
THE EFA PROJECT SPACE IN NEW YORK: A SPACE WHERE A LOT IS POSSIBLE 

Interview with Michelle Levy 
  
Klára Peloušková: Could you please introduce The Elizabeth Foundation for the Arts 
(EFA) and tell us a little bit about what your role in the organization is? 
  
Michelle Levy: The EFA is a non-profit organization aimed at supporting professional artists’ 
creative practices. It has the word “foundation” in the title, because it began as a grant giving 
entity, providing grants to individual artists. EFA originated as a family foundation (named 
after Founder/ Executive Director Jane Stephenson’s mother, Elizabeth), but eventually, they 
decided the limited endowment would serve more artists if they invest in something long- 
term that offers affordable workspace and services for artists, and they converted it to the 
status of “public charity,” and used the funds to purchase the building in which the 
organization resides. It was purchased in 1998 when it was still possible to find affordable 
property the area. They began by establishing a studio program (ISCP which is now in 
Brooklyn, originally took up two floors of the studios), and then added the Robert Blackburn 
Printmaking Workshop, and a gallery, which is now EFA Project Space, the exhibition 
program that I am the Director of. 
  
KP: Do the artists have to pay for their studio spaces? 
  
ML: There are about 90 studios in the building and the artists accepted into the studio 
program pay membership dues for their studios on a sliding scale based on income. Even 
the non-subsidized studio fees are below what an artist would pay for in market value rent, 
but of course, the market value for studio rent in Manhattan is astronomical! The higher 
subsidized studios are quite affordable. Artists apply for a two-year studio membership 
through a juried selection process, but once accepted artists are allowed to share their 
studio with a “non-member.” This is a really viable option for artists that are either more 
emerging or don’t make commercial work, but who want to take advantage of the EFA 
context, community and location. Although many of the New York art organizations and 
studios have moved to Brooklyn and Queens, Manhattan remains the most central. It is an 
extremely convenient location for curators and other art professionals to visit. When curators 
visit one artist, they end up visiting many of them.  
 
One goal behind the studio program was to create a non-profit organization model that is 
somewhat self-supporting, and is not reliant solely on donations. 
  
KP: So the main resources are the incomes from the rent plus grants? 
  
ML: Yes. There are limited governmental funding resources for the arts in the US. Most 
funding is through private foundations, and all arts organizations compete for the same 
limited funds. When the funding community is strained, it can be very hard to survive. EFA 
has added security not only because of the studio program model, but also because it owns 
its building. There is always the option to rent or sell a portion, for example during the 



financial crisis in 2008, the top two floors were sold, and there is a large commercial ground 
floor space that gets rented out (some day, it will make a spectacular gallery/event space).  
  
KP: You are the director of EFA’s Project Space program: is there any interconnection 
between the studio program and the project space? For example, do you show works 
by the artists that are in the studio program or do you cooperate with them on any 
level? 
 
ML: There is an interconnection between the programs but not in a formal way. The Project 
Space program was established to further carry out the mission of EFA in its own right, 
through curatorial projects and public engagement, rather than be considered a “vanity 
space,” which would be a space to specifically show the works by the artists from the studio 
program. The program was originally conceived as a space for discourse that could benefit 
artists who work in or visit the building through further engagement and enrichment. Many of 
the studio program artists (and printshop artists) have been included in our exhibitions and 
projects because the curators we collaborate with often like the idea of bringing the 
community (made up of very respectable artists, I should add) into the dialogue. Some of the 
EFA Studio artists have curated shows, and hosted events in the Project Space as well, 
which has been an extremely rewarding experience. We are always looking for more ways to 
make more regular crossover between our three programs.   
 
KP: Previously, when we talked, you mentioned that studio fees vary for artists, with 
subsidy determined according to their incomes. To me it sounds important, as it 
prevents the studio program from being exclusive. And also, the artists are selected 
by a blind jury... 
 
ML: Yeah, the jury is not looking at the artists' names and what their background is. 
However, facing how interdisciplinary or how conceptual art can be today, making a decision 
just by looking at a portfolio without knowing more might be disadvantageous for certain 
types of artists. So it definitely has it's pros and cons, like every selection process. 
 
KP: Let's focus a little bit more on the Project Space. With what kind of artists do you 
work? Does it play a role if they are established or - on the contrary - emerging? 
 
