
JOE FUREY ' S URBAN GROTTO: 

By Holly Metz 

Some times it ' s only when 
out-of- r.m-m guests come 
calling tha t we break 
with daily patterns and 
go see pri zed l ocal 
sights. So ~Ihen Seymou r 
Rosen , the Los Angel es
based founder o f the 
preservation organiza tion 
SPACES, called me in 
early February , 1989 , I 
knew I was abou t to 
encounter s omething fa n
tastic in my own back
yard. A grassroots a rt 
site , he announced , had 
been discovered in a 5
room apartment in the 
Prospec t Park s ection of 
Brooklyn , jus t a tunnel 

and brM ge - crosr g away 

f r om my home 0r:~e 
Jersey side of th~dson 

River . Brooldyn M~um 
associate cura tor of 
pa inting and sculp ture , 
Barbara Millste i n , had 
on the r ecommenda tion of 
the Museum of American 
Folk Art - called SPACES 
for guidance, af t er 
learning abou t the ar t 
environment fr om one of 
the building's owners . 

Rosen asked : Wou l d I go 
t o Brooklyn with my par t
ne:c , photogr apher Robert 
Fos ter , a.'1d see wha t 
could be done to save the 
s ite? Bob and I bad spent 
several years documen ting 
and try ing to preserve 
envi ronmental artworks in 
the tri-state area . As 
members o f SPACES, we had 
r eported on new and - all 
too frequently - endan
ger ed s i tes . During 198 8 
a l one, we saw three New 
Jersey sites go down 
vi ctims of munic i pal 
des truction , neg l ect , 
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and, in urban areas , r is 
i ng real es tate costs . We 
were eager to provide the 
Brooklyn si te' s ovmers 

wi th information on the 
success fu l , on- s ite pre
servation of other grass
roots art environments . 
Some of the se forme rly 
priva t e s pac e s had been 
adop t ed by non - pr ofits , 

then deeded to county 
care t akers . 

Unfortunate l y, said 
Rosen , even if the owners 
of the row house agreed 
to donate the apartment 
to a non-profit organiza
tion , SPACES was unable 
to accept it. He conclud
ed with a reques t : Would 
we agree to pub li sh oLlr 
fi nd ings f irst i n SPACES ' s 
occasional news let ter, 
before pLlbl ishL~g any
where else? Af t er all , 
Rosen said , he had been 
the first to pass along 
t he tip. I agreed t o send 
SPACES pho t os and text 
r i ght away. 

I then call ed Barbara 
Mill ste in f or background . 
She was flabbergas t ed , 
she sa i d , when she fi rs t 
entered the r ailroad 
apartment a t 447 
Si xte enth Street . Its 
last occupant, r e t ired 
i roD':lOrker Joseph E. 
Furey, had completely 
covered every surface 
(bu t the floors) with 
b right ly painted ca.rd
board appliques , shells , 
and other f ound obj ects. 
Beg·inning the apar t men t 's 
trans formation af t er the 
death of hi s 'dife Lill i an 
in 1981 , Furey had moved 
ou t seven years l ater , in 

July 198 8, a f t er he wa s 
twi ce at tacked and robbed 
by crack addicts. The 83
year-ol d , self - taught 
arti st had moved in wi th 
his s on and f ami l y in 
Ches t er , New York . 
Maintenance men, s ent to 
\'lOrk on the newly vacated 
apar tment in ea r l y 198 9 , 
a lerted the owner s , 
George Davis , and bro th
e r s Kevin and Vince 
Kelley, to the unusual 
condition of the apart
ment. Properl y a ...led , 
Vince Kell ey had called 
t he Brooklyn Museum . 

I asked the curator: 
Could t he Brooklyn Museum 
become invol ved in on
s ite prese r vat i on? 
ills tei n t hought reloca 

tion more probab le. I 
noted James Hamp ton ' s 
elaborate, gol d and tin 
fo il -covered cons truc
tion , "Th.r one of the 
Third Heaven of the 
Na tions Millennium 
General As s embly," had 
been preserved in its 

enti r ety by removal t o 
the Smithsonian 
Ins titut i on ' s Nationa l 
Collection o f Fine Ar t s . 
Millstein wa s unsure 
"Ihether the mosaics , 
attached with Elmer 's 
g lue , could be removed 
f rom the apartment walls . 
I Vias planning t o go see 
i t , I said , and hoped 
to bring res t oration 
exper t ~Ii th me . At the 
close of our conversa 
tion , Millstein requested 
to conduc t an in- dep th 
i n terview with the s ite 's 
crea tor . I readi l y agreed . 

