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THE STORY OF THE

ARTS EXCHANGE

Imagine a place where art and commerce intersect.
A bank filled with creative energy, a magnificent historic landmark tenderly restored
as a counterpoint to newly built modern structures — a site where talented visual and
performing artists create, rehearse, mingle and showcase their work — a place devoted
to Westchester arts and artists, be they new and emerging or tried and true. A place
where artists and audiences can expect the unexpected. A place where ideas, discussion
and art go hand-in-hand. A small corner in the heart of downtown White Plains that
reflects the heart of a city. That was the dream of ArtsWestchester when we purchased
and restored the old People’s National Bank, formerly a Chase bank, and recreated it
as the Arts Exchange. It now hums with activity, but still belongs to the people,
furthering our mission of making the arts available and accessible, offering something
for everyone…a work of art all on its own.
-Janet T. Langsam,
Executive Director, Arts Westchester
December 2009

A MARVEL OF
MODERN
TECHNOLOGY

The building now known as the Arts
Exchange began its life as not just a bank,
but as a symbol of its time.
Picture this. The year is 1929. Model T
Fords along East Post Road jockey for
scarce parking spaces. White Plains
hustles and bustles; it has grown into a
city. New technologies, including radios,
movies and automobiles proliferate.
People shrug off old forms and embrace
the future. Flappers dance the Charleston,
the sounds of jazz fill the air … and plans
are drawn to raise the first skyscraper in
White Plains.
Standing 122 feet (nine stories) tall, the
People’s National Bank & Trust Company
building at 31 Mamaroneck Avenue awed
the people of White Plains. It opened for
business November 25, 1929 and was
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welcomed with great fanfare in local
newspapers. The White Plains Daily Press
lauded the building as “an accomplishment
of building ingenuity, architecture and
materials.”
Considered to be the city’s first skyscraper,
the building’s scale, ornate details, and
modern mechanical systems reflect the
outlook of the ‘roaring 20s’ - the pervasive
sense that anything was possible.
The word “skyscraper” was originally the
nautical term for the tall mast on a sailing
ship. It was first applied to buildings
in the late 19th century as a result of
public amazement at the tall structures
being built in Chicago and New York City.
Nowadays a true skyscraper is defined as
a building with a steel-frame structure that
is tall enough that it requires an elevator.

SInce they were generally taller than
churches, the first skyscrapers were seen
by some as being sacrilegious, while
others believed that the U.S. Capitol and
the Washington Monument should not
be dwarfed by commercial buildings.
But the notion that the skyscraper is a
symbol of national pride and of America’s
engineering feats prevailed, and they are
now a common sight in our cityscapes.
The cost of the steel-framed People’s
National Bank Building in 1929 was
$700,000 which would be nearly
$8,000,000 in 2006 inflation adjusted
dollars. The White Plains Daily Reporter
itemized all the materials used in the
building’s construction including 24,000
bags of cement, 180 tons of steel and
370,000 bricks.

A reinforced concrete mat, three feet
thick, was used as the foundation of
the building. The base of the building is
made of limestone, often used in building
because it is long lasting and reacts well
to exposure to harsh weather. During
the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
limestone was a popular material for the
construction of banks; due to its whitish
color, limestone is frequently used in the
construction of neoclassical buildings
because it references the look of Ancient
Greek and Roman classical construction.
The remaining seven stories are made of
brick backed with cinder concrete blocks.
Brick was used for the upper stories
because it is long lasting and less costly
than limestone, which is a fairly expensive
type of stone masonry.

Architect Harold P. Zoller
specialized in bank designs. Born
on June 18, 1889 in Fort Plain, NY,
he graduated from the School of
Architecture at Columbia University
in 1914 and resided in White Plains
during the 1920s. In addition to
his work on banks, he supervised
construction of government
hospitals during World War I and
designed a number of large Tudor
residences, including one in White
Plains at 136 Hartsdale Avenue.

The windows are made of metal with
bronze on the banking quarters and steel
on the floors above.
In its overall appearance, the Arts
Exchange building is balanced and
symmetrical, which is characteristic of
Neoclassical architecture.
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TOUR THE
GRAND
BANKING
ROOM

PHOTO BY CHRISTOPHER WESNOFSKE
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Standing inside the former bank lobby,
by the newly added glass doors, take in
the scale and overall appearance of the
room. 40-foot ceilings, marble floors and
accents of walnut and bronze speak of
richness and grandeur, appropriate to the
room’s original use as the main lobby of
a bank. References to Greek and Roman
architecture further the sense of safety,
security, and longevity—early customers
must have surely felt that their money
was in good hands. And so it was—the
Arts Exchange was built with a completely
fireproof interior.

seen in Neoclassical and Greek Revival
buildings. Coffered ceilings have been
with us for hundreds of years, in fact,
a similar ceiling can be seen in the
Pantheon in Rome.