ML: I’ll say a little bit about what I was hired on to do, and what was the goal for the space. 
The idea was that it be a very dynamic, interdisciplinary and collaborative venue, 
representing diverse voices of the art community. I inherited the name “project space”, and 
even though I was told it’s just a working title, it just kind of stuck! The EFA didn’t want it to 
be called a gallery – Jane Stephenson, EFA’s Executive Director often proposed that it be 
thought of as more than a gallery, but rather a forum -- a place of activity and social 
engagement. 
 
It has been clear from early on that I can’t and I don't want to curate all of the shows, that the 
dialogue we present would be much more interesting coming from varied voices in the art 
community. So I started to work with independent curators, collaborating organizations, and 
artists that would curate shows. Because EFA is non-profit, and because our program has 
limited funding, we began focusing mostly on local artists, and working with younger 
independent curators who often have ties to emerging artists and practices, but it’s not our 



mandate or a specific focus. Over the years, we started working from time to time with 
curators from other parts of the country and international curators and artists. And as for the 
status of the artists involved… for example we had shows in which Yvonne Rainer or Gordon 
Matta-Clark were included, but in conversation with lesser known voices. I would say that the 
most important thing for me has been that it’s a place for experimentation (and 
transformation!). So even if we’re working with an established artist, we take a risk to show 
something that hasn’t been shown in this context or wouldn’t be able to be shown at a 
museum or a conventional gallery. Same thing with the curators - we have worked with 
prominent curators and academics for whom it was an opportunity to experiment with an 
idea they were not be able to develop at the institution that they work for.  
 
KP: When did you start ? 
 
ML: In 2008. For the first 6 months I just did research. I was being asked to work in an 
interdisciplinary way, and to determine how this new program can fill a void in the already 
vibrant New York art world, so there was a lot to discover for me. But what I learned pretty 
quickly was 1) that I should think about our central location, and 2) – the Project Space is on 
the second floor, and not in a neighbourhood where there are other galleries so it does not 
draw street traffic-- It has to be a destination which means it is important to focus on events 
and programming. I started developing the program right at the time of the financial crisis. It 
was pretty grim in New York back then – a lot of things changed quite quickly and many 
artists moved more towards DIY and social engaged practice. It seemed like people really 
needed opportunities to come together, learn about each other and be exposed to different 
ways of working. I was researching all the different art communities – from artists making 
mostly commercial work, to street artists, to conceptual artists and so on. I was looking for 
some points of intersection, ways in which they related to each other. So I thought the space 
would work best as a platform for communication. My idea was to make every show work as 
a cross-disciplinary exchange, where artists would create new connections, and diverse 
practices may be seen together, and in new contexts. This results in many shows being 
driven by process, and a good number of shows being socially and politically focused 
 
KP: That’s what I wanted to ask. You said you were asked to create a forum or 
platform where some exchange is supposed to take place. Would you say there is 
some specific political mission you're carrying out? 
 
ML: I would say there is no official political mission for the EFA. But it is important that the 
Project Space program, as a space for artists’ engagement, reflect the current issues and 
concerns faced by the current creative community. We want to acknowledge diverse voices, 
and be ethical. Because we can!  What is very unusual about our space is that it’s in 
between something you would call an “off space” and an institution. Probably because we 
don’t have major funding that determines and limits what we can do, we remain small and 
flexible, but we are in a big building in Manhattan, filled with many established artists, which 
gives us prominence. These aspects, combined with the fact that we intentionally do not 
have an authoritative curatorial voice, yet we have a rigorous and selections and production 
process for the exhibitions and programs we present – the space remains appealing to a 
range of cultural producers, and as there are very few spaces that can take political risks, 
artists, curators and activists that are seeking a platform for social concerns are drawn to our 
space for all the above reasons. We make an effort to balance out the more socially and 



politically discursive shows and programs, with those focused on aesthetic processes, and 
the poetic and playful sides of art making. I think that it’s a space where a lot is possible. 
 
Speaking of providing a space where a lot is possible, I would also like to take a moment to 
explain the Shift Residency. I founded it in 2010 as part of the program, and it is a unique 
residency that takes place within the EFA Project Space, catered towards the very specific 
needs of artists who work for arts organizations. Performing these two roles while living in 
New York is extremely challenging, and this residency is geared towards supporting artistic 
practice of these artists while understanding the challenges they face working to support the 
art community.  
 
