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HE doesn’t wear Gucci loafers. He doesn’t smoke cigars. His last name is 
neither Bialystock nor Bloom. Yet when titles were being assigned at the 
newly established Rubin Museum of Art three and a half years ago, Tim 
McHenry was designated producer. An anomaly in the museum world, 
the title suits Mr. McHenry, who is in charge of public programming at 
the museum.

Founded by Donald and Shelley Rubin to show their collection as well as 
traveling exhibitions, the Rubin is in a 70,000-square-foot space, formerly 
part of Barneys department store, in the Chelsea section of Manhattan. 
Devoted to the art and culture of the Himalayan region, the collection 
covers a geographical expanse that stretches roughly from Myanmar, 
formerly Burma, to Afghanistan.

But Mr. McHenry’s title also describes a role that more museum profes-
sionals are acknowledging as important to attracting larger, more diverse 
and younger audiences.

“I’m sure that internally, museums use the word ‘entertainment,’ ” said 
Robin Cembalest, editor of ARTnews magazine. “There’s a real effort to 
get people from cradle to grave — look at the Met’s new education center.”

Mr. McHenry has come up with strong motivators. Inside the build-
ing, still dominated by the steel and marble spiral staircase designed by 
Andrée Putman for its last incarnation, the enticements can range from 
the actress Blair Brown’s reminiscing at a screening of “Altered States” to 
the author Eric Weiner examining “the geography of bliss” to the art-
ist-in-residence Pema Rinzin working alongside ancient masterpieces 
and the playwright Sam Shepard giving a reading. Tickets sold especially 
fast to Lou Reed discussing his “wind meditation” compositions with Rob 
Hogendoorn, a mind-science scholar.

Since the Rubin opened in October 2004, attendance has 
reached 100,000 visitors a year, many of them regulars, and 
Mr. McHenry can rattle off the numbers event by event. 
Following a 72-minute immersion in ice in front of the mu-
seum on Jan. 26 by Wim Hof, the Dutch-born practitioner 
of tantric tummo meditation who is known as the Iceman, 
the tally of people who bought tickets to the museum (and 
its shows on the art of the Bon, a shamanistic group living 
in the Himalayas and Central Asia, and the photographs of 
Bhutan by Kenro Izu), was 997, Mr. McHenry said, add-
ing, “And who knows how many stopped to watch as they 
walked by outside?”

Mr. Hof ’s appearance was the kick-off for Brainwave: 
Sacred Science, an ambitious series of interdisciplinary 
programs that runs through June and was conceived by Mr. 
McHenry and the Rubin with the Graduate Center at the 
City University of New York, the School of Visual Arts and 
others. It explores the intersection of art, music and medita-
tion as they affect the brain.

Mr. McHenry came to the Rubin from The New Yorker 
magazine, where he was part of the events team that started 
the highly successful New Yorker Festival.

“The New Yorker was a good template for creating an inti-
mate and meaningful experience,” he said recently, his lanky 
frame folded tidily into his tiny museum office, strategically 
situated across the hall from the control booth of the theater 
where much of the programming takes place. “There were 
no museum models. I just knew it was important to, first, 
get people who, like me, knew nothing about this particular 
topic, into the building and within eyesight of the art. But 
the art always needs to be the anchor for the programming.”

The son of an English airline pilot and his Australian wife, 
Mr. McHenry, 49, grew up in Zurich, then attended — with 
the actor Eddie Izzard — the boarding school Eastbourne 
College and the University of Essex in England. A legal 
career was soon derailed by the arts, including an offer to 
run an art gallery, which brought him to New York in the 
1980s. It is a background that has integrated Mr. McHenry’s 
role with the more scholarly and art historical aspects of the 
Rubin.

As Elizabeth W. Easton, director of the Center for Curatorial 
Leadership in New York, said: “A big concern at the root of 
this program is that museum programming relate to the art



transformed into the K2 Lounge, with a D.J., colored lights, electric 
votive candles and cocktails named (usually by Mr. McHenry) for 
the movie screening that evening.

Mr. McHenry does the introductory honors. Earlier in the evening, 
the theater presented the singer-songwriter Paula Cole, followed 
the next week by the composer and violinist Mark O’Connor. Book 
signings often take place at the gift shop, another popular destina-
tion.

Brainwave is the most elaborate expression so far of Mr. McHenry’s 
mission to make the Rubin a “peak experience,” as he likes to say, 
for museum goers and seekers of cultural enlightenment in New 
York.

He said he had been similarly affected by working at the museum. 
“I was always a little dismissive of spirituality and what I consid-
ered New Age practices,” he said. “But the philosophy inherent 
here makes so much sense and is applicable in many circumstanc-
es. I want people to engage with this art because it really does 
address that question of what you are going to do with your life 
and how you can become a better person. It encourages a freedom 
and exchange of ideas. It can be a meeting point.”
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and not become an incidental presence in some large, dry space; 
art should be at the core of what goes on. It’s pretty seamless at the 
Rubin.”

Besides the challenge of spreading the word about such a special-
ized museum and its arcane subject matter has been the matter of 
its location. The Rubin is in a neighborhood far from the Museum 
Mile uptown on Fifth Avenue and a considerable hike from the 
gallery district to the west.

“We decided to actually make something of the fact that we were 
in Chelsea,” Mr. McHenry said. “And I also realized that just a few 
doors over lived people like Wally Shawn, Doug Wright, Peter 
Singer, Rosanne Cash. We invited them in and gave them creative 
freedom” in designing contributions to the early programming.

For the museum’s original opening, Mr. McHenry and Lisa 
Schubert, formerly the director of external affairs, also devised 
“The Flag Project,” a set of outdoor banners by well-known con-
temporary artists based on the concept of Buddhist prayer flags. 
The activities Mr. McHenry oversees are now primarily concen-
trated on Friday nights, when the museum and its exhibitions stay 
open late. The ground-floor cafe and its fluid seating area are 