Looking up, you can see that the ceiling is
made up of large sunken panels or boxes.
Known as a lacunar or coffered ceiling this
method is an alternative to tile frequently
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The details in the ceiling are hand-painted
in bold geometric patterns and accented
by three-dimensional decorative florettes
placed at regular intervals. In 2004, when
ArtsWestchester restored the space, the
removal of florescent light panels revealed
a fragment of one of these florettes.
Evergreen Painting of NYC, a specialist
in historic renovation, was able to create
a new mold and replicate the originals in
plaster, which were then coated in thin
sheets of gold foil (gilded ).

Palladian style of architecture
was named after Andrea

The Grand Banking room gets light and
sense of spaciousness from the soaring
Palladian-style windows along the western
and southern walls. Tall and rectangular
with an additional semi-circle above, these
windows were quite innovative at the
time of construction because most banks
built in the late 1920’s put iron grilles on
their windows. Perhaps the builders felt
window grilles were unnecessary because
the Arts Exchange also had the most up
to date security system of its time—tear
gas guns in the walls which could be fired
with the press of a button to foil would-be
bank robbers.
At the far end of the Grand Banking
Room is the massive steel vault. Banks
began installing vaults shortly after the
Gold Rush of 1849 because unsuccessful

Palladio, a Venetian architect
influenced by Ancient Greek
and Roman architecture, who
lived from 1508 to 1580, during
the Renaissance.

prospectors turned to robbing banks, and
the small safes commonly used at the time
could easily be picked up and carried out
of the building. By the 1920s, large, heavy
vaults had become the standard. Note that
doors are several feet thick—this was to
make it difficult, if not impossible, to cut
through them with heat.
A new feature, added in the 2004/05
renovation, is the mezzanine. This
important addition opened up and
connected two former offices on the
second floor, creating unique gallery

spaces. The curved line of the mezzanine
and the use of bronze, walnut, and
stainless steel highlights reference existing
elements in the room, helping the new
blend with the old.
Walking up the stairs to the mezzanine
level, attention must be given to the
custom-designed balustrade. The art-deco
design reminds us of the building’s genesis
in the late 1920’s; the rectangular designs
echo the framing in the windows and the
shapes in the coffered ceiling.
In a modern touch, spot lighting set on
tracks was added during the renovation.
This lighting keeps the original ceiling
intact while giving a variety of options in
lighting for exhibitions and performances.
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Angelo Magnati also designed
the ceilings and murals of
some banks, such as Bowery
Savings Bank in Brooklyn,
Dollar Savings Bank in New
York City, and Onondaga
Savings Bank in Syracuse.
Alex Bonanno was born in
1875 in Palermo, Italy but
moved to New York city in
1908. He worked mostly in
New York and taught at the
Cooper Union Art School.
He is best known for his
murals, portraits, and flower
and bird paintings.

THE MURALS
AT THE
ARTS
EXCHANGE
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Freedom
A focal point of the Grand Banking Room
is the commemorative Freedom mural
that hangs at the far end of the room
just above the vault. Designed by Angelo
Magnati and painted by Alex Bonanno,
Freedom is meant to signify White Plains’
pivotal role in the Revolutionary War.
In the background is an aerial view of the
Kensico Lakes located just north of White
Plains; the foreground features two female
figures, Freedom holding the American
flag and Liberty holding the flag of White
Plains. For some years in the mid-20th
century this historic painting was obscured
from view by plasterboard walls lest the
banks patrons be offended by the mural’s
depiction of a bare-breasted woman.

Windows on the Past
The half windows on the mezzanine level
face out to what was once an unattractive
rooftop. This small reclaimed space is now
a sculpture court, adorned by Windows on
the Past by Richard Hass, one of America’s
most accomplished contemporary muralists.
Haas’ work in the public realm is site
specific and layered with references to
historic, architectural, and local heritage.
True to this style, the mural depicts three
painted windows that reflect the arched
windows on the opposite wall. Through
them the viewer looks back in time, at
three significant White Plains buildings
(theaters and the courthouse) that were
destroyed during the ‘urban renewal’ in
the 1960’s. Windows was commissioned
by ArtsWestchester and funded by the
National Endowment for the Arts.

