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Detail from Roosevelt Island’s grand mosaic across from the subway exit. See “Anatomy of an Artwork: How
Diana Cooper’s ‘Double Take’ Came to Be,” p. 2. Photo: Paul Takeuchi.
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Anatomy of an Artwork:
How Diana Cooper’s “Double Take”

Came to Be

It began with a ringing phone. When artist Diana Cooper answered,
someone from the MTA’s Art & Design department informed her that
she was a “finalist” in the running for an artwork commission for
Roosevelt Island. Really? She hadn’t known anything about the
competition, and she definitely hadn’t submitted an application! “To this
day,” she admits, “| am not certain how my name found its way onto the
MTA's short list. Probably | was recommended based on some other

public project | have done.”

But Diana had visited Roosevelt Island once to see Louis Kahn'’s “Four
Freedoms Park.” She had been charmed by the island and was now
intrigued by the project. It consisted of designing a work that would
mitigate the presence of the LIRR ventilation structure that greets
subway riders as they exit the station. So, what next? Diana had to
conceptualize what this piece of art might be, create some sort of visual
for the selection committee and make a detailed presentation.

Decisions

The first thing was to get to know Roosevelt Island. Diana read about
its history and visited over and over again. Walking the island, she took
many photographs of structures and the river. At the art site, she
considered the water, the skyline, the austerity of the vent. She was
struck by the minimalist lines of the vent and the strong diagonals of the
Queensboro Bridge, features reminiscent of much of her own abstract
art. She generally works with geometric, rectilinear forms, pattern

repetition and images inspired by
architecture, transportation systems and
infrastructure.

“I like to play with spatial ambiguity,” Diana
explains. As an example of the concept, she
cites the razzle dazzle ships of World War |,
whose painted shapes and sometimes bold
colors were designed to confuse the enemy
about the ship’s speed, direction and size.
Indeed, one of her artistic goals is
disorientation.

An important element was the material to be
used. Although, unusual for the MTA, this
commission was going to reside outside, the
agency’s material requirements were the
same as for all its artwork: to be durable, it
had to be composed of tempered glass,

various types of metal, and/or mosaic. It turns

The artist speaking at the unveiling
of her mosaic. Photo: Irina Hage.

out mosaic is one of Diana’s abiding interests. In the past, she toured
Ravenna, Italy, Andalusian Spain and Turkey expressly to see their
mosaics. And now, all these years later, the choice made itself.
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In crafting the artwork, Diana took into account the skyline, the water, the ventilation structure and the bridge.

Photo: Paul Takeuchi.

Slowly the work began to take shape in
Diana’s head. As she says with a straight
face: “You can’t pretend that the ventilation
structure is not there.” That was her point of
entry. The work would have to reflect or
amplify the vent and be big enough not to get
lost in the structure’s outsized presence. She
set up the proportions and settled on a very
horizontal design. The truth is she did NOT
follow the MTA's instructions. Their original
idea was to incorporate the eventual artwork
into a brick wall that would front the vent. But
the brick proved to be a stumbling block for
Diana. Instead, she was proposing to take
over the entire designated space with her
own creation—without the brick!

The next step was sketches—Iots of them;
some done on the computer, some by hand,
and lots of cutting and pasting and moving
around in Photoshop. Oddly, Diana points to
a Renaissance fresco as a seminal
inspiration: “Fall of the Giants” by Giulio
Romano in the Palazzo del Te, in Mantua,
Italy, depicts the giants’ conquest by the
Olympian gods. It embodies architectonic
movement and trompe I'oeil. The artist
sought to emulate objects moving forward
and receding, the casting of shadows, and
the energy and sense of drama conveyed in
the work. Thus, in her own work, she
includes forms that look like diagonal girders
and buildings seemingly rending the two-
dimensional plane. There is also water
coming in and out, as though the ventilation
structure were porous and you were seeing
through it to the river...as though the art and
the vent were a single unit built at the same
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time. Graphic drips add to the dynamism.
And finally there is the horizontal imitation of
the vent louvers to suggest a continuation of
the structure.

Ultimately Diana proceeded to a scale model,
which itself had a number of iterations, all of
which were printed out. At the presentation,
the model was the first thing she showed,
including its variations on a theme. She
talked about her concept and ideas and
scrolled through a PowerPoint display of her
previous work. It obviously all came together
persuasively, because, in 2014, she was
awarded the commission!