Next was a call to Vince 
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Intuit members were for
tunate to have visited 
Joseph Furey's apartment 
in 1994, before it was 
demolished. 

Kelley, to make an 
appoin tment to see the 
apartment and to d i scus s 
its preservation. Bob 
would t ake documentary 
b l a ck - and-white pho
tographs and color 
s lides . Ke l ley s a i d he 
was unclear about pl ans 
for the artwork, but he 
spoke about i t with a 
sense o f wonder and 
amazement - a very 
promi s i ng sign . And 
though he said partner 
George Da v i s t hought t he 

ar t environment. Vias 
"dreck , " and sought only 
t o be compensated f or its 
"as-is " va lue (es timated 
at $65, 000 to $8 0 , 000 
despite its 50- year-old 
plumbing and e l ectrical 
systems ), Kell ey l i stened 
a ttentive l y when I 
offered a few exampl e s 
of on-site res tor a tion . 

Non - prof it groups , I 
expl ai ned , had saved 
postman J e f f McKissack's 
"The Orange Show," a s i n
gular attract ion cele
br a ting the c itrus in 
Houston , Texa s , and 
restol-ed Tressa "Grandma" 
Prisb rey 's "Bottle 
Village " in SW Valley, 
California (until the 
most recent r ound of 
ear t hquakes) . The private 
Kohler Founda tion'S 
devotion to pres erving 
Wisconsin grass r oots art 
envi ronments on site 
(with the expert advice 
of preservat i onists Don 
Howl ett ~1d Lisa Stone ) 
had not yet been repli 
cated on the east coas t, 
but i t seemed absurd 
to me that a "folk art 
envi r onmen t , " located 
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wi thin minutes of 
Manhattan and its flour
i shing f ol k art marke t, 
woul d no t be able to f ind 
comparable patrons . We 

made an appointmen t for 
later t hat week. Repre
senta ti ves from the 
Museum of Ameri can Folk 
Art, he sa.id , VJould be 
touring the s ite the 
same morn i ng. 

More phone calls fol
lowed. Lisa Stone was 
excited about the Furey 
site but also worried 
about its fate . She 

recommended I contact 
Eliot Hedow, a paint con
servator who had ':lorked 
with her on the Kohl er 
Foundation-sponsored 
restorat.i on of t he sym
bolic l andscape painting 
known as the "Pa inted 
Forest, " which covers the 
i nterior of a f raternal 
lodge hall in Val ton , 
Wisconsin. Medow had 
moved to Brooklyn . When 
I called hL~ about the 
Furey apar t ment , he 
offered to meet us at 
the site, to assess i ts 
condition . 

"Touring day" arrived and 

I t ried to t emper my 
enthusiasm \"i th prudence . 
I've heaz'd tantalizi ng 
descriptions o ( art sites 
tha t were in rui ns by 
the time I go t there . 
I' ve had people descri be 

pl aces that s ounded like 
grassroots art 8i t .es 
but turned out to be dump 
sites . 

Joseph Furey ' s crea tion, 
however, was the real 

t hing : a pedes t rian rail
road transfor med in to a 
wondr ous and joyful work 
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of a rt. We stood inside 
he narrow \'lal kup with 

mou ths agap~ , along vIi th 
the three repl'e sen ta tives 
of the Museum of Americ an 
Fol k Art : Di di Barret t, 
then edi t or of the 
Museum's Clarion quarter 
l y , vlho h<ld bol dl y used 
its pages to champion 
contemporary grassroots 
ar t sites , linking them 
with t he Lradit i on estab
lished by 19th century 
f ol k art i sts ; assistant 
edi t or Wil l a Rosenberg ; 
and Museum fe l loVJ Le@ 
Kogan . The wall s were 



teeming with stippled 
dots of black, green, 
beige, ~nd red paint, 

covering thousands of 
clam shel ls and hand-cut 
cardboard shapes: bOvl
ties (and the negative 
space left from those 
cut -outs), hearts, cross 
shapes, and diamonds . 

