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In the deluge of commissions of the contemporary art museum as art, the spaces 
themselves warrant dialogue and critique as art. The art museum is the new hot commodity for any 
architect to claim “star status”. It also is the tactic many city officials are now using to rekindle 
economic development in sleeper cities or neighborhoods. But what of a disparate space 
reoccupied as art space? Does it compete with that initial question: art space as art? Does it foster 
economic vitality? In this paper I argue that the utilization of atypical spaces of exhibiting 
contemporary art, in contrast, can serve as museum two-fold: in allowing variation in exhibition 
space of myriad forms of contemporary art and in exhibiting the space as museum of its initial 
functionality. P.S.1. Contemporary Art Center in Long Island City, New York, as case study, services 
these functions. 

As critic Suzanne Stephens has stated, “the museum is architecturally the most significant 
building of our era. As cultural icons, museums act as magnets that can help a city or town 
establish its own identity, or consolidate its position on the touristic map.”1

However, unnecessary is the new art museum as icon and as art, but rather, spaces can 
be retrofitted to service multiplicity in function: the art museum as exhibitor and the art museum as 
museum of urban history.

Housed in a renovated public school in Queens, P.S.1’s rise to prominence in 
contemporary art exhibition space spawned the debate of what constitutes art space. Surely, an old 
school in a crumbling, industrial neighborhood of Queens could not muster the strength to attract 
crowds as well as artists. However, in its 30-year history, P.S.1 has succeeded in not only growing 
its constituency, but also carving a niche within the contemporary art market as a leader and 
visionary institution in alternative art spaces.

P.S.1 is devoted to the production, presentation, interpretation and dissemination of the work of 
innovative artists in all media, fostering creativity and uninhibited artistic exploration.   Its programs reflect the 
complex nature of international contemporary art, serve as a broad and diverse audience, and stimulate 
discourse on the art of our time. P.S.1’s exhibitions, presentations, educational activities, studio programs 
and publications strive to be of the highest quality and to investigate the dynamic and provocative nature of 
contemporary art.  Its focus includes recognizing the work of emerging artists, placing disparate media into 
new and meaningful contexts, and defining alternative movements and endeavors.2

With this in mind, to have a facility in any conventional form would be a disservice to the mission of 
P.S.1.

Commencing operations in 1970 under the vision of Alanna Heiss, an artist and self-
appointed curator, P.S.1 was born. It was a time when museums were unresponsive to new 
developments such as installation and earthworks. She fell in with a group of downtown New York 
artists and solidified her beliefs of artists being left to their own devices and that the big spaces of 
an old abandoned building being unusually sympathetic to new art.3 She saw a need and 
responded.

Heiss’ first alternative exhibition was organized in 1971 in the unused spaces under 
Brooklyn Bridge in lower Manhattan. Several more exhibits passed before she incorporated as the 
Institute for Art and Urban Resources, helped by architecture critic Brendan Gill and the Municipal 
Arts Society.4  Also by this time, she had acquired a board of advisors. She continued to utilize 
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abandoned spaces both in New York and around the country. In 1976, looking for more space, 
Heiss came across an abandoned school in Long Island City ripe with potential.5

The school itself was built in 1890 in the Romanesque Revival style that was popular in 
New York at the time. The residential growth that gave rise to the school did not last. It closed as a 
school in the 1960s but remained in partial use as a warehouse. It was slated for demolition in the 
1970s when New York City gave the abandoned building to the New York State Council on the 
Arts.6 This is where P.S.1 met its fate.

Much of what Heiss saw in the building remains intact presently. Its public school history 
not only remains but also has become a crucial component of the art environment. Bits of the 
original ceiling and old wooden floors still exist. The stone stairs are worn into depressions. Two 
exterior spaces, on the roof and at the entrance, serve as exterior gallery as well. The ingenious of 
P.S.1 is that its twists and turns of school program guided by a long hallway running the length of 
the building, provide a labyrinthine quality for experiencing art, but yet an axis to reorient the 
viewer/participant. The gallery spaces unfold and reveal themselves. Curtain doors separate 
exhibits. The windows are blocked out by simple white shades. The rooms can be reconfigured to 
fluctuating medium. 

What is even more intriguing is the blurry line between museum of the school and museum 
of contemporary art. Walls have been left with their original paint peeling. This building in and of 
itself is a museum to educational architecture. It is an archaeological exhibit of the urban school at 
the turn of the 20th Century. Fascinating and also cryptic, the display of late 19 th Century 
institutionalization provides an experiential history of space. It also serves metaphorically and 

                          
                                 A stairway of P.S.1           1.

literally as educational place. The structure of a school, with galleries in classrooms, the 
gymnasium and extracurricular rooms, mimics the use of a structured curriculum in designated 
spaces. The disciplines being taught have shifted, but none-the-less, in the pervasive material of 
art, run concurrently with the pedagogy of a school in general. All the disciplines and qualms of 
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human existence are encountered and abhorred though through different means (mediums). P.S.1 
shifts the mechanism of a traditional museum on its head. Beyond the lack of necessity for storage 
of permanent collections (most contemporary art spaces have no permanent collection), the 
spaces of transition or of mechanics (the stairway and the furnace room) serve as gallery.

