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Performance Space New York is operating as an artist-led collective this year. So what are they up to?

By Siobhan Burke

Published March 10, 2020 Updated March 13, 2020

Accessible. Inclusive. Welcoming. If you’re the leader of an arts nonprofit in the 21st century, chances are you
promote these values, or you try.

Two years ago, Performance Space New York, formerly known as PS122, opened its renovated doors with “an
ambition to be relevant and accessible to all of New York,” as Jenny Schlenzka, its new artistic and executive
director, said at the time. Now this storied East Village institution, a home for experimentation in live
performance since 1980, seems to be examining what that really means and how such a goal might be realized
in more than a superficial way.

In an unusual scrambling of institutional power dynamics, Ms. Schlenzka has taken a step back from her
curatorial position, while a cohort of artists — loosely guided by the choreographer Sarah Michelson — has
assumed a collaborative leadership role. The yearlong project, “02020,” seeks to reimagine what Performance
Space might be; a refusal of the status quo, it puts the vision of artists at the center of an organization that
professes to care deeply about art and the people who make it.

The Artists Are in Charge. Step 1:
Upend the Status Quo.
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The cohort (this list is long) includes the actor and writer Janice Amaya; the interdisciplinary artist Jonathan
González; the choreographer and dancer Monica Mirabile; members of the skateboarding, art and political
education collective Brujas (Arianna Gil, Dada Coz, Sarah Snider, Antonia Perez and Ripley Soprano); and the
core artists of New Red Order (Adam Khalil, Zack Khalil and Jackson Polys), a self-described “public secret
society” exploring relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.

They all have keys to the building, office space and the support of Performance Space’s staff. Also at their full
disposal, including to pay themselves, is the annual $500,000 programming budget. So what are they up to?
Not even Ms. Schlenzka entirely knows.

“It’s so much giving up of control,” she said in an interview across the street from 122 Community Center,
where Performance Space is located. “Like, I’m sitting here with The New York Times, and I don’t even know
what’s going on in my place for the next year.”

Jenny Schlenzka, the artistic and executive director of Performance Space New
York. Nathan Bajar for The New York Times
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I can’t pretend to fully know either. As a writer who typically asks questions and receives answers when
working on a story like this, I found myself in an unfamiliar situation when, one day last month, I arrived at
Performance Space for an interview with members of the cohort.

As I stepped into a sunlit office, I was met by eight people seated around a conference table in masked black
hooded sweatshirts, their zippered eye- and mouth-openings pointed vigilantly in my direction. (Later I
noticed a ninth, Ms. Michelson, slumped in a chair in a far corner of the room.) I asked if they would start by
sharing their names. Their reply: “We would prefer not to.”

They offered me a hoodie identical to theirs, and I accepted, thinking it could only make whatever this was
more interesting. Out of my limited peripheral vision, I glimpsed the heading “Press Language V. 2” at the top
of the printed document of the person seated next to me.

Over the next half-hour, the cohort members read from a text they had prepared in advance, at times echoing
one another in a refrain that can’t be printed here, but that made clear their desire to thoroughly dismantle the
inner workings of Performance Space New York. As they took turns speaking, or overlapped, other phrases
came up again and again: “There is no consensus,” “Welcome is a warning,” “Did we miss anything?” Their
tone could be matter-of-fact or militant.

“We know that the current operational state of the institution doesn’t actually fit,” one speaker said. “It doesn’t
always actually support radical care or the elevation of all people regardless of their brand.”

“We produce value for institutions, companies and governments, not the other way around,” another said.
“We’re coming at this from a place of abundance, not scarcity, and collaboration, not competition. Artist
exceptionalism upholds empire.”

“When we abolish museums and galleries as gate-kept spaces of beauty and truth,” someone posited, “what
new forms of power will develop in their place? How can we break this cycle?”

Disrupting the traditional artist-journalist relationship was, evidently, a start. (This article, I should add,
began in a traditional way, with a publicist for Performance Space pitching it to me.)

When the group told me now was my chance to “state” any questions, I read the ones I had prepared. For
example: “How did you all come to be here together?” and “What can the public expect to engage with here?”
They responded by scribbling illegibly, saying “excellent questions” and returning to their script.