Development

Diana continued refining her design.
Ultimately she produced a detailed sketch,
intended to establish the shape, size, color
and texture of the overall mosaic, which she
sent, together with a photo of the scale
model, to MTA's list of approved fabricators.
And then she met with all of them in her
Gowanus Canal studio—one Canadian, one
German and one ltalian-American company.

“They were all excellent, all master
craftspeople,” Diana says. In a difficult
choice, she was guided by the practicalities
of price and proximity. She selected Miotto
Mosaic, a U.S.-based firm that works with an
Italian company called Travisanutto.

Now Diana supplied them with a final, scaled
design delivered in lllustrator. Not
surprisingly, there was a lot of digital back
and forth in the fabricators’ effort to translate



the drawing into mosaic. This included
recreating in mosaic the artist’'s photos of
water with light glinting off it. Tiles were
selected for color, shape, texture and size;
there were squares and rectangles; some
were of uniform measurement;
others were varied sizes.
More challenging still was
interpretation of the

ventilation structure imagery.
Diana thought the work

would be more interesting if
some different materials

were used. So these areas
incorporated black ceramic
(like kitchen tile), marble and
granite for a black-gray-
white-silver departure from

the rest of the mosaic’s color.
The fabricators did an actual
tile mock-up of a four-foot
square section of the
composition. When projected
on paper, it looked like a
jigsaw puzzle. This,
then, was the
blueprint for the
artwork.

If you examine the
finished piece
carefully, you will
notice that the tiles
that make up the
water have a
different texture and
look compared with
the other tiles. Most
of the mosaic pieces
are ceramic, a craft
material that dates
back as far as 8,000
BC. By contrast, the
water sections
utilize something
called “smalti,” a
much later invention

(c. 300 BC) consisting of hand-cut glass tiles.

Because they are hand-cut, they can be any
shape at all, making them the “Cadillac” of
the mosaic medium. At first, Diana

considered using smalti for the entire mosaic.

But it is extremely expensive and her budget
limited its use exclusively for the water.

,ortar and map used
during the art installation. Bottom: Working with the
mosaic sections. Photos courtesy of the artist.

Vol. X, No. 3, 2024

After all this, there was still one more section

to be addressed: the gate at the mosaic’s

center. Diana wanted it to be bold, but an

integral part of the composition. It was also to

have special meaning for her. A piece she

loved had been destroyed during
Hurricane Sandy. It was an
octagonal shape, which she
memorialized in the gate. She
also repeated the horizontal
lines of the vent. However, in
another departure, this element
of the mosaic was to be made
of coated aluminum. This
called for a different fabricator
—KC Fabrications, who
specialize in metal.

Twice during the overall
development process, Diana
actually visited the Travisanutto
fabricators in Italy. The first
time was to discuss and help
plot out the conversion of her
ideas from concept to
solid substance. The
second time was to
view the finished, laid-
out mosaic.

Installation
The completed work
was broken down into
sections and laid out
on pallets
approximately three
feet square for crating
and shipping. Because
the jigsaw pieces were
still loose, a netting
underneath helped
hold them together
and a legend on the
pallets corresponded
with a map of the
composition created as
a guide. Finally, in April
2022, following a number of technical delays
revolving around the ventilation shaft, the
work was installed. It was one of the Miotto
Mosaic principals who actually applied the
mortar and positioned the tiles, with Diana
looking on. It took three very long days to set




the main body of the work in place, and
another day for the gate.

So why the title “Double Take?” The artist
maintains that, unlike a painting, you don’t
grasp the entire scene at first read. You look
at the vent, then you look at the artwork, then
you look at both again. Because the work is
spatially disorienting, the viewer goes back
and forth both visually and thematically.

The completed mosaic. Photo: Paul akeuchi.
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Like all art, the creation of “Double Take” was
time-consuming and intense. Roosevelt
Island expresses its gratitude to Diana
Cooper for her talent, thoughtfulness and
dedication. And Diana, in turn, acknowledges
her thanks to the MTA, not just for its
sponsorship, but “for keeping the craft of
mosaic alive.”

