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ABSTRACT
Under the paving stones, the beach is a short film that investigates the human labor that goes into
sustaining life inside of One Brooklyn Bridge Park, a luxury condominium on Brooklyn’s newly
redeveloped East River waterfront. The film weaves together scenes that document this work
with glimpses of the insular culture it supports over the course of a day. At the center of this
network are the building’s residents, encased by soundproof windows which attenuate the
interaction between these separate spaces. The rhythms of labor and leisure occasionally
synchronize as we sense the physical, psychological and environmental limits of our current way
of life.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION
One Brooklyn Bridge Park is a particularly visible example of a new urban residence that allows
for a domestic life more contained than was previously possible. It rests directly on the East
River in a former industrial zone. An ex-bible printing factory run by Jehovah’s Witnesses, the
building’s industrial shell, once born out of efficiency, has been spun into an aesthetic virtue.
Separated from the surrounding neighborhood by the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, one of the
busiest and most congested highways in New York City,1 delivery services and the building’s
interior amenities mitigate the challenges of living outside of a residential district.
While some units in this building do offer breathtaking views of the New York Harbor,
the film focuses on the eastern wing of the third floor, where a row of diminutively subdivided,
The section of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway that circumvents One Brooklyn Bridge Park has received only
minimal rehabilitation since it was built in the 1940s and 50s, and is structurally deteriorating. Local activists are
now fighting the NYC Department of Transportation for a less invasive repair plan. For more see “BQE Update
January 2019.”
1
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multi-million dollar units have windows exclusively facing the two-tiered cantilevered section of
the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway (e.g. see fig.1). To make the space habitable, the residents
have installed locally manufactured CitiQuiet soundproof windows, which transform the traffic
sounds into a dissonant hum.

Fig. 1: View of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway from inside One Brooklyn Bridge Park in
Under the paving stones, the beach. Amanda Katz, 2019.

The 17 minutes of the film work to depict the condominium as an organism by holding
scenes of both the production and consumption of the building side by side. Representations of
domesticity from two different units are combined with scenes that show the network of labor
that enables the residential lifestyle to flourish inside. Loosely following the course of a day, the
film opens at dawn at the Fresh Direct depot, located a few miles up the waterfront in Long
Island City, Queens where workers are organizing their routes and refrigerated trucks for this
regional grocery delivery company. In the next scene, we’re at the base of the building where
residents move directly from the lobby to their private shuttle to the subway. Their ability to
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avoid interaction with the larger community, reducing time spent outside, is one of the building’s
advertised amenities.
The main resident that we see throughout the film is an anonymous, abstracted
embodiment of leisure. As her one act of work in the morning she makes the bed, but otherwise
we see her casually engaging with technology or stretching out her limbs. Her figure is either
presented in a wide shot, out of focus, or refracted through glass, which emphasizes the sense of
alienation. In one shot we see her staring at the ceaseless passing traffic, juxtaposed with the
intensity of the work occurring elsewhere.
The film portrays three sites of labor: the Fresh Direct depot, the CitiQuiet factory and
the base of the building where food delivery and sanitation workers bring home dinner and cart
off the trash respectively. In these scenes, the camera focuses on how the bodies of the workers
are constantly in contact and weaving through lanes of trucks, bicycles, and cars. We notice the
aural differences between outside and inside as the resident opens and closes her window. The
industrial sounds from the factory and depot are occasionally brought into the domestic scenes in
order to puncture the silence of that space. Snippets of what passing drivers might be listening to
on the radio bleed into the soundtrack as well, further expressing the variety of lived experience
at any given coordinate in the city.
Other than muted radio voices, no dialogue is spoken in the film until the last few scenes,
when we are introduced to a family who lives in an adjacent unit. It’s now evening in the condo
and a computerized voice from a cooking simulation game called Gourmet Chef welcomes us
into their home. In the center of the frame the daughter, age 7, is wearing pajamas and
awkwardly adjusting her virtual reality goggles. On the left side is a TV screen, slightly angled
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towards the camera, allowing us to see what she sees. Her tiny body roams all over the furniture
as she waves the game’s neon wands to simulate her role as a short-order fry cook.
The daughter’s play is sharply contrasted in a cut to the base of the building, to the work
of the delivery workers arriving with actual food for the building’s residents– individual dinners
and Fresh Direct groceries. The virtual reality game and the building itself promise an existence
that is convenient and fun, trivializing the actual labor happening off-site or below. In the end,
the film provides a snapshot of an unsustainable lifestyle playing out on the rising waterfront’s
edge, one in which we are all, to varying degrees, complicit.

