Newsletter SignUp  Become a WA25T Insider  West SideStories  AlPolicy  How to Access Wa2ST Stories News “’0

WL2ST =

All Stars Project Burns Its Mortgage —
and Goes All In on W42nd Street

l by Phil O'Brien 4 hours ago @ 0 d

After almost selling its Hell's Kitchen home during the pandemic, the youth arts nonprofit has paid off the debt on its W42nd
Street Center and is preparing a new chapter with artists and young people.

There was fire on the stage at 543 W42nd Street last weekend — the celebratory kind.

A ceremonial copy of the mortgage goes up in flames during All Stars Project’s celebration at its W42nd Street Center last weekend. Photo: Phil O’Brien

Inside the All Stars Project’s multi-theatre center between 10th and 11th Avenues, John Rankin
held up one hand as a bright ceremonial flame consumed a ceremonial copy of the building’s
mortgage. Behind him, the All Stars Project logo glowed on a screen. Around him, supporters,
artists, alumni and young performers cheered.

For a nonprofit that nearly sold the building after COVID, it was more than a party trick. It was a
declaration that All Stars is staying on W42nd Street.

“This is an amazing day,” Chris Street, president and CEO of All Stars Project, told the crowd
at the Mortgage Burning celebration. “We built this. We built it with creativity, with passion and
commitment to communities.”

The moment marked a sharp turn in a long Hell’s Kitchen story. All Stars bought the building on
December 20, 2002, at a time when the far West Side was still in the middle of remaking itself.
Street remembered being handed “a huge ring of keys,” and gray plywood across the front of
the building.
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Chris Street, president and CEO of All Stars Project. Photo: Phil O’Brien

The organization opened the center the following year and used it for youth programs, theater

productions, classes, collaborations with the New Federal Theatre and its own Castillo Theatre
work.

Then came COVID. The center closed. Like many arts and youth-serving nonprofits, All Stars
had to rethink what it could afford. The organization explored selling the building — a plan that
collapsed when the sale fell through.

Instead of walking away, All Stars decided to reopen and try something bigger: a multi-

nonprofit center for performance, youth development, workforce innovation and community
building.




Two of the four theater spaces inside the W42nd Street complex — and a rendering of the new reception area. Photos: Phil O’Brien and Norr

Last weekend, Street said All Stars had raised $8.73 million toward that renewed vision,
enough to pay off the mortgage. The organization still has fundraising to do for renovations, he
said, but the debt is gone.

“We thought we had to sell it,” Street told W42ST before the event. “And then two years ago
the sale fell through, and | said, let’s reopen it.”

For Shadae McDaniel, President-Elect of the All Stars Project, the paid-off mortgage is not just
a balance-sheet victory. It changes what the building can be.

“When you don’'t have a mortgage, you're freed up to try new things and experiment and
create new possibility,” McDaniel said. “It really just liberates and relinquishes whatever
barriers that we may have had.”

For Shadae McDaniel, President-Elect of the All Stars Project, speaking last weekend. Photo: Phil O’Brien



McDaniel described the W42nd Street Center as a “world-class platform” for young people at a
moment when arts and culture are under pressure, and when young people from underserved
communities are often pushed farther from the mainstream. “This space is not just about
programs,” she said. “It's about creating a world-class platform that engages artistic
collaboration, workforce innovation, youth development, cross-sector partnerships. It's really
about building a future.”

That future is already starting to take shape. All Stars’ first major nonprofit partner in the
renewed center is LEAP, the citywide arts education organization that works in schools across
New York. LEAP is expected to move into the building this fall. Street described the
partnership as the kind of “synergy” All Stars hopes to build: LEAP as one of the city’s largest
in-school arts providers, and All Stars as a major out-of-school youth development
organization.

At the celebration, LEAP representative Tyrik Iman-Washington Jr said both organizations
believe young people grow when they are connected to something larger than themselves.
“We are so excited to move in this fall to create our work out of this wonderful space,” he said.

The building is also being refreshed. McDaniel said the center will close briefly for renovations
before reopening in the fall with updated theaters, studios, office suites and collaborative
spaces.
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Gabirielle Kurlander, the founding CEO of All Stars Project, will chair the new Artistic Advisory Council. Photo: Phil O’Brien

The other new piece is the launch of the Artistic Advisory Council, chaired by Gabrielle
Kurlander, the founding CEO of All Stars Project who led the organization from 1989 to 2023.


https://www.leapnyc.org/

For Kurlander, the paid-off mortgage opens the door to a post-COVID purpose for the building
— one that reaches beyond All Stars’ own programs. “New York is the cultural center,
theatrical center of America,” Kurlander said. “Creatives, theater people and all kinds of
creatives come to this town to make their way.”

But she said the city has become less hospitable to emerging and working artists, especially
those who need space to experiment outside commercial pressure. “We want to be a home for
those people,” she said. “A community where creatives, whether you're brand new to New
York or you've been here and you want to express yourself, do theater, do your art, you can
come here and grow and develop and experiment and innovate.”

John Rankin, who had the honor of lighting the ceremonial mortgage on stage, is also part of
the new Artistic Advisory Council. He said the group is looking at how to make the most of a
rare commodity in New York: space.

John Rankin will be part of the new Artistic Advisory Council at All Stars Project. Photo: Phil O’Brien

“There’s a wealth of artists here in the city that want to be a part of this and want to create and
build with what we’re doing here,” Rankin said. “Especially now that we paid off our mortgage.
It's an incredible asset, and we just want to create as much opportunity for creation for young
people, for adults.”

Kurlander’s relationship with the building has always blurred the line between administration
and art. While leading All Stars, she also directed more than 50 productions and performed in
dozens of shows. She said she sees the W42nd Street Center as a place where artists can
take risks — the kind of risks that have long helped define New York theater.



Young All Stars Project artists in action at the weekend. Photo: Phil O’Brien

“When we first came here, this was considered really way past where the theater was,”
Kurlander said of the far West Side. “Signature wasn’t yet in its spot. There weren't the
thousands of people who now live in this area.” All Stars, she said, was part of proving that
adventurous, community-rooted theater could find audiences west of Times Square. “We have
to be a town where risks are taken,” she said.

That history matters, because the center is not a new arrival on W42nd Street. It has been part
of the block for more than two decades — through the rise of Hudson Yards, the
transformation of W42nd Street, the pandemic shutdown and the uncertain years that followed.

McDaniel said that is what made last weekend feel “multi-generational.” Some people in the
room had helped build the center from the beginning. Others were children seeing it for the first
time.

“You have people here today that are celebrating putting the first nail in, the first brick down,”
she said. “And at the same time we have people as young as four or five years old who are
here and inspired by what this means for them and what it can mean for the next generation.”

That sense of past and future was visible throughout the event. There were speeches from
longtime leaders, tours of spaces still awaiting renovation, young artists performing, alumni in
the room, and a ceremonial burning that turned a financial document into theater.

Last weekend, the stage was also a place to mark a real estate milestone that few New York
nonprofits ever get to celebrate: a paid-off mortgage on a W42nd Street building. McDaniel
called it “unprecedented.” “Where do you hear that nonprofits are paying off mortgages?” she
said. “This center has so much hope and possibility.”
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