RIHS Calendar

November 2024 (date TBD)
The Island Nobody Knew

Fall 2024

Roosevelt Island Historical Society Lecture Series—FREE
@ the New York Public Library Branch, 504 Main St. No registration required.

Dylan Brown, a student in the Master of Urban Planning program at Hunter College, will
discuss the original plan for Rosevelt Island and how it came to be (1960-1990).

In collaboration with the NYPL, the RIHS will present three more library lectures over the
course of the fall season. Watch for their announcement.
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Lady Day Sang the Blues and Lived Them Too—
Including on Welfare Island

by Stephen Blank

Jazz singer Billie Holiday was and remains
an incandescent star, a musical legend more
than 60 years after her death. Yet, despite
her dazzling successes, she lived a tough life
—beginning with her inauspicious childhood
in Baltimore, right up to her waning days in
New York City.

Early Hardships

Holiday grew up away from her mother, living
with a cousin who beat her. A juvenile court
sent her for a year to the House of Good
Shepherd for Colored Girls for being truant.
Billie scrubbed floors in a whorehouse to
hear music on the record player; and a
neighbor raped her when she was ten. She
quit school at 12 and traveled to New York,
where she was a maid and then a prostitute.

In May 1929, Billie was arrested during a
night raid at a Harlem brothel. Tried and
found guilty on a charge of “vagrant and
dissipated adult,” at age 14, Billie found
herself incarcerated here on what was then
Welfare Island. She was very young and was
only sentenced to four months, but in her
brief life, full of ups and downs, Holiday’s stay
here remained firmly embedded in her
memory. In her autobiography, “Lady Sings
the Blues,” Holiday connects her singing with
her experiences—and her readiness to face
them: "Maybe I’'m proud enough to want to
remember Baltimore and Welfare Island.”

“That place was filthy,” she wrote
decades later. “Fifty girls were packed
together in one awful ward... We got
the kind of garbage to eat you
wouldn't feed your dog. Every once in
a while we'd all get put to work
cleaning up the joint. That meant a
bunch of social workers would come

trooping through making an
inspection. But after they'd leave, the
rats would come out again and
everything would slide back to filthy-
dirty normal.”

Billie in 1947, at the peak of her career,
with dog Misty. Photo: en.wikipedia.org.

“Then one day when | had the count
down to seventy days to go,
something happened that boosted my
time back to eighty-five. There were
plenty of dikes around that place too.
And one of them had been dogging
me. This time she made a pass at me,
and | made a pass back with my fist.
This little scuffle cost me my fifteen
days off for good behavior and
caused me to get tossed in the
cooler.”

“That place was the end—a cell so
tiny there wasn't room to take one
step. You had a cot, room to stand up
or sit down, and that was it. No lights;



Billie at Café Society, NYC, where she first sang “Strange Fruit.” Photo:

billieholiday.be.

it was so dark down there you lost
track of night and day and had to give
up counting your time. After a while,
you didn't even care. They gave you
two pieces of bread with saltpeter in it
every day and some water. | had to
do ten days on that diet, but | used to
throw it back in their faces.”

“But they let me out and | graduated
to laundry. My last job there was a
real break—I got to cook for the
warden and his family. | used to make
them crazy dishes | had learned from
Mom—things she used to make for
rich people, like chicken cacciatore
with mushrooms and roast duck. This
used to knock him out. When my time
was running out, he made me an offer
to stay on and cook for him.”

“My job cooking for the warden made
me a big shot in the joint. As a
privileged character, | got to sleep in
the bed by the window in the ward.
Also, it meant | got out on time. | got
out right on the nose at the end of the
four months. It was summer when |
went in, without a stitch to my name
except my one and only silk dress
and my spike-heeled patent-leather
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shoes. It was winter
when they let me out...”

“So | got on that cold
windy ferryboat to cross
the East River in my
spike shoes and my silk
dress. But it hung on me
like a prison uniform—I
had dropped twenty-three
pounds on the island.”

Her Career Takes Off
Holiday grew up fast.
When she was released
from jail, she moved in
- with her mother, who

lived in Harlem. They

were on the verge of

eviction when Holiday,
then about 15, got a job singing in Harlem
nightclubs.

