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di left, Beth Riesgraf and photographer Alex
Prager traveled through Middle America, staying in motels and collecting material for their exhibit.

Rooms with a view
of America’s heartland

A photographer,
filmmaker and
writer capture
life on the road in
‘America Motel.’

By JEssICA GELT
Special to The Times

‘ ‘ EOPLE al-
ways say that

you have to

see Europe,”

says writer

Mercedes Helnwein, her red hair
shining in the fading sunlight ofa
sweltering Los Angeles after-
noon. “Well, it's just as impor-
tant to get out and see America.”

Helnwein lounges at a Los Fe-

aching heart of Middle America.
The results of this grinding ef-
fort will be showcased Saturday
in & multimedia art installation
called “America Motel," staged
at a hotel of the same name in
Lincoln Heights. Jason Lee,
who's previously headed up
about 10 such events featuring
local artists, will act as co-host.
The decision to hold their ex-
hibition at a motel came after the
women stayed in a particularly
bizarre motel in Kentucky. “The
place was in the middle of no-
where," Prager says. “Everything
in it clashed with everything else
in the most perfect way.”
Finding a local motel willing
to play host to the event, how-
ever, took some legwork. “We
think there's weird prostitution

liz coffee shop with
pher Alex Prager and filmmaker
Beth Riesgraf. The trio are re-
counting the two sweat-soaked
weeks they spent last summer
crammed in a Dodge Neon docu-
menting life in the tiny towns
that dot the swollen belly and

going on at most motels,” Prager

But they hit
on the America Motel, which
feels strikingly similar to the
places where they bedded down
during their road trip. It is fit-
tingly located just off the free-
way, amid the bleak industrial
landscape on the outskirts of

downtown Los Angeles. Seven
ground-level rooms in the mo-
tel's two grim beige stucco build-
ings will be the staging ground.

Although each woman fo-
cused on a separate project in
her respective medium — pho-
tography, film and writing —
there is a striking cohesion to the
final product, attributable to
their shared experiences.

Each morning they pulled out
a well-worn map and circled the
places they wanted to visit.
Sometimes they would just veer
off the highway onto winding dirt
roads until they came across

‘America Motel’

Where: America Motel, Lincoln
Heights. Call for address, guest
list.

When: Saturday, 8 p.m.
Cost: Free

Info: (323) 663-8543.
Reservations required.




‘someone or someplace interest-
ing.

“In Kansas we met a man
named Emler who invited us to
stay ab his house,” Prager says.

“He and his wife had an extra
‘bedroom, and he was really curi-

of pervert Prager
insists. “T wouldn't have locked

‘my bedroom door If T stayed.”
'l‘hen she mentions that Emler
‘was dressed head to toe in “cam-
mo gear.”

Prager, by contrast,
quintessentially LA. in & short
lemon-yellow Izod dress, large

looks

zarre — a bit Annie Leibovitz, a
bit Diane Arbus.

‘Her 18-plcture serles xncludex
tucky and a young black gm in
her wind-

shield, an “I Love Jesus” air

she was 14, she picked up a copy.
of “The Adventures of Huckle-
Ty Finn® and became ob-
sessed with America and the
ippiRiver, “T'm a huge

blues fan, o Mississipp! had be-
come a for me,”
she says. “Just being there and
breathing in the humidity and
bert.

blues on the road, and the rest-
less, seductive qualities of
America’s heartland came to
play a major role in their work,
culminating in how they're pre-

gered loops on the TV screens.
Instead of a Gideon Bible on the

!nlhepnrldnzlm,whmhwmbe

ing America Motel with his busi-
ness partner, Chris Pastras. Lee,
a diligent collector of work by
new artists, says he's never en-

installation like

count an
this one, where subject and set-

senting
r's photos, mounted in

waudv faux-gold _frames,
on the walls in all seven mo-
ual rooms while Riesgrafs 28-

“It's good to get people to
come to downtown LA.,” said
Lee. “And it's interesting that
people will be sitting on the mo-

“Far Away
Swimming Pool,” plays in stag-

Iooking at Alex's pictures.”
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