BACKGROUND
I was first introduced to One Brooklyn Bridge Park in 2016 when my partner’s mother briefly
entertained the idea of moving out of the suburbs and into New York City. The two of us
accompanied her for a few weekends as she looked at condominiums with a real estate agent in
Brooklyn. When the three of us walked inside the one-million dollar, one-bedroom loft-style
condo on the third floor of the building, we were all overwhelmed by the view we saw from the
windows–no sky, no land, just the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, eye-level and less than 50 feet
away.
This was a particularly striking view for me because four years prior I co-directed a short
documentary titled As You Pass By (2012) about the history of a family-owned floral shop
located underneath a stretch of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway in Queens. That film came out
of my personal experience of living close to the highway myself and passing under it on my
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daily commute. In that project I also considered how being in such close proximity to a highway
shapes both daily and generational experience of place.
The Brooklyn-Queens Expressway constitutes approximately 13 of the over 400 miles of
highways, parkways, and expressways that Robert Moses, New York City Parks Commissioner
and Head of the Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Authority, built throughout the New York City
metropolitan region during the mid-twentieth century. The construction of these and the
thousands of other public works projects he spearheaded often required him to seize private
property via eminent domain, which disproportionately occurred in non-white working class
neighborhoods (Caro 20).2 Once the construction finished, the existence of a noisy, dirty, and
dangerous highway rendered the previously thriving residential and industrial communities,
many of which lay close to waterfronts, undesirable and neglected for decades to come. After my
first visit to One Brooklyn Bridge Park, I began reflecting on the ways in which this history has
been either buried, or capitalized upon by marketing teams in an effort to shift what constitutes
“luxury living,” a term frequently used to describe this type of modern residence with interior
amenities.
My first impulse was to talk with the residents of these highway-facing units. Over the
course of several weekends in early 2016 I stood outside of the building introducing myself and
asking residents if they lived on the third floor. I conducted audio-only interviews with six
individuals during this time, and two people allowed me to quickly film the view from their
apartments.
“To build his highways, Moses threw out of their homes 250,000 persons–more people than lived in Albany or
Chattanooga, or in Spokane, Tacoma, Duluth, Akron, Baton Rouge, Mobile, Nashville or Sacramento. He tore out
the hearts of a score of neighborhoods, communities the size of small cities themselves, communities that had been
lively, friendly places to live, the vital parts of the city that made New York a home to its people” (Caro 19).
2
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One of the main things I learned from these residents was that the geographic isolation
imposed by being on the far side of a highway is largely circumvented by grocery delivery
services, and by making use of the building’s interior amenities which include a gym, a yoga
studio, children’s playrooms, movie and music rooms, a virtual golf simulator, on-site parking,
doggy daycare and a private shuttle to the subway. Additionally, money affords these residents
the ability to spend significant time elsewhere, either traveling or in vacation homes. Lastly, the
residents within several floors of the highway install CitiQuiet soundproof windows which block
out 90% of the exterior sound.
The Fresh Direct depot and CitiQuiet factory are both located just a few miles north
along the same East River waterfront, but far from public transportation and in some of the few
remaining industrially-zoned lots in Long Island City, Queens. This spatial arrangement seemed
significant to me, related to what French social theorist Henri Lefebvre called the “production of
space.” Contemporary artist and geographer Trever Paglen defines the idea concisely:
In a nutshell, the production of space says that humans create the world around them and
that humans are, in turn, created by the world around them. In other words, the human
condition is characterized by a feedback loop between human activity and our material
surroundings. In this view, space is not a container for human activities to take place
within, but is actively "produced" through human activity (Paglen 29).
Paglen notes that this is a somewhat obvious idea, based on a spatial application of Marx (Paglen
33n5), but nonetheless this definition opened up for me the desire to think about how the space
of One Brooklyn Bridge Park and buildings like it are “produced” in dialectal relationship to
other sites in New York. The industry surrounding delivery culture hinges on keeping the
extensive labor that furnishes the “convenient” service out of sight from consumers. In
researching this project, I interviewed an anonymous Amazon Fulfillment Center employee who
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told me that keeping the labor conditions hidden was one of the reasons they thought workers
went through high security scanners on their way into work, and were not allowed to bring their
cellphones past the break rooms.3 Additionally, I thought about how the geographic location and
physical structure of the building itself necessitates these delivery services and the invention of
double-paned windows, which then enables iterations of this lifestyle to continue to flourish. For
this reason, one of my main goals was to depict this entire “feedback loop” in the space of one
film.
Re-reading Jane Jacobs’ classic critique of twentieth century urban planning The Death
and Life of Great American Cities4 also helped me flesh out this dialectic. In her analysis of
successful city neighborhoods, Jacobs begins at street level, detailing in three chapters the proper
and vital purpose of city sidewalks, the most fundamental being “to keep the city safe” (30). She
equates safety with liveliness, and explains that in order for these feelings to come across there
has to be a constant stream of users with “eyes upon the street” (Jacobs 35). These users might be
those who have specific attachments to the block, like residents or shop-keepers, or could
effectively be strangers who are just passing through but nonetheless add to the number of
watchful eyes. A successful block will have mixed uses like stores, bars, and public spaces that
draw visitors down it at all times of day, so that no one ever finds themselves walking alone.
There also must be enough shops and residences that have windows close to the street activity, so
that if a problem arises there’s always a witness.

