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BY MAXIMILIANO DURON

GONZALO CASALSISTHE NEWLY APPOINTED
commissioner of the Department of Cultural Affairs

for New York City. Prior to his hiring earlier this year,
Casals, who was born in Argentina, spent three years as
executive director of the Leslie-Lohman Mussum of Art,
which is devoted to the work of queer artists. There, he
oversaw acclaimed exhibitions, created a fellowship and
residency program, formed an educational plan about
queerness for New York City schools, and started a
pragject to commission artists to create new work for the
museum’s window facade. He also launched a $7 million
capital campaign to make more spaces for education
and access to the museum’s archives.

Caroline Woolard is a New York-based artist who
creates sculptures, immersive installations, digitally
accessible teaching tools, and barter networks. Woolard
often works with numerous collaborators, as she looks
to build community within the art world, question its
structure, and advocate for it to be more equitable. For

Ourselves

Gonzalo Casals and Caroline Woolard talk about
rebuilding the art world around the concept of mutual
aid, the importance of communities, and alternative

her project NYC Real Estate Investment Cooperative,
first launched in 2015, 300 New Yorkers pooled

their money to buy affordable space for community
and cultural initiatives. For the ongoing prgject
BFAMFAPAD, which she started in 2014, Woolard

and collaborators compile data, produce reports, and
create teaching tools related to art school education.
Woolard is an assistant professor at the Hartford Art
School, University of Hartford, in Connecticut. A solo
exhibition of herwork is scheduled to open in October
at Miriam Gallery in Brooklyn, and her public art
project for the Free Library of Philadelphia, supported
by her fellowship at Moore College of Art and Design,
is slated for that same month.

In April, as the coronavirus had forced the
shutdown of much of New York City, Casals and
Woolard joined ARThews for a conversation via
telephone. Casals did so as he was in the latter stages
of recovering from Covid-19.

lustrations by Scolt Chambars.
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ARTnews: Gonzalo, you are about to
step into a huge new role in the New York
City art world as commissioner of the
Department of Cultural Affairs. What is
the career trajectory that led you there?

Gonzalo Casals: Whenlcame tothe
United States from Buenos Aires in

early 2002 [landed in Jackson Heights,
Queens, which has the second-largest
concentration of gay men in the city.
People are often surprised when [ tell
them that statistic, and I1think it's
because in this neighborhood being gay is
only one part of your identity. Most likely,
you are also animmigrant and/or a person
of color. When [ arrived, ] noticed that
the only cpportunities that people in the
queer community had to come together
was at the bars. Not to vilify the bar scene,
but sometimes that’s not where you want
to go to meet people. So, with a friend of
mine, wecreated Cinema Roea, a monthly
screening of LGBTQ+ movies that placed
an emphasis on films that would bring
together diverse people to talk about
important issues. Wewanted to build
community around that experienca. [n
that project, you can find the DNA of

all the work that I've been doing since
then. This idea of social capital and
helping people build connections and
relationships. Theidea ofempowerment

and seeing yourself reflected in society
and civic participation. Once you feel
empowered and you fesl connected with
society and something larger than yourself,
you start thinking about your role as an
active participantin that scciety.

Caroline Woolard: What resonates with
mein Gonzalk's story is the reality that so
many different identities come together
through the arts, in specific neighborhoods.
Being part of cultural organizing and art
making helps people build connections
and relationships in terms of social capital.
1 don't think [would have endad up in the
artsif Thadn’t realized at a young age

that [was queer. [ had this sense that the
artists 1 met as a kid had an ability to be in
public and fully themssalves ina way that 1
Jonged for. [ didn't really have any models
for that, except for the few times [ would
ask my mom, “Who is that?* and she would
say, “That’s an artist.” So 1do think that]
gravitated toward making art because of
the queer community, though it wasn’t so
pronounced until Iwasinart school.

Casals: [ was just thinking back to two

of your projects from 2008, Caraline:
TradeSchool.coop and OurGoods.org,

both of which put an emphasis on sharing
resources between people to serve one
another. [wonder how things are different
now and how we move this solidarity beyond
the resources that we have into self-care
and into taking care of each other.

Woolard: Things were very different back
then, but [ think we're seeing in this moment

that the real way to build community and
shape democracy and make families and
neighborhoods thrive and survive is through
mutual aid and an economy of solidarity
and cooperation, especially if we have been
minoritized in various ways. 1 think in New
York City, because there is so much money
in certain areas of the art market, often
artists have in mind a model of success

that is financial, rather than community
based. The overlaps between then and

now are definitely in the area of mutual aid
networks, but, in this moment—thinking
about coronavirus and social distancing—]
think the groups to learn from are disahbility
justice and consent and survivor groups,
who think a lot about distance and healing
and transformative organizing around what
is an appropriate distance, howcan you
have consent around touch, and what does
it mean to work with pecple where they are.
Many artists who are involved in disability
justice organizing have been working in
mutual axd remotely for decades. This is the
moment to turn to those artists and cultural
organizers and s=e that, OK, we have a lot of
catching up to do. What can we learn?