Plaster birds, on tiny 
pedestals , edged the 
wall s, like pigeons lin 
i ng a work-site. Mussel 
shells, spread open to 
resemble butterflies, 
were bordered by colored 
t .i Ie Clnd chips of mirror, 
lima beans, and glass 
beads. Bits of collage 
pictures of monkeys, 
butterfli es, and dogs 
dotted the wallpaper 
landscape mural. 

Bob set up his tripod and 
began to shoot. Medow 
toured the rooms , testing 
areas damaged by water, 
studying browned glue 
and cement-filled shells 
nailed t o plaster. 

Much to our surpr ise , 
Joseph Furey and his son 
(also named J oe) suddenly 
arr ived. Vigorous, with a 
dry wit, the tall, for

mally-attired artist 
answered questions from 
his new admirers. Joe J r. 
occasional ly added his 
own opservations . 

He vias born in Camden, 
New J ersey, said Joe Sr. , 
but soon after, his family 
returned to Newfoundland, 
thei r ancestral home. 
His wife ;'Ias a lso of 
Newfoundland heritage, 
though the two met in the 
United States, and lived 
here for more than fifty 
yea~'s . More than forty 
of those, he added, were 
spent in the Pr ospect 
Park apartment. 

A l ight-heavyweight 

prizefighter in his 
youth, the elder Furey 
still had tremendous sta 
mina, said his son. Joe 
Sr. had produced the vast 
majority of his wall art 
over a six-year period, 
beginning at age 75, when 
his l i fe changed dramat i 
cally . His wife had died, 

and the men he used to 
gather '"ith in the park, 
fell ow unionist s with 
whom he talked and played 
cards, had begun to pass 
away. (In the Newfoundland 
card game, "Auct ion," 
hearts were trump, explained 
Joe Jr ., look.ing over to 
walls dot ted with hearts .) 
His father was lonely, 
he said, but didn't want 
to l eave the area. 

Joe Sr . said he'd simply 

intended to make the 
apartment "look nice." 

Bob asked if he consid
ered himself an art is t. 
"More or less . . An artiste," 
he replied, with a laugh. 
His son noted that his 
dad had never been to an 
art museum. He was best 
knovm as a crossword 
puzzle enthusiast. Over 
the years , however, Joe 
Sr. had also made dis 
crete object.s - mostly 
util i tar ian, and a l ways 
embellished with t i l e or 
painted plaster: jewel ry 
boxes, patterned tabl es, 
a spanni ng knick-knack 
shelf he l iked to call 
"the bridge," and later, 
bh'd- topped towers and 

castles he sold at flea 
markets. (A few of the 
surviving objects \vere 
later acquired by the 
Museum of American Folk 
Art and the Brooklyn 

Museum. ) 

Medow advised Vi nce 
Kelley that preservat ion 
was feasi ble, and 
stressed that even if the 
applied art could be 

successfully removed in 
panels, the cost of 
removal and storage would 
be prohibi tive. The o'NI1er 
seemed committed to on
site preservation. "I 
knoVi I 'l l have SOme 
explaining t o do to God 
if I don' t take care of 
t h is right!" he exclaimed . 
He added that the owners 
were wi lling to wait sev
eral months to resolve 
the work's dispos ition, 
and encouraged us to send 
a proposal regar ding 

non-profit adopt i on and 
preservat i on. 

We left daz z led , and more 
than a little grateful 
for Kelley's enl i ghtened 
response to this thorny 
(but splendid) impedi ment 
to speedy co-op conver
sion. Soon after the 
visit, I filled out a 
SPACES "field survey" o f 

;'Ihat we'd seen and d i s 
covered , and sent it to 
Seymour Rosen, along with 

several o f Bob 's black
and-white photographs . I 
also began to search for 
an appropriate non - profi t 
organization to accept 
the property. 

