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From desolate factories to
concrete caves, no venue is
too unlikely for the shows
dreamt up by modern art
visionary Alanna Heiss

REPORT JEFFREY PODOLSKY PORTRAIT MIKE PERSSON

“I want a beer,” says Alanna Heiss as she pulls out a couple of
bottles of Brooklyn Lager from the refrigerator in her corner
office. “And you want a beer, t00.” She comments on my ultra-
trendy spectacles which, she opines, “are probably fake to make you
seem more of an intellectual,” adding, “It’s a common trick. The
entire outfit is a giveaway. It’s certainly not you.” In fact, my specs
are real, but her apercu of my attire — purposely torn jeans, a weath-
ered corduroy jacket and beat-up trainers — is eerily on the mark.
Heiss, who with her tweed skirt, poloneck and hair in a bun
could be mistaken for a school marm, is nothing if not observant:
she possesses one of the keenest pairs of eyes in the art world. As
founder and director of P.S1, the largest contemporary arts centre in
the US, Heiss is at the forefront of the alternative space movement,
which exhibits art in abandoned buildings. Until Heiss came along
in 1976, PS.1 was a deserted Victorian schoolhouse in Long Island
City, Queens. It has since displayed the works of countless contem-
porary artists, including Robert Rauschenberg, Jean-Michel
Basquiat (Heiss introduced the then-unheard-of Basquiat in a 1981
show New York, New Wave), and, more recently, English artists such
as Tim Noble and Sue Webster and photographer Paul Graham.
“Well, 'm no RuPaul,” says Heiss, referring to one of New
York’s most infamous transvestites. “Now, he’s an originator — some-
one who actually had a very strong influence on how people can
reimagine themselves if they’re six-foot-four and a man” Heiss,
nevertheless, is an originator who has reimagined how to make the
viewing of art possible in venues that could hardly be more removed
from the hallowed confines of traditional museums and galleries —
whether it be concrete caves underneath the Brooklyn Bridge
(accompanied by music by a fledgling Philip Glass), a desolate fac-
tory in Coney Island, or a cavernous warehouse in the Bowery.
) Then again, Heiss, who is 60, probably spends more time club-
hopping than RuPaul, which is nothing if not an achievement. Heiss
never wakes up before noon, having spent most evenings trawling
New York’s clubs until the crack of dawn. “I do my best thinking
there,” she says. “In the Eighties, the nightclub scene was inter-
twined with the New York artistic world, and as the club scene died
out the visual arts lost its audience. Young people weren’t brought
into contemporary art in the same way. They would just stumble
into a museum. They weren’t being pulled in.”
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Heiss, on the other hand, lassoes you. Nothing she does
smacks of convention. Roam the hallways of P.S.1 — which retain the
look and feel of a schoolhouse — and you're met by young black kids
in T-shirts. They’re not students but security guards. Right now, a
security team of swarthy, well-groomed men - dispatched in
advance for an upcoming visit to P.S1 by Prince Felipe of Spain —
doesn't much seem to like the fact that Heiss has kept them cooling
their heels outside her office. Heiss, of course, is busily oblivious.

“T guess he’s an art-loving prince,” she says. No stranger to
royalty, Heiss recently met the King of Sweden to thank him for
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‘AT P.S.1, YOU SEE A KIND
OF WOODSTOCKIAN
RANGE OF PEOPLE
DANCING AND LOOKING
AT ART — IT'S THRILLING®
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TASTEMAKER

Alanna Heiss inside alternative
art space P.S.1 in New York

awarding her “the order of the polar bear” (ie, the Royal Swedish
Order of the Polar Star). “We get a lot of princes and princesses. In
fact, one of the Windsor boys was here incognito last summer.”

It’s easy to go unrecognised on a Saturday evening in summer
at P.S1. Thousands of youths congregate in its courtyard — trans-
formed to resemble an urban beach, complete with sand, water and
chaises longues — for “Warm Up”, where hip New Yorkers hang out,
dance and drink beer. “You see a kind of Woodstockian range of
people that is just thrilling,” Heiss says. “And they’re dancing and
going inside to look at art, which is not done anywhere else”

Hardly anything at PS1 is done elsewhere, and everything
bears the innovative imprint of Heiss’s vision of site-specific art: its
unisex bathroom stalls kitted out with video monitors so that you
can watch video art even while you're on the loo; the staircases with
their “vertical painting”, showcasing peeling murals by Cecily Brown
and William Kentridge. Even the journey to P.S.I — a mere ten min-
utes by subway from Manhattan — can give rise to a “messianic
moment” kindled by an electrifying view of the Manhattan skyline,
which most European visitors find breathtaking.

Heiss’s life has had all the quixotic novelty of a woman who
would revolutionise site-specific art. The daughter of teachers,
she was brought up in Illinois and graduated from Lawrence
University in Wisconsin after being awarded a scholarship from the
Lawrence Conservatory of Music. In the late Sixties, she moved to
New York, where she first encountered the abstract expressionist
painters and began to rub elbows with pop artists such as Red
Grooms. At Max’s Kansas City, a stamping ground for comers of
all stripes, she mingled with many of the minimal and conceptual
artists with whom she would later work, including Laurence
Weiner and Robert Smithson.

Heiss spent the Vietnam years mostly in London, where she
worked part-time as an organiser of studio projects. To support her
interest in contemporary art she held a variety of jobs and learnt a
great deal, particularly about Europeans’ penchant for showing
modern art in non-traditional spaces. In 1971, she returned to New
York and became one of the founders of the US alternative space
movement. Her first exhibition, Under the Brooklyn Bridge, featuring
installations by, among others, minimalists Carl Andre and Sol
LeWitt and conceptual artist Dennis Oppenheim, was considered
groundbreaking for its peculiar location. Heiss continued to stage
group shows in unusual settings, convinced that museums weren’t
providing adequate exhibition opportunities for site-specific art. She
co-founded an alternative arts organisation, The Institute of Art and
Urban Resources, Inc., which by 1976 had concentrated its activities
at two sites, PS1 (now an affiliate of MoMA, the Museum of
Modern Art) and the Clocktower Gallery, situated in a municipal
building in lower Manhattan, which she still oversees,

Heiss — considered one of the most influential curators in the
world — has directed more than 500 shows. Married to a Manhattan
corporate lawyer, she sports a hefty diamond ring that was given to
her recently by her husband in honour of their 20th anniversary.
“It’s almost too big to lift my hand,” she quips. But it will take more
than an oversized ring to weigh down this slightly eccentric genius
as she travels the world championing innovative, experimental con-
temporary art. It is her mission to enlighten others so that they, too,
can envision what she feels. “It’s kind of an aesthetic eye surgery,”
she says. “You can be blind and suddenly see. You see through
the eyes of an artist — the way that artist is seeing something — and
it shifts your visual images and your memories. Art really can
change your life” m
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