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When my son Isaac was in his junior year at high school, he went on a quest.
Realizing that he might soon leave New York to go to college, he wanted to get to
know this island where he was born a little bit better: the place that the Lenape and
Wappinger Indians who lived here before the arrival of the Europeans called
manaháhtaan, “a place of gathering in the woods to make bows.” Other etymologies
exist, the most popular one translates the Munsee language word as “island of many
hills,” but I wonder, given the magnetic pull the place continues to exert, why the
alternative translation as “the place of inebriation” isn’t more popular.

So off he went, with the stated aim to “walk every block of Manhattan”—which he
ultimately did, carefully keeping track of his path after each outing with a red
marker. As a coda, he even covered the irregular streets of Marble Hill, a
neighborhood situated on the mainland to the north beyond the Spuyten Duyvil
Creek but administratively belonging to the District of Manhattan. He did not set out
with specific plan. The goal was the walk itself, and he politely but adamantly refused
all well-intended suggestions of the “what you should look out for” kind.
 

His all-embracing interest always reminded me of Hamm’s answer to Clov in Samuel
Beckett’s play Endgame. After having put a chair under the window of the cell where
the two of them seem to be confined, Clov looks out and turns to Hamm, asking:
“Any particular sector you fancy? Or merely the whole thing?” To which Hamm
replies: “Whole thing.” Retaining an openness to it all, Isaac was rewarded with
myriad observations and an intimacy with his hometown that seems lasting. (Once,
while he was away, I spoke with him on the phone, telling him where in the city I
happened to be at this very moment, only to be reminded that just round the corner
was a bakery famous for its cheesecakes.)
 

A strive for completeness is also something that characterizes the recent work of the
artist Paul Shore. He has undertaken projects that many others would consider as too
daunting a task. Over a period of four years, from April 2013 to February 2017, he
created a visual inventory of all things in his home, drawing every item, however
essential or negligible, that made up the contents of his apartment, from furniture to
clothes to Q-tips. Drawn Home ultimately consisted of 792 drawings, thirteen prints
(among them a woodcut of a safety pin) and thirteen sculptures (one of which
managed to reveal the sculptural qualities of a stack of roach traps). The work was
shown in 2017 in an amazing installation at the Brattleboro Museum and Art Center
in Vermont and afterward in a comprehensive selection at our New York gallery.
 

Seeing the works displayed from floor to ceiling showed how brilliantly Shore, while
intend of presenting “merely the whole thing,” avoided even the hint of any
monotony by depicting no item smaller than it actually was, while equally taking the
liberty to enlarge many others. The result was a dynamic interplay in which a razor
blade could make for an equally imposing drawing as the proper-sized sheet that was
required by the coat hanger.
 

“Drawing keeps me sane,” states Shore. And little did he know how challenging life
would become for all of us when he started his next project in 2018: a “personal
portrait of Manhattan,” the borough that the born Pittsburgher has now been calling
home since the late 1990s. Even for someone as dedicated as Paul, it was clear that,
this time around, completeness could not be the aim. “The question I asked myself
was, ‘Do I want to draw it?’” When he felt that this work cycle was gradually coming
to an end in early 2020, the Covid pandemic struck and impacted all of our lives.
Since he had early on decided to work primarily from his cellphone images, he was
able to continue following his professed “desire to draw” even during the lockdown,
and some aspects of this new reality are reflected in the last of the 515 drawings (plus
fourteen prints and two sculptures) that make up the completed work.
 

By giving the project the title ManhattoLand, Shore pays homage to Herman
Melville who, at the very beginning of Moby Dick, draws his own memorable sketch
of the place: “There now is your insular city of the Manhattoes. … Circumambulate
the city of a dreamy Sabbath afternoon. … What do you see?” ManhattoLand could
be seen as the artist’s answer to Melville’s question. 
 

It looks, though, as if the affinity between the attempt to “draw Manhattan” and a
book that is, among many other things, also known for its manifold
comprehensiveness, is more deep-rooted. Melville famously includes, in chapter 32,
an entire cetology (even if he mostly cribbed it from Beale’s Natural History of the
Sperm Whale). Yet the taxonomy that Paul Shore applies to the cityscape is entirely
his own, and just as his manipulation of size in Drawn Home playfully undercut the
systematic element of the project, so does the unorthodox idiosyncrasy of his
categories assure that ManhattoLand is anything but an architectural digest:
transportation; bridges; buildings; fire escapes; under construction; the street;
signage; attractions; sculpture; attire.
 

The city of Manhattoes, as seen, deconstructed, and reassembled by Paul Shore, will
be on view (together with his latest project Left-Handed Year) at the Blackburn
20|20 Gallery, Elizabeth Foundation for the Arts, in Manhattan from tomorrow,
November 2, through November 20.
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