3

See Bruder, especially chapter 5, for more on the labor conditions inside Amazon.

4

See Schubert, and also Zukin for an update to Jacobs’ theories.
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Given that One Brooklyn Bridge Park is physically separated from its closest residential
district and is the sole residential building on its block, the network of eyes that Jacobs describes
as being so essential to our idea of city life breaks down in this situation. The lowest windows in
this building are also higher up than the tallest buildings were in the classic urban neighborhoods
she was describing. We can also read the double-paned windows, which are seldom opened
because of their proximity to pollution, and often drawn with privacy curtains, as a concrete
material directive that encourages individualistic behavior. The remove of the building, in
combination with its interior amenities shields the residents from the direct community
involvement and sense of social responsibility that previously constituted urban life.

CINEMATIC APPROACH
Under the paving stones, the beach sets itself in dialogue with the cinematic tradition of city
symphony filmmaking. Since the 1920s artists have used the moving image to document the
changing nature of city life. Most of these early films were fascinated with how industrialization
altered the ways people worked, moved, and communicated, and were usually edited for rhythm
over story, showing a specific city over the course of a day.
In her dissertation An island off the coast of America film scholar Erica Stein incorporates
the theory of the production of space into her analysis of the New York city symphony films,
which were made primarily between 1948-1964 by independent artists. What Stein demonstrates
is that cinema can either depict or produce urban space, and that the city symphony in particular
offers “not a way of seeing but […] rather a method for negotiating space– a spatial practice” (E.
Stein, Abstract 1). What I relate to as a maker with this body of work is how, as Stein writes, the
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films “challenge the fantasy of ‘New York City’ as a proper name and stable concept” and
present instead “an asynchronous multitude of sometimes overlapping, sometimes mutually
exclusive New Yorks that are inhabited and invented by diverse populations as they perform their
daily routines” (9-10). I was influenced by this alternative vision of space that city symphony
films produce, and was actively considering how filmmaking functions as a spatial practice while
producing and editing this film.
In addition to re-watching Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera (1929), I attended
several programs of the screening series “City Symphonies” where I was able to see rarer works
from disparate cities that followed this form.5 These films include De Maasbruggen (1937) by
Dutch designer Paul Schuitema, A Morning in Taipei (1964) by director Pai Ching-jui, and the
quasi-city symphony film, shot in Taiwan, Canton, Manchuria, and Tokyo, The Man Who Has a
Camera (1933) by Liu Na’ou.
My cinematic approach was also influenced by the durational and realist cinematography
characteristic of Chantal Akerman’s work. I watched many of her films for the first time during
my production process, and felt particularly connected to one of her earliest works, Hotel
Monterey (1972), a silent observational portrait of an old welfare hotel in New York City and its
temporary residents. Akerman’s camera is patient as she and her cinematographer Babette
Mangolte move through the building, and they do not shy away from lingering in the elevators
and halls once the residents clear out. These wide, long takes give the viewer time to sink into
the details of the environment and catch the pulse of the space. Additionally, the fixed camera
dramatizes the movements of the residents who happen to cross past her frame, which signals to

5

The City Symphonies series took place at Anthology Film Archives, January 11th through March 10th, 2019.