At 20, she signed a recording contract

with Brunswick records. Working with pianist
Teddy Wilson, she produced "What a Little
Moonlight Can Do,” which became a jazz
standard. She recorded with a group headed
by Benny Goodman and then with Count
Basie. After Basie, she was hired by Artie
Shaw.

By the late 1930s, she had scored radio and
record hits and was established in the
recording industry. By 1947, Holiday was at
her commercial peak, having made $250,000
in the three previous years. She was ranked
second in the DownBeat poll for 1946 and
1947, her highest ranking in that poll. She
was ranked fifth in Billboard's annual college
poll of "girl singers" on July 6, 1947 (Jo
Stafford was first). In 1946, Holiday won

the Metronome magazine popularity poll.

But she was burdened with legal troubles and
drug abuse.

In May 1947, Holiday was arrested for
narcotics possession. She was sentenced
to Alderson Federal Prison Camp in West
Virginia for “receiving and concealing a
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night when Billie was on

narcotic drug.” She
served ten months in

ONE WEEK ONLY — Beg. FRIDAY, NOV. 5th

top, undeniably the best

Alderson, and was then
released for good
behavior. But the drug
possession conviction
cost her her New York
City Cabaret Card. This
prevented her from
working anywhere that
sold alcohol—venues that
provided a major source
of her income. From then
on, she performed only in
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Still She Continues to
Struggle

In an interview for Ebony
Magazine in 1949, Billie
said, “I came out [of
prison] expecting to be
allowed to go to work and
to start with a clean

concert halls and

Deanna Durbin in “100 Men and a Glrl'fi

state... But the police

theaters.

have been particularly
vindictive, hounding,

AMATEUR NIGHT
BROADCAST WED.

Remarkably, just 11 days

w-;}n CQMPLY WITH TRAFFIC BEGULATIONS!—Police Depor

heckling and harassing

after she was released
from Alderson, Billie
Holiday walked onto the
Carnegie Hall stage to give the performance
of her life. Many feel this 1948 comeback
concert after her drug bust was the peak of
her career.

Throughout the 1950s, Holiday continued to
record and perform in concerts. On
November 10, 1956, she returned to
Carnegie Hall. Nat Hentoff attended this
concert and later wrote:

“Throughout the night, Billie was in
superior form to what had sometimes
been the case in the last years of her
life. Not only was there assurance of
phrasing and intonation; but there
was also an outgoing warmth, a
palpable eagerness to reach and
touch the audience. ....coursing
through it all was Lady's sound—a
texture simultaneously steel-edged
and yet soft inside; a voice that was
almost unbearably wise in disillusion
and yet still childlike again at the
centre. The audience was hers from
before she sang, greeting her and
saying good-bye with heavy, loving
applause. And at one time, the
musicians too applauded. It was a

Apollo publicity poster. Photo: b/ll/ehollday be.

me beyond endurance...
These people have
dogged my footsteps from
New York to San Francisco...They have
allowed me no peace. Wherever | go, they
track me down and ask me nasty questions
about the company | keep and my habits... |
have been caught in the crossfire of narcotic
agents and drug peddlers and it's been
wicked... One of the narcotic agents seemed
determined to make me the means of
securing a promotion. The peddlers made
vile threats to me in an effort to make me a
customer again.”

Holiday’s history is wound up with
unexpected relationships—with Charles
Laughton in the 1930s, with Tallulah
Bankhead in the late 1940s, and an affair
with Orson Welles around the time of “Citizen
Kane.” (This info comes from John Szwed,
author of “Billie Holiday: The Musician and
the Myth.” It is info which, he says, lawyers
kept out of her autobiography.) Her dismal
relationships with abusive men—*“con men,
pimps, and possible drug dealers”—are
better documented.

Holiday died on July 17, 1959, at the age of
44. She had been suffering from liver disease
and heart disease and had been addicted to
heroin “on and off” since the early 1940s. In



the hospital, police came to her room and
placed her under house arrest for narcotics
possession. Szwed says that, when she
arrived at the hospital in 1959, no one there
knew who she was; with needle marks on her
body, she was left in the hall for hours, since
the institution was not allowed to treat drug
addicts.

