


it was always, "Can you top that?" I'm not sure it 
mattered, because of the relationships I formed 
with artists in that show. Like Lutz Bacher, whose 
"Huge Uterus" had to do with technology and the 
body. We also worked together on a major installa­
tion at Participant. I really felt that the purpose of an 
alternative space was to have a deeper relationship 
with the work, whereas theme and group shows fos­
tered superficial relationships. So towards the end 
of Thread Waxing Space, we were mostly organizing 
solo shows. 
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THAT THE 

ALTERNATIVE 
SPACE MODEL 

audience for what we do, but our biggest individ supporters are artists and always have been. lial 
LINDA-How would you describe Participant? 
LIA-The program is artist-driven. Some really panded the exhibition format by including live ex.
durational elements. I mentioned Charlie Atlas. � exhibition in our first season was totally live. There VI( also Julie Tolentino, who did a piece called "For You� where she performed a 15-minute piece for one visit' at a time. They brought different audiences-peop�rassociated with the dance world, or performance. The 

sitters in Charlie's piece-people sat for a live vid e portrait that Charlie filmed while using both anal 
eo 

and digital e�iting tools�included Yvonne Rainer ;jMerce Cunmngham. V1s1tors watched a live projec­tion upstairs. It redefined the concept of what was an exhibition. It was nothing like Chelsea. It led to other projects with artists like John Bratten, who shot a film in the gallery because he didn't have a space. I really got tired of hearing people say there was no way to make an independent film in New York If someone says something can't be done, you sort of just do it. 
LINDA-The artists at Participant form an under­ground that doesn't seem to exist anywhere else in the 
city, where everything seems to go from conception to 
commercial exploitation very quickly. 

LINDA-When did it close? 
LIA-In 2001. So I'd been there about four-and-a 
half years. 
LINDA-Did you consider looking for another mu­
seum job then? 
LIA-Honestly, no. Before Thread Waxing closed, I 
was already writing a business plan and putting to­
gether a board to start a new space. 
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THAT ARTISTS 

LINDA-What was the closing show? 
LIA-It was Sigalit Landau's first show in New York. 
She created a giant, spiral trough for five tons of sugar 
and every day she labored in this vat making cotton 
candy. It was a bittersweet experiment in futile la­
bor-and a fitting goodbye to Thread Waxing Space. 
We already had an arrangement to give the program­
ing archive to CCS, the Center of Curatorial Studies, 
at Bard College. It was the first institutional archive, 
which they've since given to the Smithsonian, and 
it's now part of the Archives of American Art. 
LINDA-Why did you want to create Participant at 
a time when the alternative space movement was at 
its lowest point? That was a bold move on your part. 
LIA-I think it was pure stubbornness. Some of the 

IN NEW YORK 
WEREN'T 
GETTING 
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COMMERCIAL 
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INSTITUTIONS." 

LIA-That's true. It's always been frustrating that 
the visual art world has not been connected with the 
experimental film world. That has changed in the 
10 years of Participant, with John and Luther Price. 
Recently I worked with Kembra Pfahler and Vaginal 
Davis, to my mind iconic underground artists, though 
that term is kind of strange. They've always made ex-

shutting down at Thread Waxing meant talking to 
artists and doing a lot of soul-searching. It told me that the alternative 
space model was still relevant to artists, and that artists in New York 
weren't getting all they needed from commercial galleries or institu­
tions. Even when I was at the ICA, I would spend a lot of time in the 
archive of the museum, reading manifestos that devalued the whole 
notion of collecting museums. The founders were against it, and 
thought that museums should not exhibit the accumulated wealth of 
individuals. So I guess I didn't know any better. And my closest rela­
tionships with dealers were with Pat Hearn and Colin de Land. 
LINDA-Yes, their galleries functioned as if they were not-for-profit. 
LIA-My experience is in activism, and with artists who function like 
dysfunctional families, who have unusual interpretations of what it 
means to be successful. Lutz is a good example. So is Charles Atlas 
and Renee Green. These artists are my heroes. Their exhibitions at 
Participant are testament to artists who want a different kind of experi­
ence. Pat Heam introduced me to their work long ago and she is a big 
part of who I am and how I look at art. 
LINDA-How do you look at art? 
LIA-Well, I certainly don't see it as a commodity. I guess I look at it 
as an experience, which is why so many of our shows are ephemeral. 
There might not be a whole lot left after the show. 
LINDA-So by 2002, you managed to raise enough money to lease 
a space. . . 
LIA-Tim Nye gave small startup funding, but things got really chal-
lenging after 9/ 11. The question was where to go. We were looking in 
Harlem, Brooklyn, Long Island City and the Meatpacking District. It 
was always about, What's the next neighborhood? I live on the Lower 
East Side so my thinking was, Why not here? I had some experience 
raising money, but I didn't really know what I was doing. And I can't say 
it's gotten much easier. 
LINDA-Even though there's now so much money in the art world? 
LIA-The New Museum might have a waiting list of trustees who give 
a certain amount of funding each year, but I don't think a place like 
Participant offers the same sort of social status. I think there's a great 

ceptional work out of very limited resources. Kembra 
calls it Availablism and that philosophy describes 

what we do-making use of what we have. 
LINDA-You don't attempt to make a show look polished and ready 
for consumption. It's raw and almost encourages discomfort, which I 
regard as a good thing. There's so much complacency in art now. 
LIA-That goes back to needing a sense of intimacy for artists who 
operate in transgender or subcultural community. It's not about in­
dividual geniuses. When I worked with Breyer P-Orridge on their first 
exhibition as a merged identity, Genesis said the most transgressive 
thing now is intimacy. 
LINDA-So you've had Participant for 10 years-five on Rivington 
Street and five on Houston. Can you see yourself doing this for another 
1o years? 
LIA-In some ways I feel like I'm just getting started. I think it's im· 
portant for a space like Participant to constantly assess what is needed 
most. We co-produce solo projects with artists at least once  a season. 
Artists remind me what exhibitions can be, what constitutes art. They 
also introduce me to ideas in a way that refreshes the program. S? my 
wish for the future is to continue that and spend more time on bemg a 
curator. Write more. 
LINDA-How would you describe your social life? . d 
LIA-I run the gallery with Torn Leach, who is both my romantic an, 
business partner. My life is very social with the gallery and so there}
not a lot of separation between work and not work. I enjoy the sort 0d social character of the art world, but sometimes I need to step away an 
to hang out with my cats. 
LINDA-What about money? Are you saving for your retirement? a LIA-I barely have a personal bank account. Participant ha� be: tsuccess, but I'm an Aquarius, head in the clouds. I always behev\ ae at some point things will become more stable or we'll be able to . t�­salaries. It's some sort of weird optimism. When things are reallyfrig 

5 ening, I always tell myself that money problems are the best probl:�e to have, because when you get some money it goes away. It woul Idworse if I felt that the work we're doing were irrelevant. That wou 
be horrible. 
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