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the performative element inherent in documentary filmmaking. Scholar Ivone Margulies notes
that in both Hotel Monterey and News From Home (1977), another function of Akerman’s fixed
camera is its stubborn address that brings forth glances and stares on the part of her passersby
(Margulies 43). I found that my act of filming induced similar exchanges between me and the
workers I did not have explicit permission to film, like the Fresh Direct drivers, food delivery
bicyclists, and the doorman at One Brooklyn Bridge Park. I decided to keep these interactions at
the tail of end of several of the shots towards the end of the film, as a way to implicate both
myself and the viewer in the network depicted.
Like Hotel Monterey, my images were all shot on a tripod, and mostly at a neutral angle
with the subject of the frame, but the duration of the shots are not nearly as long. I attempted
these long takes, but the range of access and activities that I encountered in each space forged
aspects of my eventual shooting style as well. The first location I filmed was the exterior activity
going on at the Fresh Direct depot. I was not welcome there, and on my second day shooting the
company sent a security guard who brought me up to their corporate offices where they asked
about my intentions. After several attempts, I failed to gain access to film inside the depot and
permission to interview their employees. I wound up recording interviews with three employees
during this time anyways, but their audio did not make it into the final film. In any case, these
limitations led me to focus instead on filming what any pedestrian could see, which is the
constant flow of people and trucks set into motion by delivery orders.
In contrast to Fresh Direct, the owner of CitiQuiet gave me complete access to film inside
his small factory. However, I did not have the ability to meet and develop a relationship with the
workers who actually make the windows, or to fully understand the process, before the day of the
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shoot. In this way it was hard to know exactly where to put the camera and I found myself
talking to the workers as my cinematographer was filming, which resulted in much tighter,
detail-oriented shots. During the edit process, I started to like how the position of the camera
revealed my varying degrees of access to corporate versus family-owned businesses. My hope is
that this inconsistency leads the viewer to question what this says about the nature of the labor in
these two companies.
Very early on in the production process, two residents of One Brooklyn Bridge Park let
me up to quickly film their views, and agreed to a longer shoot day, but then never returned my
emails or calls. I quickly realized that my initial shoots with certain subjects would be my only
opportunity to film with them. Then this past fall the family shown in the virtual reality scene,
who I met during the initial research phase, agreed to several weeks worth of recording. Yet in
the time leading up to the first shoot their welcome dwindled to a week, then a day, to just
allowing me over for 3 hours one evening. Because of this short time frame, after we setup a
wide-shot of their living room, I was hesitant to cut or move the camera at all, afraid that I would
miss some of the action.
What I hope is that a longer take on a locked-off camera enables the complications
inherent in this specific scene to rise to the surface without overt editorializing. The audience has
time to reflect on the power dynamic at play, and to reflect on what their sparse and nondescript
decor communicates about the lifestyle lived in these units, and what the “wide” borders of my
frame are still obscuring about who these people are and my distanced relationship to them (see
fig.2). In this way, I hope the film privileges the documentation of us all being in the space
together for a moment in time.
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Fig. 2: Film still from the virtual reality scene in Under the paving stones, the beach.
Amanda Katz, 2019.