KP: Is your own artistic practice connected in some way to your practice as a curator? How do 
you perceive the interconnection of these roles? 
 
The practices are connected, and feed each other, but they are also distinct from each other. 
I think of myself less as a curator, than as a person who facilitates activities and 
experiences. This aspect of my organizing practice most definitely connects to my art 
practice, which is a form of performative storytelling that deeply considers the audience 
experience all the way down to the email invitation. My art practice dramatically changed 
once I started my role at EFA. Often artists I meet, or activities I do through Project Space 
activities, inspire ideas for a new work, and the reverse. As a socially engaged practitioner, 
and a performative artists, there is not much separation between my art and my job and my 
life. My friends, colleagues, and art peers all blend together in one beautiful mess. 
 
KP: Three years ago you were at the residency at Meet Factory, right? In some 
respects, I think it has similar features as the EFA, even though I suppose it works on 
a much smaller scale. 
 
ML: On a smaller scale in some ways but on a much bigger scale in other ways. They offer 
international residencies, they have a gigantic, much bigger exhibition venue, and they also 
have a theatre and music program. So it’s different, but there are definitely parallels between 
them. 
 
KP: Is there something that you perceived was different in Prague in comparison to 
three years ago? 
 
ML: I definitely am not having the same experience, but it's hard to judge for me, because 
I'm focusing on an exhibition at the EFA that I'm preparing together with Pavla Sceranková 
and Dušan Zahoranský. When I was here three years ago, I was running around constantly 
to studios and galleries and openings. But while being here now, I have not been to many 
events unrelated to this upcoming project. I did go see Tomáš Svoboda's screening (he is 
participating in the show that will be at EFA). I was definitely moved last time by how 
interconnected and supportive the Czech art community is, and based on that event, it still 
appears to be that way! It was amazing to see a full size cinema filled with the art 
community. That’s something I have never had the privilege to witness in New York.  
 
KP: It’s not that extraordinary to see film venues filled with art community here 
anymore. 



 
Jan Zálešák: I just have been to Athens recently to see a part of the Athens biennale 
off program and it was a really weird experience as regards the art community. As I 
was told, the contemporary art scene there is very small but also very fragmented and 
even though there was this big event going on, there was nobody around. Here it feels 
very different, much more united. Everyone knows everyone and people can support 
each other, but at the same time the scene grew a little over the past years and 
already now there are sometimes too many things happening at the same time and it's 
difficult to be everywhere. But people still try to follow. 
 
KP: I imagine in New York the situation is absolutely different, there is probably so 
much going on that people don’t even attempt to attend everything. Are there several 
different scenes or networks within the big art scene of New York? And what is the 
position of the EFA in this whole organism? 
 
ML: Yes, I would say that there are a lot of micro scenes in New York. I think the EFA aims 
to be a sort of artists’ center  (its building is called “EFA Center”), but we are a modest 
operation trying our best to keep up, and there is a lot to keep up with as there is a giant 
variety of activity going on across the city and boroughs. Also, many non-profit organizations 
are leaving Manhattan. 
 
JZ: From Patricia Dominguez, an artist I recently worked with on an exhibition, who 
was born in Chile but studied in New York, I heard that quite a few artists who 
graduated about three years ago did not leave just Manhattan after graduation, but 
also Brooklyn. They left New York completely as it was technically impossible to pay 
for the studio and also the conditions at private galleries have gotten worse: the share 
from the art that the gallery sells is often incredibly high, even about 60-70%. 
 
ML: There are definitely many people who have been leaving New York. Even major art 
agents are leaving Manhattan so I can imagine what that means for artists. There are lots of 
artists looking for elsewhere to be. 
 
KP: And what are the “elsewhere” options? 
 
ML: Almost anywhere. A lot of people move to the country upstate, a few hours outside of 
the city. In recent past, Philadelphia has been referred to as the other Brooklyn. Then for 
years there has been a trend of people moving to Detroit, have you heard about it? Detroit 
has been a depressed city for a long time and there has been a lot of derelict, empty 
property. There is quite a thriving art scene there, although there isn’t much industry. 
 
JZ: Do people also try to create some infrastructure in Detroit or is it more about 
basically running the studio there and still trying to bring their work back to New 
York? 
 