A NEW LEASE
ON LIFE FOR
31 MAMARONECK

By the late 1980s, the People’s Bank &

centralized, street level venue to showcase

Trust Company Building had been vacant

the work of the county’s performing and

for three years. Major retailers moved

visual artists.

away from the downtown area, many
storefronts were closed up and a feeling
of blight pervaded the district.

In 1998 ArtsWestchester purchased it from
Chase Manhattan Bank for $1,200,000.
In November of 2000, JP Morgan Chase

The availability of this unique building,

retired the mortgage, in effect donating

located in the heart of Westchester’s

the building to ArtsWestchester.

capital city, presented a once in a
lifetime opportunity. Where others saw
an abandoned wreck, ArtsWestchester’s
Board and Executive Director saw a
future—they understood that with
renovations, the former bank could provide
low-rent studio space enabling a wide
range of artists to create and collaborate,

Today, that initial vision has been realized,
and the seventy-five year old bank is
full of life. The repurposed lobby is both
an art gallery and performance space
that showcases Westchester’s brightest
talents; it also serves as a meeting space
and banquet hall for Westchester’s arts
and business community.

house creative businesses, and provide a
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A rosette is a rose-like
decorative oval or circular
ornament, resembling
a shallow dish and
sometimes divided
into small segments or
petals. Rosettes were
commonly used in Ancient
Greek architecture as
decoration. They seem to
have originated from the
Egyptian lotus flower
or a daisy.

CONTINUE
YOUR TOUR

Let’s head outside and take a look at the

the ends curve like two swans facing each

building from a passer-by’s point of view.

other. An urn—a symbol of immortality,
from ancient Egyptians who believed

The street level bronze doors are one of

that life would be restored through the

the building’s most noticeable features.

vital organs placed in the urn—rests in

Bronze doors are a symbol of wealth and

the center. The finial, in the middle of

are most commonly divided into squares

the pediment, right on top of the urn,

with designs inside. In the case of the

emphasizes the top or end of the pediment

Arts Exchange building, the designs are

and gives the pediment a smooth finish.

different types of flowers, called rosettes,
possibly based on the famous set of gilded

Though the building has no columns, it

bronze doors—Gates of Paradise by

gives the impression that it does. This is

Lorenzo Ghiberti.

typical of Neoclassical architecture in that
an actual colonnade is not structurally
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Directly above the doors, we see a stone

necessary to support the building. The

pediment, signaling the entrance to the

Arts Exchange building features pilasters,

building. The pediment here is broken—

which are flat columns that seem to be

called a swan’s neck pediment—because

imbedded into the wall.

Observe the bricks at the corners of

not end abruptly. The original function of a

building. They are laid so that their faces

projecting cornice was to throw rainwater

are alternately large and small. This is

away from the building’s walls. The Arts

called a quoin. Originally used to add

Exchange building’s cornice contains

strength to the masonry wall, but in the

dentils—from the Latin dens, meaning

Arts Exchange building, they are used

tooth—which are teeth-shaped blocks

decoratively.

used in repetition as an ornament around
the top of a building. These were used in

The decorative foliate moldings on the

Ancient Greek and Roman architecture,

building’s façade are also interesting

such as on the Pantheon in Rome.

to note. They are a Corinthian composite,
combining the spiral scroll-like ornaments
known as volutes of the Ionic order and
the acanthus leaves common to the

Columns of Ancient Greece differed
greatly from those of Ancient
Rome. The Greeks constructed their
columns slightly tapered, becoming
narrower at the top, so that from
the perspective of a person looking
up at the building, the columns
seemed to be perfectly straight and
parallel to each other. This gave
Ancient Greek buildings a lighter
and more elegant look. The Romans,
a more robust people, built their
columns straight from top to bottom,
so that when a person saw them
from below, they actually seemed
to widen at the top. The Greeks
were concerned with aesthetics, the
Romans with practicality.