This made my job more difficult, but the underlying message resonated: the insistence on reallocating power.
We don’t need institutions (mainstream press included), the artists seemed to be saying; institutions need us.
When they asked me, “Do you feel welcome?” I reflexively said yes, though I didn’t, at least not in the way I
usually do when institutions ask me to write about them. And that, I think, was the point: to destabilize who is
customarily let in, welcomed, and how.

Earlier that day in a one-on-one interview, equally unconventional, Ms. Michelson spoke about her
frustrations with “the world that treats artists as pets in every way.” Known for challenging institutional
norms in her own work of the past 30 years — including the role of the press; she often asks not to be
reviewed — she invited me to sit by her side as she read from her laptop and occasionally bellowed “Back up!”
(“Every now and then I might yell,” she had warned me.)

When I asked how the “02020” concept came about, she scrolled to a part of her script about “the purveyor
and the voyeur, living off our backs” — a reference, I think, to a system of arts presentation that regards art
and artists as commodities.
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“I’m encountering the purveyor and the voyeur over and over,” she said, “and I’m wondering why I’m so
lonely, and how does any real work get done?”

“02020,” as far as I can tell, is an answer to that question. The project grew out of conversations between Ms.
Schlenzka and Ms. Michelson, who has a long history of presenting her work at Performance Space, including
as part of Ms. Schlenzka’s inaugural season, in 2018. (A 2019 MacArthur fellow who rose to art-world stardom
in the 2010s, Ms. Michelson has no doubt benefited from the kind of artist exceptionalism that upholds
empire.)

Ms. Schlenzka said that as she was considering how to honor the institution’s 40th anniversary, she wanted to
focus more on the future than on the past. She sought advice from Ms. Michelson, who offered a not-totally-
serious idea: “ʻWhy don’t you give the keys and the budget to a bunch of artists and see what they would
do?’”

“She was laughing, of course,” Ms. Schlenzka said, “thinking that would never, ever happen, and I was
laughing, too.”

But the idea stayed with her.

“Even though we’ve gotten great feedback from artists we worked with over the last two years,” she said, “I
perceive a certain frustration, especially from artists of color, that they don’t feel served by institutions.”

She began to realize, she added: “Maybe as someone who is white, middle class, from a certain position, I
have all these blind spots. Maybe you really have to invite artists in deeper, and they could show you the way
of doing things differently.”

She and Ms. Michelson convened a “think tank” of about 15 artists from a range of backgrounds, who gathered
over three days last spring to discuss the idea. (At Ms. Michelson’s request, Ms. Schlenzka attended only
briefly, so that participants could speak freely and not worry about pleasing someone in a position of power.)
Ultimately, Ms. Schlenzka said, everyone agreed that the “02020” concept was worth pursuing.

Among the think tank participants was the veteran choreographer Ishmael Houston-Jones, who has known
Performance Space since its beginnings as an abandoned school building taken over by a group of artists. (He
is now on the board of directors.) He said in a phone interview that while he doesn’t feel nostalgic for the
grittiness of the early PS122 — the lack of heat in the winters, the boombox as a sound system — those years
had a certain artistic electricity.

“It would be interesting to see if we could revisit the excitement of that time with the resources we have
today,” he said.

Since moving into Performance Space in January, the “02020” cohort has been gradually rolling out its plans.
One of its first initiatives, Open Movement, recalls a PS122 tradition in both name and intent. Two days a week,
theater space is free for use; anyone can come to work on anything, no reservations necessary.

In late March, rotating teachers and facilitators will offer “permission slipping,” a series of workshops in
“movement and mental practice,” open to all, according to Performance Space’s email newsletter. Brujas has
started what it calls “an experimental union for cultural producers” — Brujas World Syndicate, also open to all
— and a radio station, Radio Bonita, which streams from the newly decked-out Performance Space lobby. The
cohort will hold its first public news conference on March 16.
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“The space feels alive,” Ms. Schlenzka said. She is still at work organizing the 2021 season and the annual gala,
which will go on as usual in May, hosted this year by the playwright Jeremy O. Harris. She said she hopes that
by the end of the year the board will restructure Performance Space’s mission statement, informed by the
presence of the “02020” cohort.

I asked Ms. Michelson — who defines herself in relation to the group as “an ecologist,” “a calibrator” and “not
in charge” — what she sees as the connection between PS122’s founders and the artists of “02020.”

“Nowness, absolute nowness,” she said. “The future.”