ML: I think that many people that have gone to Detroit see themselves as pioneers inventing 
a community out there (although of course there is also a pre-existing community that has 
always been there). For the most part, the work they are making there is not very market 
driven, not intended for commercial galleries. Although since it has become such a trend to 



go there, that prospect changes. Anyway, for artists such as those, who create work that is 
non-commercial, New York is a hard place to earn a living and have time and space to make 
the art one wants to make. People are also moving in droves to Los Angeles which you 
would think is an expensive city, but actually it is more affordable to live there. The rents are 
lower. The people who are still in New York tend to move to further and further regions. I feel 
like something will either change within the city, like there will be more affordable ways for 
people to be there or a lot more people will leave. I don’t know what that means for 
Manhattan as a center for art, but it puts the EFA in a very special position, because it is in a 
very central location and it's not going anywhere anytime soon. I feel like all this has been 
going on for a long time and maybe it's a model of what’s going to happen in every city. It 
seems like Prague is a long way from it but perhaps it's going in that direction too. 
 
JZ: That is true. 
 
ML: Perhaps in the next decade, people will think back on how Prague is now, like how we 
romanticize New York of the 80s and the downtown scene as a real community within which 
everybody knew each other. I remember that when I came here the last time, it felt like what 
I imagine it would have been like in New York back then. It may continue to feel that way for 
a long time. But the fact that it feels like everyone knows each other is really special. But I 
would also argue that we still have a little bit of that feeling in New York too, because there 
are so many small communities within the larger community. But for example, I can't really 
speak much about the commercial gallery scene, because I have been in a non-profit sector 
the whole time, but within my community, as an artist and arts organizer, I do feel very 
interconnected. 
 
KP: Could you tell us a little bit about the exhibition you're working on with Pavla 
Sceranková and Dušan Zahoranský? 
 
ML: I met Pavla and Dušan the first time I came to Prague, and we had a great rapport right 
away (I can tell I am not the only one who has this experience!). We stayed in touch once I 
was back in New York and, as I was very interested in the artist perspective within the Czech 
community that Pavla and Dušan are very much embedded in, I eventually invited them to 
propose an exhibition for us. They masterminded a fascinating and ambitious project that 
has now been in the works for over a year. We were not sure at first how to make this 
possible -- a show involving bringing so many artists from Europe to the US-- but then they 
managed to receive a significant grant from the Ministry of Culture and it became much more 
possible.  
 
The show is called “An Apparatus for a Utopian Image” and is going to start in mid-
September at the Project Space. It’s a unique kind of exhibition conceived of as a call-and-
response show between Czech artists, New York artists, and the New York public. It begins 
with pre-selected two-dimensional works (still and video) by nine Czech artists, and a 
specially constructed movable exhibition architecture that invites different types of response 
scenarios. Once the work of the artists from Prague is installed in the space, nine New York 
based artists have been invited to intervene and react to the works on display. These New 
York artists have all been selected from EFA’s community of artists in the studio program, 
the RBPMW (printmaking workshop) and artists who have shown work in EFA Project 
Space. We chose artists we felt had shared sensibilities with the Czech counterparts, and 



who were also thinking about the larger topics and themes of the show. Towards the end of 
the show, all of the Czech artists will come to New York to see the results, and will make one 
final action. This will take place during EFA’s Open Studios week, which is an extremely 
lively time. It is going to be so much fun! The exhibition is about human perception, how we 
receive and interpret images, and may come closer to understanding each other through 
individual imagination and interpretation of images. We will also set up parameters for the 
audience to react and interact. 
 
 
 
Michelle Levy is an arts organizer and artist based in New York City. She holds  an MFA in 
Digital and Interdisciplinary Art Practice from The City College of New York, and a BA in 
Studio art from Wesleyan University, Middletown, CT. Since 2008, she has been Director of 
EFA Project Space, a contemporary art exhibition and event program of the The Elizabeth 
Foundation for the Arts, in Manhattan. In 2010, Levy founded EFA’s SHIFT Residency for 
artists who work for arts organizations. From 2000- 2008, she was Program Manager of 
International Print Center New York, a non-profit organization dedicated to fine art 
printmaking. Levy’s art practice consists of performance-lectures, visuals, text, and collective 
ritual that activate the spaces between life and fiction where identity is constructed. Existing 
out of place and out of time, Michelle’s subjects are mined from memory, nostalgia, and a 
little bit of magic. She performs regularly in alternative spaces and theaters in New York City. 
Her next performance, “Ruins of Achelach,” will be presented at Dixon Place in October 
2016. 
 