At a screening and panel discussion at UnionDocs this spring,6 filmmaker Brett Story
explained that in her own work, “the use of formal structures lets topics be expansive” so that the
final film arrives not at a moral judgement, which in connection with her latest project The
Hottest August (2019) centers around the topic of climate change. Instead, the film can reflect the
creation of the film, which involved many “brief encounters with strangers,” a phrase Story used
to describe the documentary persons in her film, whom she interviewed but ultimately are no
more than her acquaintances. This reflection on process resonated with me since Under the
paving stones, the beach touches on themes of social class, race, gentrification, and
consumerism, and because ultimately I did not really get to know any of the subjects in my film.
Furthermore, the family in the virtual reality scene who wound up being the only residents to let
me film their lives is not white, as is the typical resident of these buildings, but African-

UnionDocs is a self-described “Center for Documentary Art” located in Williamsburg, Brooklyn and the title of the
event was “Character Limit” which took place on February 1st, 2019. The event circulated around the article
“Beyond Story: An Online, Community-Based Manifesto” published by scholars Alexandra Juhasz and Alisa Lebow
in World Records Volume 2: Ways of Organizing.
6
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American. The mother of this family works as a stunt double, and in addition to promoting
herself she is trying to launch the acting careers of her young daughters. They’ve performed as a
family in several commercials and have a specific hashtag for their daughters on Instagram. The
mother was very active in directing her daughters on the day of the shoot and requested that I
record their family introducing themselves for their acting reel. Obviously, a viewer would never
know this information, but it led to an intense shooting scenario where it was almost as if they
asked me to come and film them, instead of vice versa.
Lastly, my decision to work with an actress came about because one of the residents I met
was reticent to be in the film themselves, but willing to let me shoot for one day inside their
home while they were at work. I decided to use this opportunity to work with Lola Guerrero, a
performer, with the goal of creating a proxy that would allow me and the audience to subtly
explore the space. Lola’s body responds to the haptic experience of being in this environment,
with its overbearing view and dissonant hum, and provides a contrast to the scene with the actual
residents, who I wound up mostly cutting out because they are use to their view and were stiff
and overly performative on camera.