ARTnews: Caroline, can you explain what
you mean by mutual aid and how that
manifests in the work you do?

Woolard: ] think of mutual aid as the way
that we can mest our needs together within
communities. That can look like gift-giving,
bartering, or local currency, if you want to
be more formal about it. But essentially

it's finding ways of meating our needs
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Top, view of Caroline Wookird's edrubition *INDEX: Tha Moating,* 201920, at the Roso Art Musoum.
Bomorn, @ Making and Baing workshop organizad by Weolard and Susan lshoda.

together mutually, in spite of structural
violence in the economy, where some have
more financial capital than others. If you
think about how a family runs, whenit's
functional—it could be a chosen family or
a group of friends—often people are doing
favors for each other all the time. Expanding
mutual aid means looking at how far that
network of favors and solidarity extends.
Casals: | think it starts with the idea of
shared values. This community could be

your family, your chosen family, your friends,

or, for me, what | call my family. Explicitly
and implicitly we all share a set of values.
We all feel and believe that we arein this

together. This idea of taking care of each
other comes naturally from a recognition
of what you specifically have to offer, what
is your privilege, what we have to share with
others, and having empathy to understand
what the others in our communities nead
and lack. Naturally, you start doing favors
and supporting each other, as Caroline was
saying. | think Caroline and | are expanding
this model from our personal, private lives
into our professional or artistic practices.
Woolard: One way of thinking about it is
as a daily practice: the way we survive is

by being able to support each other. It's a
lifelong practice to connect with someone

who reaches out to you, even if you don't
know them. It's important to take that

call or reply to that email. This moment in
particular is one in which I'm checking inon
a lot of people.

ARTnews: How do you see mutual aid
working within our current art world and
perhaps even being the foundation for a new
art world?

Casals: What makes this moment
interesting is that even though we are

in isolation we continue talking about
community and mutual aid. In the last two
weeks, as | was in my hospital bed battling
coronavirus, | could see how much suffering
was in my community, not only becausa |
myself was sick but because | was hearing
from them that they felt they couldn’t do
anything for me. We shouldn’t take for
granted the impact that these moments of
isolation are going to have on us and how
they are going to impact our relationships.

| hope it will impact them in a positive way,
because it’s making evident how much we
do need to be with one another. In order for
us to recover from this, the emphasis needs
to be put on the people, not on institutions
or corporations.

Woolard: Imagining art institutions that we
want in the future, ones that are centered
on people and centered on specific places
and specific conditions in the city, | was
thinking about the nonprofit SCORE. Theay
partner with the city’s Small Business
Administration and provide free business
mentoring with retired businesspeople.
When you're there, you get the feeling that
those retired businesspeople are really
excited to be there together. It feels like

a community. What if instead of really
expensive art schools, we had that for
artists, where artists could go and get
mentorship for free from older artists and
retired art faculty who were given a space
to be together? This is something that
Susan Jahoda and | have been dreaming
about for years.

ARTnews: Your Making and Being
project, developed with Susan Jahodas, is a
website that does this in a way, by offering
different guides and tools for artists
teaching in art schools.

Woolard: The collective | formed,
BFAMFAPHD, put out a report in 2014 called
Artists Report Back. We found that, based on
census data, 40 percent of people who make
their primary living from being an artist

do not have a bachelor's degree. | think
it'simportant to expand the conversation
about what so-called teachers in BFA

or MFA programs should be teaching.
Artists are long-term residents of their
neighborhoods in New York City and have so
many ways of teaching and learning that are
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outside the art school paradigm. Susan and
[ have been making free and downloadable
activities that artistscanusa Thedea s

that these things can be usad by pecplein
self-organizedleaming groups as muchas
they could be by teachers in art schools.

Casals:['ve been thinking alot about how
we'reusing theword “essential” thesedays.
There's anopportunity to rethink that and
redress the ways the art world has created
hierarchies—to contest all of these Xeas
and make a space for what really is essential.
In these times of lockdown, we are starting
to see not only the need to be with one
another but the need to be with one another
and doing something, and that something is
usually a cultural or artistic expression. How
dowe make sure that as we recover and heal
we keep track of this idea of what is essential
and important?

Woolardt [n terms of making the
Department of Cultural Affairs more artist-
centric, how do you imagine communicating
this \dea of what is essential? What does
that look like? Some people might say it
means putting an artist in residence in the
sanitation department. What does that lock
like to you?

Misria Laderman Uksies
hasbasn an artistin
residanca for the Now
York City Dopartmant

of Benhation since tha
1970s.

