough, was
commissioned
to create paint-
ings for the new
library at Bronx
Community

v College.

LIBRADO ROMERO/THE NEW YORK TIMES

munity College selected Mr. Hauben in 2008
because its members saw how his scenes
would enrich the new $80 million library by
Robert A. M. Stern Architects.

The building opened last month on the
campus, perched on a hill, replacing the din-
gy 1960s basement space with a double-
vaulted ceiling, classical columns, soft col-
ors and intricate details highlighted by Mr.

The design committee from Bronx Com-

Hauben's 22 oil paintings.

The panels, 16 inches high and
48 inches wide, feature Bronx
views from different heights:
rooftops at dusk, mango sellers
under the elevated tracks, stu-
dents strolling on campus. The
two larger paintings in the li-
brary’s entrance stairwells offer
sprawling views of the Harlem
River. Mr. Hauben saturates his
paintings with color: Wedgewood
blues, hazels and walnuts that
purposely match the library.

“There was a warmth that em-
anated from his work,” said Da-
vid A. Taylor, the college's dean
of administration and finance,
who sat on the selection commit-
tee. “The way he captured the
landscapes and the people, it was
vibrant and it spoke to us — more
so than if we went with an ab-
stract artist.”

Still, said Mr. Taylor, an ama-
teur photographer, Mr. Hauben'’s
paintings are not strictly real-
istic. His store signs have generic
names or made-up words. He
placed people into paintings and
played with the balance of fore-
ground and background. “It’s al-
ways his interpretive feel of what
something looks like,” Mr. Taylor
said.

This commission, the most vis-
ible showing of Mr. Hauben’s
work, has made him reflect on his
role as an artist in permanent
residence.

“Art, it's not a separate thing;
it’s part of your life; it is your
life,” he said. “To be at least ac-
knowledged or have as much of a
presence in the community as a
plumber or a bus driver after 20-
some-odd years I painted in the
Bronx, I didn’t think that would
ever be possible.” )

In October, the college will
have an exhibition of Mr. Hau-
ben’s work from the commission,
“A Sense of Place.”

He has been trying to create
that feeling since he was 10 years

ONLINE: SEE THE WORK
A gallery of Daniel Hauben’s
paintings for the library:
nytimes.com/nyregion
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‘It’s not Giverny, a
painter says. ‘But
still, there’s beauty.

old in his bedroom in the Kings-
bridge section of the Bronx, in
the same apartment where he
lives now. He and his friend Da-
vid Schwartz spent six years de-
signing an elaborate model of
Utopia, with concrete buildings,
running water and futuristic de-
sign. Calling it Edge City, Mr.
Hauben arranged the shapes and
the colors while his friend made
the concrete and paint. “It was a
grand collaboration of science
and art and sociology and eco-
nomics,” his friend, now Profes-
sor Schwartz, said in a phone in-
terview.

“We would have lively debates
over which is better, science or
art,” said Professor Schwartz, the
director of the Laboratory for
Molecular and Computational
Genomics at the University of
Wisconsin. “Looking back on it,
we were just two weird kids.”

In recent e-mails, the two
friends have talked about how
Edge City influenced their ca-
reers. “What I'm most interested
in is creating a world that invites
you into it, that reflects the world
in some ways, but then creates its
own logic,” Mr. Hauben said.

He admitted that at times dur-
ing the commission he felt con-
strained by outside logic. Work-
ing with a large public institution
and more than a dozen entities
involved in construction raised
the age-old conflict between art
and commerce, between patron-
age and independence. Mr. Hau-
ben said he felt as if he had lost
his “connection to the inspira-
tion” while arranging bureau-
cratic details like insurance and
installation.

Still, he said, he was thrilled
with the $219,000 from the col-
lege, and the exposure, especially
now as the arts are gaining mo-
mentum in the Bronx.

Until the library, he had en-
joyed a “very alternative” career,
with solo shows in medium-size
galleries and museums in this
country and in Germany. “The
El” which hangs in the Freeman
Street subway stop in the Bronx,

Mr. Hauben’s latest work, scenes
from the ninth-floor terrace over-
looking Riverdale, sits in the liv-
ing room.

“If he doesn’t paint, he gets
grumpy,” Ms. Lane said, laugh-
ing. “On our honeymoon in India,
he brought pastels and his easel.
Our luggage got lost but the easel
didn’t. If something had to be
lost, better the clothes.”

As always, Mr. Hauben returns
to the Bronx, intrigued by its tex-
tures. “You have the Art Deco pe-
riod, the burnt-out period, the
rural kind of story, and then you
have, superimposed, the culture
of the people, Caribbean, people
playing dominoes on the street; it
is surreal,” Mr. Hauben said.
“Then throw them together in
this haphazard environment, the
first reaction is, it’s an eyesore.”

But Mr. Hauben tries to un-
earth beauty from urban chaos,
and make those who view his art
more aware of their environment.

“To me, they feel like little win-
dows; they’re like little worlds,”
he said, talking exuberantly of his
panels in the library. Until a stu-
dent “ssshed” him.

“It’s a library” Mr. Hauben
said, remembering his own
world. “Not a gallery.”
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Daniel Hauben and his wife, Judy Lane, on their apart-
ment’s balcony overlooking their neighborhood. “View of
the Harlem River,” above, is one of 22 works Mr.

Hauben painted for the library at Bronx Community College.

was made with fabricated stained
glass and was named one of the
country’s 45 best public arts com-
missions in 2008 by Americans
for the Arts, an advocacy group.
Mr. Hauben painted a mural,
which still remains in the en-
trance hall to his apartment
building, in exchange for a paint-
ing studio there in 1990. (He has
since moved his studio to River-

dale.) He lives with his wife, Judy
Lane, a librettist he met at an art-
ists’ colony 21 years ago. They
have two cats: a 19-year-old
white one named Canvas (seen in
two panels) and Hindi, a 4-year-
old brown-flecked companion.
Their compact three-bedroom
apartment is itself a gallery, with
his art hanging on walls painted
in rich reds, blues and apricots.
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COURTESY OF DANIEL HAUBEN
INTERPRETATION Mr. Hauben’s works, including “Burnside Station,” above, part of the library commission, play with the balance of foreground and background.



