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Metropolis of the Time Machines 
 

A giant stained glass window shows how New 
York uses medieval forms to conjure the 
future.  

By Stefan Trinks 

- rough translation of the German article - 

 

If you liked the unfolding of entire streets in the 
movie "Inception," you'll love the giant window 
inaugurated in late June in the newly built 
Terminal B of New York's major domestic 
airport, LaGuardia: On more than eighty 
meters, composed of 1140 individual images, 
German artist Sabine Hornig turns the city's 
skyline upside down. They are the built 
deflections of Manhattan's column chart, as 
seen in the distance through the window in the 
airport where it is installed. Every minute of the 
day, the incident light changes the work itself 
and its image on the corridor floor, also eighty 
meters long, between the arrival zone at the 
airport and the new counter hall. The 
impressionistic panorama again consists of 
two skylines. The lighter yellow-gold skyline 
hangs inverted from the ceiling, a second one 
grows up from below and with its darker blue-
green tones pushes itself into the gaps 
between the golden towers of the first one. 
Each building thus has interlocking positive 
and negative forms next to it, created from the 
space between the towers. Through the 
dominant horizon color blue, this advent 
calendar of architecture moves into the 
distance, through the enormously high image 
resolution of the 1140 eagle-eyed views into 
lofts and on their kitchen tables, life is at the 
same time zoomed in close enough for the 
viewer to touch. 

 

Although the terminal building, with its white 
streamlined forms, looks anything but 
antiquated, the monumental window carries a 
medieval feel to the building and, with the 
eighty-meter-long play of light on the floor, 
turns it into a cathedral of traffic. For seconds, 

the hustle and bustle of a modern airport is 
forgotten; in the eye of the traffic typhoon, one 
feels as if one has been transported to a 
sacred space where only the organ music is 
missing. Travelers with wheeled suitcases, still 
racing, pause, immersing themselves for 
minutes in the play of light. This medieval 
charge and sacralization of the passageway is 
due, on the one hand, to the memory that such 
precious stone-like windows are usually found 
in churches, and, on the other hand, to the fact 
that the collage technique used by the artist to 
assemble the image compartments resembles 
that of the old leaded windows. As the art 
historian Hans Belting put it in reference to 
Hornig's works, they often seem like a 
palimpsest, that is, like a layer of writing on 
which new things are built and old things can 
still be recognized underneath. Thus, Hornig 
calculated the traffic passing in front of the 
airport, which dimly presses through the glass 
layer from the outside, as well as the 
reflections of the moving viewers in front of the 
window - all these stratifications fall into one in 
the zero plane of the impressionistic glass 
painting. Even as the artist uses the 
"Interstate" script of the iconic green and white 
highway signs for LaGuardia's thirty 
quotations, she brings the outside of the 
seemingly endless intertwining roads inside. 
Such image-dividing bands of lettering and 
text panels, however, can already be found on 
ancient stained glass windows. And 
LaGuardia's quoted sentences are always 
pseudo-religiously charged, for instance when, 
like a Saint Francis of politics, he repeatedly 
calls for a much stronger social policy for New 
York's poor in a preacher's tone, for instance 
with the words "There's no democratic or 
republican way of cleaning the streets. 

 

Dark Babylonian Towers or Crystal Heavenly 
Jerusalem ? 

In its luminous and glassy immaterial 
appearance, the visionary city skyline turned 
upside down by Hornig therefore resembles 
the medieval images of the Celestial 
Jerusalem conceived in gemstones and 
crystal: Glass towers become glass images. In 



fact, the temptation was always great, even in 
historic New York, to leave the earthly sphere 
behind and transcend everything material 
through the "Gothic" elevation, 
incomprehensible to contemporaries. Even 
though the towers of the large financial 
institutions, such as the Bank of New York, 
completed in 1928, with their towering citations 
of antiquity rather resembled sinister Babel 
towers, the historical foil was always the 
towers of Italian cities such as Bologna, San 
Gimignano, Lucca, or Florence, which wanted 
to outdo each other in height, and thus 
recreated earthly visions of Jerusalem. The 
Torre Asinelli in Bologna, for example, one of 
a hundred towers in the city built between 
1109 and 1119 by the family of the same 
name, stands an incredible 97 meters high. 
This dizzying height was of no use to the 
defense. And not only did the towers become 
slimmer and slimmer, they also became 
increasingly light, their walls broken up with 
constantly enlarged arcades and large 
triforium windows. The preliminary climax was 
reached in 1919 with Mies van der Rohe's 
completely glazed high-rise design for the 
Friedrichstrasse competition in Berlin. As with 
the architectural visions of the artists' group 
Gläserne Kette, which wanted to crown all 
heights with crystal palaces, van der Rohe's 
transparent glass window in tower form was to 
tower over Berlin by a great deal with its 
restrictive eaves height of 21 meters. While 
the visionary project was not realized there, 
New York subsequently implemented it with 
increasingly perforated and translucent 
skyscrapers such as Lever House, built from 
1950 to 1952. 