                      
  P.S.1 rooftop     2.

 Associate Professor of Comparative Literature Didier Maleuvre, critiques the role of the 
traditional museum. P.S.1 succeeds in enveloping the opposite.

Rightfully, it seems, the traditional museum has been compared with the disciplinary institutions of the 
bureaucratic nation state that enforce control over persons, spaces and objects by pigeonholing them and 
curbing their nomadic tendency. Thus the museum is like the school in that it purports both to educate and 
to regiment.7

This quote is interesting in relating the museum to a school: linear and static components
continue the normative form. Due to rotating, impermanent exhibits, and a space that warrants

exploration in exhibit configurations, P.S.1 has no other possibility than to push limits.
P.S.1 has an looseness to its approach coupled with an austerity. Upon entrance, greeted

by concrete forms, the participant walks into a gravel garden. The materiality purports a minimalist,
zen-like space. Walking over the gravel is a process of realization. The clearance is a necessary
component moving from the exterior influences beyond the concrete walls both mentality and as
well as physically. It is a transition. Once into the building, the mind is clear to concentrate and

explore. Beyond the security guards, who actually present a more casual appearance in their black
t-shirts than the traditional museum, one feels a certain amount of autonomy within the galleries
and corridors. Missing from the circulation is the herding apparent in some museums. The loose

movement in and out of galleries invites exploration. Getting lost is remarkably one of the key
mechanisms. There are moments of disorientation. For example, the restrooms dishevel 

7 Maleuvre, 11.



convention. Walking in upon a member of the opposite sex harkens moments back to early
childhood when the sexual designation of a restroom was irrelevant to the function of the space. It
is shocking and also whimsical. Doors to galleries and offices are treated equally. If a participant is

unaware of who is exhibiting where, chances are, an office door could be met as gallery. It is
analogous to opening doors into new areas of knowledge and thought. And like the school, the
teachers’ spaces (the administration) are off limits. It is a secret world and the appropriation of

these designations for the museum is illogical.
With this shift of function from school to art museum, the role of participant is skewed from 

the norm in two ways. The building as a school is no longer confined to the times of its beginning—
a rigid, structured spatial method of educating. And the building as an art museum does not fit into 
the rigid, structured method of institutional program of the majority of museums. In a way, the new 
function asks the question of whether or not the space is art. I argue that it is because it causes a 
shift in thought process of function. It also endeavors to leave walls intact. If architecture is to fit 
into the realm of a creative discipline, the building, its paints and materials, left intact, is 
unequivocally, a work of art.

Concurrent with the overlapping history and appropriation lies a more basic idea of P.S.1 
as an example of the multiplicities of life in urban spaces. As explained by Michel Foucault, there is 
heterogeneity to life. Specifically in spaces, no longer does it seem appropriate to restrict space 
consumption to one-liners: the prison, the market, the office. The world, globalize and multi-
faceted, is continually changing, rotating and reassigning. In particular, space of exhibition can 
move beyond the normative to more discontinuity in form, as the art forms change.

The space in which we live, which draws us out of ourselves, in which the erosion of our lives, our time and 
our history occurs, the space that claws and gnaws at us, is also, in itself, a heterogeneous space. In other 
words, we do not live in a kind of void, inside which we could place individuals and things. We do not live 



inside a void that could be covered with diverse shades of light, we live inside a set of relations that 
delineates sites, which are irreducible to one another and absolutely not superimposable on one another. 8

The neighborhood of P.S.1 carries that idea one step further. Upon exiting back into the 
city from the plane of visionaries and visual commentators, reality smacks one immediately. 
Crossing through the divide of austere composure, the streets take over, mentally and physically. It 
is alive and teaming with industry and commotion. It overwhelms the senses.

In addition, the reconstituting function atypical of initial designation provides a catalyst for 
economic redevelopment of urban spaces that are currently categorized as voids. Though it can be 
argued that P.S.1 is isolated on its island, separated from the neighbors by a huge concrete barrier, 
it also looks its contemporaries in the face and rises to a much more vigorous existence. The 
approach to P.S.1 is exciting, multi-layered and exposed. It is gritty and colorful. And it is clear; 
P.S.1’s location has initiated vitality in a once-desolate urban void.

The present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space. We are in the epoch simultaneity: we are 
in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epic of the near and far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed. 9

In the words of Michel Foucault, it seems appropriate that our current quest should be that 
of examination of the obvious. The nuisances, the ugly and the broken are not going away. 
Perhaps we can envision new ideas in use rather than new altogether. Because after a while, new 
in its entirety only fulfills a superficial longing. 

8 Foucault, 372.
9 Foucault, 371. 
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