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Architecture Sprouts along the High Line

In the far reaches of Manhattan’s West Chelsea on 23rd street, HL23, a 
new 14 story glass and metal sheathed residential condo building, sits 
snug up against the High Line.  The area, once a barren industrial way-
side of warehouses and car shops, has over the past two decades been 
transformed into a world class cultural epicenter – while it remains 
on the edge, that of 10th Avenue.  Though softening, this physical and 
psychological dividing line, between the leafy row-housed streets to 
the east and the industrial waterfront to the west, remains a fertile 
ground for fervent ventures.  Neil Denari’s HL23, lurking like Rodin’s 
thinking man, perhaps contemplating the nature of existence and 
what is to become of this place, offers a rousing counterpoint to the 
settled 19th century brick-fronts.

Our tour of HL23 took place on a grey windswept day in April.  Joining 
us were several architectural internship students.  The tour leader, 
architect, theoretician, and former SCI-Arc director, Neil Denari, chose 
the meeting spot – 3 blocks from the building site.  It became clear 
once we climbed the scaffold stairwell, entered the realm of the High 
Line esplanade, and brought HL23 into focus.  Like a top-heavy excla-
mation point greeting us with grace and poise, this glossy object of 
today appeared to be pleasurably intertwined with the black steel 
behemoth of a bygone era.  They displayed a mutually respectful 
embrace.  One had to wonder: if architecture presents an opportunity 
for ideas and opinions to be aired, dialogues to flare, can this be the 
place?

We behold the shimmering stainless steel skin, pattern-embossed 
with a “grassy” texture.  “The façade splits vertically creating shadow 
and play of light and provides greater overall verticality”, Denari ex-
plained.  We see the spandrel-free, almost white-clear low-iron glass 
curtain wall which boasts a 40 foot wide, 11 foot tall, floor to ceiling 
panorama.  Close up we examine the curtain wall’s ceramic frit silk-
screened pattern which follows the tubular structural steel frame’s 
path, set just behind.  Is this a narration of the nature of gravity and 
other forces at work – a kind of musculoskeletal “super-graphics”?

We note the site itself, a narrow sliver, partially tucked under the 
enormous trestle above, presenting a unique challenge.  This condi-
tion appears to give birth to a growth, not unlike that of a tree, with a 
volume/floor plate that expands and shifts as it rises, as if seeking sun 
and air through the cracks and crevices of this dense impervious place.  
Built form, precisely inverse to the 1916 zoning laws.

To the pedestrian the building may appear to have survived the 
aftereffects of a massive tectonic shift.  Or does it speak more of the 
harrowing forces at play in any construction project, especially one of 
such complexity.  Yet, beyond the poetry the project boasts notable 
achievements:  at least seven variances were required to reach its final 
precisely measured form; a LEED Gold certification is anticipated upon 
completion; and this is the architect’s first stand-alone building.

We welcome HL23 and look forward to witnessing its influence and 
charge on the neighborhood and city as a catalyst for things to come.  
This is a building, undeniably private, yet exclusively public, slipping 
its way into our consciousness.
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