Corinthian order.
Cornice means ledge in Italian. A cornice
completes a building or wall so that it does
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Look up! The top of the building has a

Note that the ninth floor of the building

We’ve already looked at the large

number of interesting features.

is smaller than the eighth, it makes the

windows on the lower floors. The

building seem taller than if they were both

end windows on the top seven floors

For example, there is a balcony on the

the same size. There is a gable roof over

have lintels at the top, which serve as

top floor. It is held up by two brackets,

the 9th floor, great to get rid of rainwater.

decoration. Originally, however, lintels

decorative L-shaped supports that carry

The original building had an urn on each

consisted of a beam of wood or stone

the weight of the balcony’s floor. The

corner of the 8th floor roof, symbols of

used to support the weight above doors

railing is supported by balusters, small

immortality. If you look carefully, you can

or windows. Typically they were seen on

urn-like columns, again symbolizing

see a bas-relief within the pediment at

windows near the corner of a building

immortality.

the top of the building that seems to be a

because those were the ones that carried

coat-of-arms of sorts, but is actually blank.

the most weight (in comparison to the

It is there only for decorative purpose.

center windows).

A balcony, especially when placed at the
highest floor of a building, often serves as
a look-out point from which the building’s
inhabitants can see who approaches and
enters the building. It is a great way to
know when enemies are on the way and
therefore be prepared for them.
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WHY PRESERVE
OLD BUILDINGS?

Old buildings are “a gift to the street.”

Beyond the ‘green’ of economic revenue,

It is often impossible to replicate the

historic preservation fosters ‘green’

craftsmanship, materials, style, and charm

in the environmental sense of the

of these edifices. The very presence of

word. A central tenet of the growing

such buildings enriches the community

adaptive re-use movement is that slight

and its environment.

alterations to old buildings can often

This attractiveness can also translate into
economic revenue. A recent study by the
National Trust for Historic Preservation
found that tourists are more likely to visit
places that have historic significance;
these tourists spent nearly 40% more than

make them ideal for new uses. Examples
of adaptive re-use projects are seen
everywhere—old train stations turned into
restaurants, abandoned factories turned
into condominiums, and antiquated mills
transformed into shopping centers.

the typical traveler. The Trust also notes

Perhaps the greatest reason for historic

that communities that have participated in

preservation is that old buildings are part

its Main Street program, which revitalizes

and parcel of a community’s identity. Old

traditional commercial districts, have

buildings tell a community where it came

generated more than $16 billion in private

from, what its goals and dreams were and

and public investment since 1980.

can serve as a compass for the future.
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WHITE PLAINS
BUILDINGS
OF NOTE

The Arts Exchange, on the corner of

Year completed: 1926

Martine and Mamaroneck Avenues in

Location: White Plains, NY

White Plains, is just one of many historic

Architecture: Neo-gothic

buildings that still stand today. These

Materials: Brick and masonry

great buildings reflect a wide range of

Structure: Masonry (technically not a

architectural styles while providing a

skyscraper)

visual record of the city’s history and the

Height: 144 ft, 11 stories

pivotal role that White Plains has played
throughout the years-- from Revolutionary
War battleground to the seat of County
Government to a vibrant, modern city
known as a center for shopping and the
arts.
BAR BUILDING (RENAISSANCE SQUARE)
Taller than the People’s National Bank, but
not technically a skyscraper because it
does not have a steel frame construction.
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MICHAELIAN OFFICE BUILDING
Qualifies as a skyscraper because of its
steel frame. First skyscraper to surpass
the People’s National Bank.
Year completed: 1931
Location: White Plains, NY
Architecture: Art deco / Art moderne
Materials: Steel and masonry
Structure: Steel frame
Height: 161 ft, 10 stories

The Arts Exchange is considered to be

scholarship, and prosperity of Ancient

‘Neoclassical’ because of its symmetrical

Greece, which was founded on principles

shape, pediments, pilasters resembling

similar to those of the United States.

columns, foliate moldings, and cornices.

Therefore, it quickly became a popular

‘Neoclassical’ architecture was a popular

style for banks and financial institutions

style from the mid-18th century on. It
is characterized by the introduction and

as well as government buildings --the US
Capitol, the Supreme Court Building, the

widespread use of Greek orders and

White House.

decorative motifs, the subordination of

Thomas Jefferson was a big proponent

detail to simple, strongly geometric overall

of neoclassicism; he believed that it

compositions, the presence of light colors

was necessary for the United States

examples of Neoclassicism are

or shades, frequent shallowness of relief

to establish its own style of architecture

the United States Courthouse (1998)

in ornamental treatment of façades, and

instead of following the Georgian

300 Quarropas Street, and the

the absence of textural effects

style used while Britain still ruled over

White Plains Municipal Building,

This type of architecture was common in

the colonies.