During her life, Holiday was a top-ranking
concert performer and produced disks for the
major recording studios. Yet, when she

died, The New York Times published a short
obituary on page 15 without a byline. She left
an estate of just $1,000 ($10,577 in 2023
money), and her best recordings from the
1930s were mostly out of print.

The Big Awards Come After Her Death
In 1961, Columbia reissued nearly one
hundred of her early records. She won

four Grammy Awards, all of them
posthumously, and was inducted into both
the Grammy Hall of Fame and the National
Rhythm & Blues Hall of Fame. The Rock &
Roll Hall of Fame website states, "Billie
Holiday changed jazz forever.” She was
named one of the 50 Great Voices by NPR,

Billie and Satchmo appearing together, possibly
at the Paramount Theatre, NYC, 1941. Photo:
billieholiday.be.

Performing at te Downb
Photo: billieholiday.be.
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and ranked fourth on the Rolling Stone list of
"200 Greatest Singers of All Time" (2023).

In 1972, Diana Ross's portrayal of Holiday

in Lady Sings the Blues was nominated for
an Oscar and won a Golden Globe. Another
film, The United States vs. Billie Holiday, was
released in 2021.

Today, Amazon lists 60 Billie Holiday CDs.

Her place in the world of music? In Frank
Sinatra’s words from 1958: “With few
exceptions, every major pop singer in the
U.S. during her generation has been touched
in some way by her genius. It is Billie Holiday
who was, and still remains, the greatest
single musical influence on me. Lady Day is
unquestionably the most important influence
on American popular singing in the last 20
years.”

But even this unbridled praise misses the
mark. Billie Holiday was certainly not a pop
singer and not just a jazz singer; she was a
jazz musician, equal in musical invention to
the epoch-making instrumentalists who
played alongside her.

#

eat Jazz Club, NYC, 1947.



Vol. X, No. 3, 2024

The New York City Chewing Gum War of 1939*
by Mary Beth Kilkelly

Sugar was cheap during the Great
Depression. Chewing gum was an affordable
treat that sold well. But New York City was
paying a high price to scrape the sticky mess
from the ground.

The city had recently taken over

the Independent Subway Line and balked at
the cost of cleaning gum from the platforms.
The Mayor released a statement to the
morning papers on December 4, 1939: “This
may seem like a trifling matter, but it costs
the City of New York literally hundreds of
thousands of dollars a year to remove gum
from parks, streets and public places.”

The Secretary of the Board of Transportation,
William Jerome Daly, informed the Mayor that
two workers scraping the worst stations for
six months “were eventually transferred to
other duty because their efforts were futile. It
was just a hopeless task.” He agreed with the
Mayor that the only remedy was the
correction of bad manners.

The size of that group of gum droppers would
be unscientifically tallied by William Powell,
the Assistant Commissioner of the
Department of Sanitation. He guessed that
one in five people who lived in New York City
chewed gum. Since there were
approximately seven million people living in
New York City in 1939, that added up to
about 1.3 million gum chewers.

What kind of leader attempts to change the
bad manners of 1.3 million New
Yorkers? Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia.

LaGuardia served as Mayor for three terms
through the 1930s and 1940s. Barely five feet
tall, the “Little Flower” backed progressive
causes and helped New Yorkers survive the
Great Depression and Second World War. He
was known as a tireless advocate for
children. He brought entire orphanages to

baseball games. He read the funny papers
live on the radio for children during a
newspaper strike.

LaGuardia’s idea was to attack the sticky
problem with a cultural campaign. No fines,
no bans, no summonses, but a contest to win
over the hearts and minds of everyone who
cared about New York City. He issued a
press release that resulted in numerous
stories in newspapers across the country.

The Mayor’s campaign invited the public to
teach and encourage themselves to act
appropriately. And the public responded with
creativity! Among the suggestions were
“Shoot the Wad” and “Don’t be dumb, park
your gum!”

Milton W. Firth wrote the Mayor. “The
carelessness of gum chewers in littering the
city pavements and subway platforms has
long been a source of annoyance to me, and
| am greatly pleased to see that someone
has started a campaign to rid the city of this
nuisance,” he offered. “After all, it is but one
step behind expectorating [spitting], and that
is a misdemeanor.”

