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Ali Gass, director of ICA San José (icasanjose.org), shares

what inspired her career, her vircual day-to-day and what

she hopcs the community wi Il take away from a visit.

BY ELLA CHAKARIAN

What doesa day in your life

as director of the Institute of
Contemporary Art San José look
like? These days, my lite remains tied
to Zoom. [ spend most mornings
doing a virtual all-scatt check-in and
our regular staff standing meetings.
We have an incredibly dedicared

team, and everyone is doing sucha

great job of adapring to the changing

circumstances both on- and oftline, It

has been a ye:

- of tremendous growth
for us as individuals and collectively.
We have limited che number of
staft physically on-site our of an
abundance of caution and safery. Our

visitor and facilities services ensure

the experience of our visitors—as they

slowly reenter our space—remains
best in class and addresses ongoing
health concerns. Tam often looking
ahead wich our curator—Christine
Koppes—conducting virwal scudio
visits with artists who have caughe
our eye or performing ourreach and
developing our amazing membership
and board members. The job of

the direcror is to define the artistic
vision of the museum bur also to
help support the staft that ensures
we create an inclusive, engaging
and important program while also

working within our operational

What is the most exciting part of

working at the ICA San José? The
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most exciting part of Teading a small,
noncollecting ares insticution is thar
we can meaningfully demonserace
how contemporary are can help

us navigate and beceer underscand
the world around us. Thave had
such a rewarding career working

at ]::rgm institutions with great
collections, but there is something
very special to me abour working
directly wich artises co make their
exhibition dreams marerialize.

Our staft'is mighty and nimble,

and the pandemic highlighted our

unmatched abilicy

to think creatively

and change direction quickly it we
need o in response to major world
events. For example, during COVID

we were able to quickly rurn our
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Z  proud of our 2020-21 fac:

accention to the exterior facade of the
building, convert the museum into
avore center and commission artiso
Amir H. Fallah to create a mural
installacion outside, so all could seill
experience art even though museums
were shuctered. Likewise, this year
fele more important than ever to
generate opportunitics for BIPOC
artists working ar the highese levels
of artistic pracrices. We were able

to change course, raise the financial
support and parener wich artises we
were so excited to share with the Bay

Area arts conumuniry.

Was there any moment or
culminarion of experiences in

particular chat inspired you to

5 say that

pursue this path? [ always sa
aparticular class I ook early in
college called Women in Visual
Cudlery in 1gth Century Paris was
the spark for my carcer. This class
looked ac how the politics of gendes

in the face of modernism and the
industrial revolution created specitic
experiences for women and ideals

for thar gender. I was fascinated with
how artists caprured the changing
world around chem and also how [
could learn feminise hiscory from are
history. It sparked a deep curiosity
abour the possibility of a curatorial
career and working with arrists thar

I thought would help people think
more deeply about the social, policical
and cultural world around chem. 1
like to think that the arcises T work
with will be pare of the new and
changing canon of art history in the
future. Thope someday scudents in art
history class will learn about the 2020
election or the Black Lives Martcer
movement and the evolution of great
formal arc practices by looking ac
some of the artists we showed this

wear at the ICA.

What have been some of the most
memorable initiatives since your

time at the museum? I'm incredibly

de project
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T REALLY HOPLE
PEOPLE WILL
FEEL THAT
THEY ARE
WELCOMIE AT
THE TCA. ™

with Amir H. Fallah, where we

turned the museum into a vote center

and parmered with the downtown

association of San Jose to blanker
downtown wich arcisc-designed
banners encouraging people to vore
like cheir lives depend upon it. In the
face of unimaginable challenges, the
team at the [CA worked rirelessly

to provide support, ideas and

community as best as we could.

What is the significance of
contemporary art in terms of how it
reflects the world around us? Autists
live and work in the same world we
do. Since the beginning of artistic
practice, they have had the abilicy

to point to problems in the world

or even solutions. [t is, of course, a
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grear way to learn global history (to

study the ar of different places in
different times) and, likewise, it is a
grear way to think abour che world
we live in from che perspective of
others. While of course are can be
abour the pleasure of looking, it can,
I think most importantly, also help
us navigate the world we live in oday

as we consider global condirions

through the artists’ voices.

How do you hope viewers will feel
after visiting ICA San José? What

conversation do you hope ICA San

José will generate among the public?

I really hope people will feel thar chey
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From left: Ebony G. Patterson, “.chey
wondered what to do..for those who bear/
bare witness™ (decail) (2o8): Ali Gass.

are welcome ac the ICA, We are a

free museum, which is so important.
Sometimes [ chink that it you didn't
ZIOW Up ZOINg (0 Museums or seeing

L'l\]'ll'L‘]'l)Pl\]".I]'\' are, l'hL‘l'L‘ is a sense

that it is elitist or ‘not for me! I really

want to dismantle char psychological
barrier, and hope our exhibitions
program will be changing enough
that over time anyone who visits

us will see aspects of their own lifte
or histories reflected on the walls
around them. I so much wane people
to feel comforrable asking questions,
getting inspired and realizing thac
contemporary art is ruly

for everyone! o
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