RESEARCH ANALYSIS
My research for this project began with meeting and interviewing six residents of One Brooklyn
Bridge Park. I wanted to understand some of the factors they took into consideration when
deciding to move there, and how the geographic location of the building impacted their daily
lives. In researching the development of the Brooklyn-Queens waterfront, however, what
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emerges is that the historical and political forces acting on the area were and remain so strategic
that the free will of individual city residents gets called into question.
The Brooklyn-Queens waterfront was originally built up for commercial purposes, and
the condominium’s edifice itself was in the early 20th century the world headquarters of The
New York Dock Company, once the largest private shipping company in the world (Krogius and
Witty 97). The Brooklyn-Queens Expressway arrived to the area in the late 1950s, and the local
population, organized into grassroots community groups, successfully lobbied to make sure it
was routed along the edge of their neighborhood (Lees 2493-2494). This physically cut off the
waterfront area from the neighboring community of Brooklyn Heights just as the standardization
of containerized shipping made the spatial necessity of docks and piers obsolete (Stein, Capital
City 44). Over time, the area “came to epitomize urban disinvestment: its industry was gone, its
infrastructure was underfunded, its population was deeply segregated and impoverished, and
there was a great deal of vacant and abandoned property” (Stein, “Streetcar Hustle”).
The disinvestment in the waterfront area can be seen as phase two in the process of
gentrification, which follows a cycle of investment, disinvestment, and then reinvestment in the
built environment. Samuel Stein, in his latest book Capital City: Gentrification and the Real
Estate State, outlines how during this period of deindustrialization, from the 1950s to the 1990s,
“investments in land and buildings filled the literal and figurative space left by urban industrial
flight” and real estate replaced industry as New York City’s main economy (45). A chain of
tactics and incentives were developed and employed during this period to encourage this process.
The J-51 tax abatement, which gives landlords fourteen-year tax breaks for repairing their
properties was expanded in 1975 to cover industrial-to-residential conversions (Stein Capital
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City 56). Additionally, because One Brooklyn Bridge Park is located on municipal land, which is
tax-exempt, the residential conversion was allowed to go through as a PILOT project, which
stands for payment in lieu of taxes. Under this scheme residents make (lower) payments that go
into directly maintaining Brooklyn Bridge Park, which surrounds their building (Gregor,
“Condos”). In this way, we can see how gentrification is not a naturally occurring phenomena,
but a planned process in which a variety of municipal, state, and national incentives actively reshape spaces so that specific people are lured to live in specific places.
Anthropologist Setha M. Low’s paper on gated communities provided me with a
historical understanding of how these insular urban communities take their architectural and
ideological cues from suburban development. Luxury condominiums like One Brooklyn Bridge
Park physically resemble a suburb, made vertical, with 24/7 video surveillance, a doorman
instead of a guard, and centrally located amenities on each floor that mirror the containment of
suburban recreational centers and pools. Low writes that gated communities, designed around
golf courses for the white middle-class offered “exclusivity, prestige, and leisure" through a
layout that mimicked the large walled estates of wealthy citizens at the beginning of the
twentieth century (46). In her conclusion, Low writes that there was a sense amongst her subjects
that the walls and gates ringing their neighborhoods did not produce as safe and private a
lifestyle as they would like: people from feared ethnic groups entered the neighborhood as
workers every day, and the residents themselves still needed to “go out in order to buy groceries,
shop, or see a movie” (55).
This same desire for convenience and insularity was expressed by the residents I
interviewed, and is present in local media coverage. In the September 2017 issue of New York
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Magazine, an article titled “Amid the Development…” compares and contrasts the lived
experiences of the long-time residents of Long Island City, Queens with the (much younger)
tenants of one of the brand new high-rises in that neighborhood. A quote from 27-year-old loan
officer Scott Holbrook sums up the newcomers’ sentiments: “After living in a walk-up on the
Upper West Side for the last five years, I wanted a one-stop-shop building. I have the gym, roof
decks, a basketball court, and a billiards lounge–why would I ever need to leave?” (Rhodes 68).

AUDIENCE AND EXHIBITION
In its final form, Under the paving stones, the beach straddles the line between documentary and
experimental filmmaking. For this reason, I intend to begin the film’s exhibition by submitting to
local, national, and international film festivals that show both types of work, as well as festivals
that specifically curate around the themes of architecture, urban studies, and the built
environment. The Architecture and Design Film Festival is an example of this type of festival
that travels to several cities in the United States and Canada. Screening in their program would
be a great way to begin to reach my target audiences, which I see as including the residents of
cities, urban policy makers, urban planners, designers, architects, geographers and urban
community advocacy organizations, as well as those interested in sustainability and how the shift
to online retail is impacting the way we live and communicate. After a festival run, I plan to
continue to do outreach myself so that the film can be programmed in art and academic public
programs. I hope the film will also receive distribution through an online platform such as
Mubi.com which streams international arthouse cinema.
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