Firth suggested a new law “prohibiting the
careless practice of discarding chewing gum
in public places.” His suggestion for the new
campaign? “Try to keep your city dapper.
Park used gum inside this wrapper [sic].”

Edith Goldberg of Brooklyn suggested, “Wrap
your gum. You, too, have a sole.” Four pages
of cartoons with captions came from Frances
Paelian of Spuyten Duyvil in The Bronx.
From East Hapswell, Maine came “Chew It.
But Don’t Strew It.”

John F. Klohr, purveyor of “Insurance of All
Kinds,” confessed to giving away sixty sticks
of gum per day for 15 years. He expressed
remorse, and promised that in the future he
would encourage people to use the wrapper
in disposing of the gum.
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John Krol, a former employee of the Parks
Department, sent “Chew! But Don’t Strew
Your Streets With Goo!” A poem in the style
of Robert Burns was submitted by Redmond
O’Hanlon entitled “Owed to N.Y.C. — Gum
Free Streets.”

The winning slogan was submitted by Miss
Rose L. Beckman, a teacher at the Abraham
Lincoln High School in Brooklyn: “Don’t Gum
Up the Works.” The winning entry beat out
“Chucking Chicle Chokes the Charm of our
Choo-Choo Station.”

The candy and gum manufacturers
responded with enthusiastic support. They
printed new directions on packaging: “Park
used gum inside this wrapper.” And they
made tin signs to encourage good manners.

A letter from Philip K. Wrigley of the William
Wrigley Jr. Company (Chicago) supported
the Mayor’s quest, offering to change the
next print run of advertising cards for street
cars, buses and train

cars. However, ™
Wrigley mentioned JF %
that the American

Chicle Company, a

chewing gum trust,

had vending rights on

the City-owned Eighth
Avenue Subway, and

as such, there wasn’t

much more the

Wrigley Company

could do on this line,
without additional

::939'
The Vice President of ‘
the American Chicle
Company wrote back
to the Mayor from his
New Jersey office:
“We are pleased to advise you that on or
shortly after the first of next year the
wrappers of all of our standard brands will
bear the legend ‘Save this Wrapper for
Disposal of Gum after Use.” American Chicle
also maintained their vending rights on the
Eighth Avenue Line.

U_se'lhis wrdppef tadisposeof gum

RIGLE Y’S

“JUICY FRUIT"|

A FASCINATING ARTIFICIAL FLAVOR
CHEWING GUM

. TICK Al F‘IN U, S A ]
J*Lr&akg M ’P Bhifoibe

sﬂm %"»-..v-b et ks ly <

Chewmg A|d< Teeth

i R B Sweetens Breath
vending rights. 18 Pure - Wholesome - Satisfying
NEW YORK W) Wrigley o Company; cHicaco

ergley’s gurh vﬁappér with pL/b/ic Se;viée
announcement. Image: Mayor LaGuardia Collection,
New York City Municipal Archives.
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The Goudey Gum Company, of Boston, and
Beech Nut, of Amsterdam, NY, both
supported the campaign. Sweets
Laboratories, in Harlem, supported the
Mayor’s plight, but explained that they sold
chicle — the gum base — to gum
manufacturers.

The campaign spread to the airwaves.
Chiclets publicist David O. Alber notified the
Mayor about the Frank Novak and

the Stardusters radio show, sponsored by
Chiclets on NBC, to be aired in mid-
December, 1939. The Stardusters, a male
trio, would sing a song (featuring Chiclets)
about good gum manners to the tune of
“Comin’ thru the Rye.”

Chiclets also promised to “go even further in
this campaign by inserting notices in each
package of gum, urging purchasers to save
the wrappers for use in disposing of the
gum.”

Young & Rubicam, the
marketing firm,
produced a newsreel
about the gum-
wrapping campaign
for The Fred Allen
Show.

K-AAAAA AAAAA A/

On January 25, 1940,
the Assistant
Commissioner of
Sanitation, Edward
Nugent, reported on
the impact of the
campaign: “From
observations in
touring the city, the
Mayor’s effort has
brought a decided
improvement in this
matter.”

The campaign ended swiftly and peacefully.
Unfortunately, the battle against gum
continues.

*Editor’s note: This article was first published
on the_New York City Municipal Archives Blog
and subsequently in New York Almanack,
May 19, 2024.
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