I began with the Kansas 
Grassroots Art Assoc iation, 
which had or ganized 

the restorat i on of Ed 

Galloway'S magni f i cent 
carved concre te "Totem 
Pole Park" in Foyi l. 
Oklahoma, and had over
seen its t ransfer to the 
county hi stor ical 
soc i e t y . But the long 
standing preservat ionist 
and educational organiza 
tion could not accept the 
property. The director 
of the New York City 
based center for urban 
folk cul ture, City LOre, 
agreed to meet with me 
and Bob, after I noted 
that saving Joseph 
Furey's apartment was 
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consi sten t wi th the mis
sion of their "Endangered 
Spaces" project, in which 
they advocated fo r the 
preservation of cher
ished, unof fic ial cultur
al sites. I assured them 
I would do all the legal 
and tax research neces 
sary for adoption. 

Through New York's 

Volunteer Lawyers for the 
Arts and Accountants for 
t h e Publ ic I nterest , I 
learned the apartment 

could be appraised for 
either its real estate 
value or i t s value as 
art\'lork; i f donated to a 
federally tax-exempt non
profit, the former owners 
\'lOuld be permi t ted a con
siderable deduction. Jon 
Carlin , an arts attorney 
and independen t curator, 
offered his services as a 
pro bono consultant. 
Medow offered to restore 
the site, acting as care
taker dur i ng restoration. 
He proposed to exchange 

his labor for rent . 

After cons idering t hi s 
informat i on, City Lore 
agreed i n Apri l to adopt 
t he site, and t o send the 
ovmers a letter outlining 
t he advice I'd r eceived. 
The letter was sent 
May 1. But by then the 
ovmers had decided they 
preferred to sell the 
apartment. Dejected , 

I inquired at the 
Foundation Center about 
possible grants from 
private foundations. I 
was advised that they 
were unlikely to provide 
funds for the purchase 
of property. 

In the meantime, the 
Clar ion published the 
firs t account of the site 
i n its Spring 1989 issue. 

A smal l wave of enthusi
astic press, retelling 



the story o f the Br ooklyn 
Museum ' s invol vemen t , 
followed in late Spring 
and Summer. Furey ' s art , 
once seen onl y by family 
members , appeared in 

cabl e and l ocal 'rv spots , 
in Life magazine , and in 
features in the New York 
Ti mes and the Daily News . 

Barbara Mills tein put her 
energy into the work ' s 
complete photographic 
documentation . In early 
1 990 , t he Brooklyn Mu s eum 
hired architec tural 
photogr apher Addison 
Thompson to do cument 
the Furey apartment . 
Thompson, and his wife 
Lea Wes t erman, also a 
pho t ogr apher, had been 
intrigued by the work 
after reading about it 
in the local press, but 
when I>'ie s t erman saw her 
husband's images of the 
site , she suggested they 
live in and preserve 
Furey ' s creation. Afte r 
s ome negotiation 'd i t:.h 

t he owners , t he couple 
moved in . 

Pl ea sed tha t the site lVas 
now protec ted by knowl 
edgeab le and unders t a nd
ing car e takers, I pr o
ceeded to make my bi gges t 
mi s take : I turned my 
a ttention a\vay, to o ther 
env ironmen t s in immediate 

danger. I neve r met the 
Fu r ey apar tment ' s new 
caretakers or of fered 
he lp . 

Con tinuing stor i e s about 
the couple ' s preservation 
Vlork - in t he press and 
by \<]ord of mouth - were 
impressive and reassur
ing . By all accounts the 
'/lork of Thompson and 
\,~es terman was exquisite , 
painstakingl y faithful to 
the or i gina l (including 
r epainting walls; by 
painting around each 
indi vidual piec e) . A 
Spring 1990 Cla.ri on arti 
cl e noted the couple had 
gone to contrac t with 
Davis Kelley Associates. 

On November 12 , 1990 , 

Jos eph E. Furey died in 
Goshen , New York , a month 
af t er he had returned to 
Brooklyn t o see the 
r estored a r t env ironment . 