Casals: When we talk about the
Department of Cultural Affairs and the
city, we're talking about high-level politics.
[don't think it is the role of the department
to create programming, but rather to

pose the questions, help convene pecple
to think about thes= ¥Xeas, and then, to
support those organizations and those
individuals who are going to be doing the
actual work. At the center is this \ea of
partnership. [ always compare the process
ofthe department’s 2017 Cultural Plan, a
procass that brought cultural organzations
[together] with New Yorkers to define what
culture looks like in the cityand create a
plan to execute it, with Occupy Wall Strest.

At the baginning with Occupy Wall

Street, people were complaining that

the organzers didn’t know what they
wanted and that they didn't have any dear
demands. Little did we know then that that
platform would inform the 2016 election
and the conversations we're still having
today. To me, what was most powerful in
the Cultural Plan—which I'm biased about
because Iwas on the team that helped
develop it—was that a huge number of New
Yorkers were asked, “What does culture
mean to you? What should culture look
like in New York City?” 1think that is the
power of the department’s platform of
convening conversations. How do we ask
the right quastions? How dowe invite the
people to the table and then elevate those
conversations in order for them to inform
the policy that cultural organizations in the
city will fallow?

Woolarck That planning process was

only controversial because it had that

participatory ethos where artists in the
city, for the first time, felt that they could
protest and they could be involved. That in
itselfis powerful.

Casals: Anideal totallyembraceis that
there should be more than one Cultural Plan
for New York City.

ARTnews: [n the spirit of listening towhat
artists need, Caroling, what would you say
are the pressing issues that artists are
facing both before coronavirus hit and now
in the midst of it? And what about in the
future?

| OccupyWall
Street

In2011, protastors
calied out naqually —
wihanen-Horsrchiosl
focus end noread
\dantiNabio ksdarship.

Woolard: There are so many things.
Emphasizing the Jocal community-based
arts organization is really important. All of
the things that affect working-class people
affect artists. So, right now the majorissues
are huge amounts of unemployment, and
the exacerbation of the rent that is way too
high for studios and for housing, and which
applies to all small businesses. There’s
also a real question about how to make and
share yourwork in a city when gathering

is potentially in question for the next year.
We need to continue to focus on what arts
education could be ifit's more grassroots
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and distributive, think more about
affordable spaces for all small businesses
inchuding artist studios, and think about
ways to support artists’ livelihood. It was
amazing to see how much money was put
into the city’'s Worker Cooperative Business
Development Initiative. What if there isa
way the Department of Cultural Affairs
could have artists work with co-ops to
actually stimulate jobs?

Casals: Of the thousands of meetings and
conversations we had for the Cultural Plan,
the one that stays with me the most was
when we convened a group of probably 20
or 25 artists at Jack, the performance space
in Brooklyn. Jordana De La Cruz, Jack’s
co-director, was facilitating the conversation.
She started it by saying, “Let’s make a list

of everything we need to survive as artists™

They came up with the usual: visibility for our
work, access to materials, education. And
then she said, “Let's make a list of everything
we need to just survive in New York " it was
affordable housing, health care, jobs. Quickly
I realized that there’s only so much that

the Cultural Plan could do, and how much
work we need to do—going back to the idea
of essential—in bringing artists, cultural
producers, and cultural organizations to

the level of being essential to the life of the
city. What are the things you need in order

to lead a healthy and productive life? The
Social Impact of the Arts Project study

from 2017 by a group of researchers at the
University of Pennsylvania showed that in
neighborhoods in New York City in which
there is some cultural production or cultural
expression—access to artists, a church

Top, view of the
adibition *Barbara
Harmrmer: Evdentiary
Bodica,” 201 7-18, ot
tha LoskeLobrman
Muscun

Bottom, Gonzalo Casals
(dhird from right) at 2
CroatoNYC ovort in
2017,

choir, art making in the Bbrary—the level of
education attainability is higher and levels of
health are higher. And [ love, Caroline, that
you just mentioned, as a completely normal
thing, artists as small businesses. And still

it can be a crazy idea to even mention that,
which it shouldn’t be.

ARTnews: Gonzalo, one of the programs
you launched at the Leslie-Lohman was an
education syllabus for the city’s public school
system about queerness and its relationship
to art making. Can you talk about how that
relates to accessibility and audience—how
institutions see their sudiences and how
artists see their sudiences?

Casals: A lot of resources in the art world
are focused on presenting work—and not
producing work. Emphasizing the object
and not the people. A lot of resources are
put behind building an exhibition, and when
you hang the artwork, the job is done. The
emphasis should be: How do you engage
with your community? How do you think

of the collection in relation to the needs

of the people you are trying to engage

and serve? If you move from the object to
creating experiences, you can actually build
relationships. How do you create a sense of
connection between an individual or group
of people and an institution?