In all these storms of height, a crossover 
paradox occurs: the more massive material 
agendas manifest themselves in the towers, 
the more immaterial the towers become. 
Currently, in this paradox, the peak of the 
buildable has been reached with the "432 Park 
Avenue" tower, completed in 2015, which, due 
to the sharp distance rules, is built on a 
minimal footprint of only 28 by 28 meters, 
rising 89 stories high into the sky. With a total 
height of 426 meters, the ratio of width to 
height is thus one to fifteen. Some New 

Yorkers therefore speak of these new, spindly 
skyscrapers figuratively as "digits," as fingers 
scraping against the sky, although skyscraper 
comes from the sailor's language and means 
the tallest ship's mast, which figuratively 
"scrapes" against the clouds. Precisely in this 
way, since the Apocalypse of John with its 
heaven-storming vision, medieval theologians 
have also described the built reaching out for a 
spiritual heaven consisting of pure light. Hardly 
ever, however, have these heavenly substitute 
Jerusalems on earth and their counter-images 
been described so vividly as in the book by the 
art historian Wolfgang Braunfels 
("Mittelalterliche Stadtbaukunst in der 
Toskana," Berlin 1953), whose son became a 
well-known master builder. 

 

Even the physical comparisons of towers with 
fingers, hands and other limbs are not new: 
since the nineteenth century at the latest, the 
anthropomorphic division of towers into feet, 
bodies and heads has been firmly established 
by the undisputed king of skyscrapers, Louis 
Sullivan, and his epochal 1896 paper "The Tall 
Office Building Artistically Considered". But 
Sullivan also recorded another three-part 
division, that into storefronts on the first floor, 
office floors in between, and a "character 
head" representing the respective company at 
the top. 

 

Looking up to the eleventh floor with the eagle 
eyes of the camera 

Thus, a skyscraper-dominated city like New 
York not only consists of buildings, but these 
have also been and continue to be humanized, 
and the huge buildings have been described 
as silent giants or "uniform wearers" (Ulf 
Jonak). In view of the regents sitting in the 
clouds, the feeling of being observed from 
above has often been described in literature 
and film. Hornig's window front also 
democratizes the dominance of above and 
below in this respect, since in it, if not at eye 
level, then at least in the section from the 
eleventh floor of Brooklyn, one looks up into 
the towers. What happens there in terms of life 



in the residential towers built after the financial 
crisis of the late 2000s is by no means 
interesting only for voyeurs. 

 

After all, how many dark machinations might 
be going on behind the airport windows, where 
one sees nobly dressed people and sinfully 
expensive paintings on the walls? Glazed-
through skyscrapers are always exhibitionistic 
showcases of wealth for desires and 
voyeurism, at least of those living opposite. 
This dark counterpart of the sky-towering 
Babylonian towers of sin, the city as "Whore 
Babylon" and Moloch, the equation of the 
money temples of Wall Street with ancient 
Egyptian tombs and mausoleums of Mammon, 
also appears early. In literature, it ranges from 
Bert Brecht to Allen Ginsberg's "Howl" to Boris 
Lurie's "House of Anita," in art from the 
Expressionists George Grosz and Otto Dix to 
Julie Mehretu's current show at New York's 
Whitney Museum, in film at least from Charles 
Sheeler's and Paul Strand's 1921 homage to 
the city, "Manhatta," based on Walt Whitman's 
1888 poem of the same name (in it the telling 
line "City of spires and masts!") to current 
comic book adaptations. 

 

It is in these exaggerated films that it becomes 
most clear that New York permanently 
oscillates between times, from its beginning as 
a world city to the present day. The extremely 
successful series "Gotham," for example, 
which ran for five seasons from 2014 to 2019, 
pays homage to the city's real patron saint, 
Batman. As a so-called prequel, it is dedicated 
to the anti-hero's youth, i.e. the development 
of the billionaire's son Bruce Wayne into the 
ambivalent "Dark Avenger" of New York. 
There can be no doubt that the city is meant 
by "Gotham", which doesn't sound like black 
romantic Gothic by accident, since many of its 
inhabitants only half-jokingly call themselves 
"Gothamers". The irritating thing about this 
double biography of the city and its secret 
hero, shot with considerable effort over half a 
decade, are the considerable leaps in time in 
it: although all the protagonists wear clothes 
and pomaded hairstyles, or the women 

Audrey-Hepburn-like "beehives" of the sixties, 
the series is set in our time, as the frequent 
use of cell phones and  the current silhouette 
of Manhattan, similar to the views in Hornig’s 
work, show. In the case of villains like the 
Batman antagonist Penguin and his 
henchmen, the set even teeters costume-
historically into the Prohibition era of the late 
twenties, while the investigators and noble 
criminals consistently drive cars from the 
seventies, New York's cultural heyday, like 
Buick Riviera, Plymouth Fury or Lincoln 
Continental. 

What connects the real city of New York, 
Hornig's window, and all those examples from 
the arts is thus the timelessness, the free 
flotation between the epochs. New York has 
no homogeneous official history, for it does not 
like to refer to the Indians as duped first 
owners of Mannahatta, and it can no longer 
refer to the handful of rich Dutch-English 
founding families for political reasons. The 
phenomenon of the city that never sleeps as a 
time machine lurching back and forth seems to 
be a consequence of the lack of a center of 
gravity: there has long since ceased to be the 
one Empire State Building to which everything 
else projects from the sides. 

 

Just as Manhattan is a leviathan composite 
body, from the oldest nineteenth-century 
skyscrapers with still wood-clad water tanks on 
top to the futuristically very newest, all times 
and all peoples also merge in this city without 
a clear history. New York is unquestionably a 
melting pot of cultures, but it is also one of 
times. The city playfully managed to use 
Gothic forms of the Middle Ages for the 
iconography of the future. Thus, the new 
monumental window, although by a German, 
is the most appropriate expression for this 
U.S. city, which exists only once in the world. 

 