Over the nex t few years , 
'rhompson and We s terman 
allowed small gl:OUPS t o 
visit the s i te , inc ludin· 
member s o[ Intuit. Then , 
in January 19 95 , I 

rece i ved di s turbing neVIs 
from Lisa Stone , who had 
coordinated the Intuit 
vis it ; Lee Kogan , n o\'l 
director o f the Folk Art 
Ins titute at the Museum 
of American Folk Art , had 
mentioned in pass ing that 
t he Furey site ha d been 
des troyed. was i t crue? 

I called Bar bara 
Millste in . "Yes," she 
said , "The a.rt \·lOrk had 
been des troyed over the 
s ummer, a f t er Thompson 
and Westerman moved out ." 
She did no t know many 
de tail s , but said she 
be l i eved t he Furey site 
simpl y did no t have the 
necessary cons tituency , 
an advocacy gr oup, t o 
mobilize e f fec tively and 

save it . Reca llll~g the 
amoun t of favorable pub 
licity it r e ce i ved , and 
the i nvol v ement of sever
al NeVI York Ci t y cultural 
organizations , I vlQnde r ed 
about the fate of o ther , 
more confrontational 
sites , if this sweet , 
urban gro tto could not 
find suppor t . I was angry 
wi 1:.h mysel f for not pro 
vi d ing suppor t and backup 
to Westerman and Thomp
son , espec ially the 
knowledge that s t a tutory 
moral r ights f or artis ts , 
a r e operative in New York 
State . Such rights were 
sUccessfully asser ted 
r ecently by two academi 
cally- trained artists 
seeking t o prevent their 
landlord from destl:oying 
the site-specific art 
environmen t they had con 
structed in his building . 
Perhaps a case could have 
been made for the Furey 
aparonent , recognized by 
t '>lO maj or art museums as 
a s i gnificant artistic 
work . 

~ call ed Thompson f or 
more details on the 
work ' s destruction. Davis 
Kelley Assoc i ates , he 
said , wen t bankrupt not 
l ong after he and 
Westerman moved in . The 
co-op plan was declared 
ineffective . No one t ook 
care of the building for 
over two years , despite 
court action . Then " two 
r eal estate sharks " 
bought the building, he 
said . Problems \tl i t h the 
building continued, wi th 
tenants alleging misman
agement . 

When Westerman and 

Thompson had their first 
child , he s aid, they 
began t o cons ider moving 
t o a l a rge r aparonent . 
The t wo pho t ographers 
had kept Joseph Furey's 
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v i s i on a live f or fou r 
yea r s, and want ed to 
ensure that it p r es erva
tion \'Iould continue . They 
located several sympa
the t i c artists wi lling to 
rep l ace them as tenan t s 
and preserva t i oni sts , and 
provided t he bu i l ding 's 
owner s wi t h t he i r names , 
bef ore movi ng out i n 
August. 

The day a fter t hey moved, 
Thomps on said , the ba th 
r oom and ki tchen wer e 
t orn ou t - a poss i bility 
the couple had cons i d
ered , s i nce thos e rooms 
vlere in desperate need of 
moderniza t i on and struc
tural s tabili za ti on. But 
t he fo llowi ng day , Thomp
son recalled b i t t erly , 
workers gutted the r est 
of t he aparbnent , tossing 
its con t en t s down a s hute 
to the backyard , f or 
cartage . 

My las t call wa s to Lee 
Kogan at t he Museum of 
Ameri can Folk Art. "It 
k i nd o f got away from 
me ," Kogan s a id, vlhen 1 

asked her hO'l1 i nvol ved 
the Mus e um had been dur 
ing this final stage. 
But , she added, she had 
visited the s ite during 
its r estorati on phase, 
and had then talked Iflith 
the Furey f amily. She ha d 
much more as - ye t - unpub
I i shed informa ti on on 
Furey's a rt that she 
VJould even tua lly present 
in manu scr i pt form . I 
sa i d I looked fOLVlard to 
s ee i n g more s chol arl y 
""rieing on the 'dor k . Bu t 
right now , I'm s till 
tryi ng to unders tand hOYI, 
in the shadow of the New 
York City ait world, 
we could no t fi nd the 
r esour ces and the Vl ill to 
save the gi f t J'oe Furey 
left us , that we had all 
loved s o well. 


