
A move to Cypress Hills and a warm welcome from his neighbors inspired award-winning

photographer Steven Laxton to take up his camera and capture the faces of his new

community. Originally from Australia, Laxton took up photography as a teenager. Since his

move to New York in 2002, he has continued a focus on portraiture and photo essays. His

work has appeared in The New Yorker, Elle and Philadelphia Magazine. Past subjects have

included Holocaust survivors for an exhibit at the Musee de l’Elysee and traveling circus

performers of El Salvador for his project ‘Circo El Salvador.’

After moving to Cypress Hills this summer, Laxton began visiting nearby Highland Park with

a mobile studio to meet community members and celebrate the spirit of the neighborhood. So

far he has snapped about 30 portraits in the park, which straddles Brooklyn and Queens. He

set up an @cypresshillsbrooklyn Instagram feed to share his pictures and we were

immediately drawn to the powerful portraits.

Brownstoner recently had the opportunity to talk to Laxton about the project and the

inspiration he draws from the people of Cypress Hills:

Brownstoner: How did you end up in Cypress Hills?

Steven Laxton: I was looking to buy a place and had looked at other areas. I discovered a

house out here and fell in love with the neighborhood. I’d never been to Cypress Hills before,

but once I visited I focused my search. I found the parks, architecture, people beautiful.

@ 

What inspired you to start this project?
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I thought about it as soon as I moved in, but I probably started real work about two months

after moving. I was inspired by all the people I met, it is one of those truly diverse

neighborhoods.

On my small block there are 12 houses but 10 different nationalities represented. So much in

New York can change quickly that I thought it was worth celebrating what this neighborhood

looks like now. I would walk through the park and see this diversity — Dominican, Yemeni,

Guyanese, Mexican, Chinese.

As you walk through the park you see so many people using it together and I thought it would

be nice to celebrate that.

@ 

As a new resident of the community has the project helped you meet your neighbors?

Yes and no. I met my neighbors within the first week as everyone reached out and welcomed

me. I didn’t know what to expect and I felt I was lucky to find such a warm, inclusive

neighborhood.

But [I also meet people] walking out and photographing the community. It is interesting to

talk to people while photographing them.

@ 

How do you choose the people you photograph in Highland Park?

Since I want to show the diversity of the neighborhood I try to represent that by

photographing people in the park. For example in the park are a basketball court, soccer field

and picnic area filled with different groups doing these different activities. I try to move

around to the different areas of the park and invite them to be photographed. Most people are

quite willing.

What kind of studio setup do you bring with you to the park?

Pretty basic, just a background and a light modifier. I try to keep it compact as I am moving

around in the park. I don’t want to intimidate anyone.

@ 
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How often do you shoot for the project?

It is a personal project so I fit it in around commissions. When I have a free day I will spend a

few hours taking portraits.

@ 

Are you finding that as word has spread in the neighborhood more people are more willing

to have their portraits taken?

I haven’t noticed that, but it is possible, particularly on the basketball court. As soon as one

person said yes then others would agree.

Most people are in the park just doing their thing and are surprised to be asked but excited to

be photographed.

@ 

Do people receive a copy of their portraits?

I send them all a copy of the portrait and I have the Instagram, which I invite them all to join.

And I generally show them examples from the Instagram before the shoot so that they know

and understand what I am doing

@ 

What led to your decision to present these images, all shot in the park, as portraits on a

white background?

What struck me after moving to this area was the people. By putting them on a white

background it is making them the focus. It is also democratizing to have them all on a white

background.

@ 

What are your plans for the project?

At the moment this is just about celebrating the people in this special place. I’d love for it to

be shown within the community somewhere. But at the moment it is a personal project to

celebrate what is here.
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The end of an interior renovation project is approaching and homeowners are now

contemplating work on the rear facade of their home.

What would you do? 

From the Forum: Should Homeowners Repaint a Brick
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The original builder behind this early 20th century limestone wasnt exactly modest when

advertising its completed row on Midwood Street as "the most perfect homes on earth" but

the house was certainly designed with some nice details.

There are window seats and central air 

Limestone in PLG With Six Mantels, Updated Kitchen,
Central Air Asks $2.75 Million
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Three friends form Building Black Bed Stuy to support the community with crowdsourced

funds for local entrepreneurs.

They helped out a school 

Building Black Bed Stuy Crowdsources Community
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In the News

A Prospect Lefferts Gardens Ice Cream Shop and the Summer Ahead [NYT]

Farewell, Sweet To-Go Cocktail [NYT]

Cops ID Potential Suspects in Racist Vandalism of Floyd Statue [BP]

What You Need to Know About Rent Guidelines Boards Latest Move [The City]

Making a Stink About Lack of Bathrooms at Brownsville Park [The City]

Bed Stuy’s Macon Library to Open Browsing, Seating Today [Patch]

One of Williamsburgs Best Pizza Slice Shops Has Expanded [Eater]

Architects Renovate Park Slope Flat for Art Gallerist [Dezeen]

Renderings Reveal 17-Story Building on Atlantic in Bed Stuy [NYY]

Continue 
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A federal court on Thursday ruled that three central Brooklyn homeowners of color can move

forward with a class action civil rights lawsuit to recover their wealth lost through the citys

Third Party Transfer program.

The city tried to get the suit tossed 

Judge Rules Brooklyn Homeowners Can Move Forward
With Suit Over Home Seizures

Jun 28, 2021 • 09:00am
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The most popular listings on Brownstoner this week include a co-op in Boerum Hill, a row

house in Prospect Lefferts Gardens and a wood frame in Greenpoint.

Which would you choose? 

Top 10 Brooklyn Real Estate Listings: A Prospect Park
South Standalone, a Park Slope Brownstone
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Catch up on your reading with a look at the most popular stories from the past week.

ICYMI 

Top 5 Stories on Brownstoner This Week: Housing
Lotteries in Greenpoint and Coney Island
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Our picks for open houses to check out this weekend are found in Park Slope, Windsor

Terrace, Bed Stuy and Flatbush. They range in price from $1.79 million to $4.3 million.

Which one will you see? 
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The builder behind this 19th century cottage let his fancy go wild, ornamenting the archways

of its wraparound porch with wooden scrollwork made all the more exuberant with its details

awash in bright colors.

There are wide planked floorboards 
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Community Board 9 in Crown Heights voted overwhelmingly on Wednesday to disapprove a

controversial development near the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, citing the potential harm the

building would cause to the gardens plant life.

The borough president will weigh in next 

Jun 25, 2021 • 09:00am
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