Woolard: | couldn’t agree more. Itis also so
exciting to imagine a future way of teaching
art and thinking about what artists should
start prioritizing. Why do you think it is that
artists and art schools still focus on the
making and not so much on the gathering,
hosting, and facilitating?

Casals: Because you cannot monetize a
relationship, unfortunately. | mean, you
could, there are ways of doing it. But we are
still very much focused on the idea that you
make work and you sell it. But Caroline, Ido
love your sculpture Countermeasures: Level,
in which you need two people in order to

Courtay NYC Departnant of Odturm| Afdre)/Phata Hester Strest Colinba ntive,
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engage with it, which is the perfect way of
the object being a means to something else.

Woolard: To me—and | feel like, sure, we
can make objects as artists and we can
make all kinds of things—if we are not
changing the conversation and talking to
each other, what are we doing? | don’t know
that many artists who truly want to be alone
forever, and even if they thought they did, |
think this pandemic is teaching them that
in fact they need a little more tactility and
sensuality in life.

ARTnews: Can you speculate as to how
the coronavirus might radically alter
the art world?

Woolard: | think that, more than ever,
this is a time to reconsider all the ways
that artists thrive in community and

for artists to completely reimagine
approaches to their livelihood that include
nonconventional arts-adjacent jobs and
participating more actively in their own
cultural planning so that when Gonzalo is
listening to us, we can say, “These are the
things we need.” It doesn’t have to be this
vision that clearly has not worked and is
not working for so many people.

Casals: We are still in the thick of it. | was
thinking about what the role of art and
culture and cultural organizations and
cultural producers is. The first phase is
holding up a mirror to what is happening
to help us make sense of it. | think this
crisis has exacerbated a lot of issues

that are happening with our societies,
and who better than artists and cultural
organizations to help us process that
through the creation of work and engaging
with that work. The next phase, once we
know a little bit about how we can start
working together, is: how we can solve
problems in a creative way, so we resist
the temptation of going back to what was
normal. And the third phase is, how do
artists hold all of us accountable. How do
you make sure that the promisas we make
continue to be perpetuated into eternity,
if you will.

ARTnews: More recently, there’s been a
lot of hype around community-engaged
art and social practice. Caroline, do you
see your work as part of that or something
completely different?

Woolard: [t's a difficult conversation.
Most artists who have been working in
community for decades have not been
receiving funding that younger artists
have been receiving over the past 15 years.
| am always suspicious of terms that
immediately get put into institutions. For
example, you can get a major or minor in
socially engaged art or an MFA in socially
engaged art. It does have a very elite and

Woolard's book
Tmdo Schoak
2009-2019.
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well-resourced resonance. And, at the
same time, | think the reason this term

is rising up is that there is a consensus
that art has always been social and that
artists want to make politically engaged
and progressive work. And they will always
have an emphasis on building community
in tandem with whatever object making

or performance work they do. On the one
hand, yes, | also am an artist who cares
about building community and shaping

a conversation while making objects.

But I'm hesitant to believe that a term

can be so finite. It feels like a term like
Fluxus or Dada or Surrealism, a movement
that comes and goes, rather than the
undercurrent that allows any artistic
process to function and flourish.

Casals: It became a marketing term

for schools to sell a new kind of MFA or
BFA. The first thing that one learns when
working with the community is that each
engagement is unique, making it very
difficult to name it with one term.

Woolard: So how do you imagine working
with this term or this approach in your
new role, Gonzalo?

Social Practice
Aterm that gained
currency In the mid-
2000s to desorda art
focusad on Intarsction
end community—as
practiced hara by ha
colioctive Assembia.

Casals: The announcement of my new
role happened five days before the

world changed completely, so my job has
changed radically. My approach is going
to be very much about seeing what is

the need, seeing what people need, and
then figuring out how we can deploy the
resources and the skills that we have

in order to solve that problem. | think

the values of empathy, inclusion, and
equity will inform the work that we are
going to do. And, just to bring in the idea
of queerness, something we had been
thinking about at the museum is this
idea that queer leadership is collective
leadership. I'm not coming in and

saying, for instance, these are the three
monuments we are going to make. This is
what my legacy is going to be. It’s about
the convening, the conversation, the trust
in this community to come together after
tons of isolation and figure out together
how we can make this happen.

Woolard: | think a lot of people probably
are asking you these questions too soon
because they're excited. It seems like
such a big gift to see how you will use that
emphasis on pedagogy to shape your
leadership.

Casals: There is also the theory of change
that you use in community organizing.
People think that you vote for the people
that you like and then you leave them
alone to do the work. It doesn’t work like
that. Once somebody that you share
values with comes to a position of power,
you have to, from the outside, make them
do things. That's the role of everybody
around me: making sure [ understand
what their priorities are and what we
should be doing as a community with our
own power.l
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