In White Plains, some other

locaed at 255 Main Street.

the construction of government and public
buildings because it is a symbol of wealth
and serves as a reminder of the wisdom,
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GLOSSARY OF
ARCHITECTURAL
TERMS

ANDREA PALLADIO: Venetian architect
influenced by Ancient Greek and Roman
architecture, who lived from 1508 to 1580,
during the Renaissance.
BALUSTERS: Small urn-like columns
symbolizing immortality that support
railings of staircases, balconies, etc.
COFFER: Sunken panel in the shape of a
square, rectangle, or octagon in a ceiling,
soffit or vault.
CORNICE: Meaning “ledge” in Italian, it
completes a building or wall so that it
does not end flat. Original function of a
projecting cornice was to throw rainwater
away from the building’s walls.
DENTILS: From Latin “dens” meaning
“tooth.” Teeth-shaped blocks used in
repetition as an ornament on the cornice.
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FINIAL: Located at the middle of the
pediment, right on top of the urn,
emphasizes the top or end of the pediment.
Gives the pediment a smoother finish
instead of cutting it abruptly.
FOLIATE MOLDINGS: Moldings decorated
with acanthus leaves, typical of the
Corinthian order in ancient Greek
architecture. The decorations on the Arts
Exchange building’s façade are actually
Corinthian composite, combining the
volutes (spiral scroll-like ornament) of the
Ionic order and the acanthus leaves of the
Corinthian order.
GABLE ROOF: Triangular in shape, allowing
rain and snow to run off easily.
LACUNAR CEILING: Made up of boxes or
spaces called caissons or lacunaria, though

more commonly known as coffers. Used
in Ancient Greek and Roman architecture,
as in the domed ceiling of the Pantheon in
Rome. Solves the problem of tessellation,
or tiling, of a ceiling.

PALLADIAN WINDOWS: Tall, rectangular
windows with an additional semi-circle
above, creating an arch in the façade of
the building. Named after architect Andrea
Palladio.

MASONRY: Stonework.

PEDIMENT: Low-pitched triangular gable
on the front of some buildings, specific to
Ancient Greek and Roman architecture.

NEOCLASSICAL ARCHITECTURE:
Prevalent during the late 18th and early
19th centuries, and characterized by
the introduction and widespread use
of Greek orders and decorative motifs,
the subordination of detail to simple,
strongly geometric overall compositions,
the presence of light colors or shades,
frequent shallowness of relief in
ornamental treatment of façades, and the
absence of textural effects.

PILASTERS: Flat columns that seem to be
embedded into the wall and that do not
actually support the building.
QUOIN: Stones or bricks at the corners
of buildings, laid so that their faces are
alternately large and small. Originally used
to add strength to the masonry wall, but in
the Arts Exchange building, they are used
decoratively.

ROSETTE: Rose-like decorative oval or
circular ornament, resembling a shallow
dish and sometimes divided into small
segments or petals. Commonly used in
Ancient Greek architecture as decoration
and likely originated from the Egyptian
lotus flower or the daisy.
SKYSCRAPER: A building constructed with
a load-bearing steel frame that acts as a
skeleton so that the exterior walls of the
building need not support its weight.
SWAN’S NECK PEDIMENT: Type of broken
pediment with the ends curved like two
swans facing each other.
URN: Symbolizes immortality, from ancient
Egyptians who believed that life would be
restored through the vital organs placed
in the urn.
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ArtsWestchester is your connection to the arts.
Founded in 1965, it is the largest, private, not-for-profit arts council in New York State;
its mission is to provide leadership, vision, and support, to ensure the availability,
accessibility, and diversity of the arts. ArtsWestchester provides programs and services
that enrich Westchester: our grants help fund concerts, exhibitions and plays; we bring
artists into schools and community centers; we advocate for the arts and build audiences
through our marketing initiatives. In 1998, ArtsWestchester purchased the nine-story
neo-classical bank building at 31 Mamaroneck Avenue which has since been transformed
into the Arts Exchange, a multi-use resource for artists, cultural organizations, and the
community. Learn more at www.artswestchester.org.
Janet T. Langsam, Executive Director
Steven Dishart, President, Board of Trustees
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