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Debate at the Ujazdowski Castle Centre for Contemporary Art 
Culture Tensions
Socially engaged art
02/02/2023, 18:30–20:30 
Speakers
Anna Berry, Pierre d’Alancaisez, Manick Govinda, Agnieszka Kołek
Curators
Manick Govinda, Agnieszka Kolek
Ujazdowski Castle Centre for Contemporary Art invites you to a series of six bi-monthly public discussions with artists, writers, curators, and thinkers that will offer fresh, diverse perspectives on the pressing issues of our times, including migration, religion, women’s rights, gender and cultural identity, the European Union and post-modern culture. There will be plenty of time for audience questions and comments.
Socially Engaged Art is becoming the most mainstream of art practices in contemporary culture. Its roots can be traced back to the radical artist Joseph Beuys’ (1921-1986) concept of ‘social sculpture’ in the 1970s, which posited the notion that art is all-inclusive, that everyone is an artist, and that art has the potential to change the world politically and environmentally.
As well as environmental concerns, socially engaged art is also closely aligned to identity and gender politics, as it privileges the active engagement and participation of so-called marginalised communities, specific identity groups within the creative process as co-collaborators. Children, migrants and ethnic minorities, LGBTQ+ and young people are particularly targeted to take part or get involved. 
The prestigious Turner Art Prize in the UK marked this trend in 2015, when it awarded the prize to Assemble, a collective of young architects whose work has evolved from designing buildings to engaging with communities in a “democratic and co-operative working method that enables built, social and research-based work at a variety of scales, both making things and making things happen”. The Prize has since shortlisted socially engaged collectives such as Array Collective (responding to socio-political issues affecting Northern Ireland), Forensic Architecture (a research agency that investigates human rights violation), Project Art Works (art that intersects art and care, responding to neurodivergence) and Black Obsidian Sound System (who bring together a community of queer, trans and nonbinary Black and people of colour involved in art, sound and radical activism).
Public funders, private philanthropists and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) such as Creative Europe, Arts Council England, the European Cultural Foundation and SIX (to name a few among many) strategically engineer art towards a deeper socio-political purpose, fostering an art activism to create social or attitudinal change. Pierre d’Alancaisez (one of our guest speakers) writes that as demand for art’s social interventions grow, socially engaged practice has become a career pathway for a growing generation of emerging artists who have been trained to work with communities.
In central and eastern Europe, Aaron Moulton (curator of The Influencing Machine) argues that George Soros’s innovative philanthropic art network, the Soros Centers for Contemporary Art, between 1989–1998 (SCCA), pioneered socially engaged art practices in former communist/Soviet states through what he calls NGO art. He writes that the SCCAs engineered the “development of new strategies of activism incubating relationships between activists, scholars, and artists” that has now spread throughout the European/international curated art programmes such as Documenta, Manifesta and countless other art biennials across the world.
What is driving the engine behind socially engaged art? Is it driven by leftist, neoliberal, identitarian and ecological ideologies? Can a participatory garden or cooking project be called art because artists are involved? Perhaps social art is a counter-offensive against the capitalist decadence of the art market, where a digital, non-physical artwork can now be sold at auction for nearly $70 million US dollars? What does socially engaged art say to the wider majority public who may be more conservative-leaning or centrist? Are they excluded from engaging and participating?
Speakers
Anna Berry
is a self-taught UK artist. She is best known for her grass roots interventions in non-gallery environments, as well as large scale immersive installation.  As her work encompasses a wide variety of processes and ideas, it can be hard to pin down, but it often involves non-archival materials, long repetitive making, and short-lived ephemeral outcomes. As such, her practise operates at the intersection of making, performance, installation, and recording. Her work is responsive to place, community, politics and is often concerned with our experiences of reality. Selected shows include: Jerwood Art Fund Makers Open 2021, MK Calling at Milton Keynes Gallery, Tate Exchange with Shape Arts and South Bank Centre with Unlimited. Anna was born in Glasgow, but is currently based in Milton Keynes. She is also a musician, writer, and photographer.
Pierre d’Alancaisez
is a critic, curator and researcher working with the multiple politics of the arts. For a decade, he was director of Waterside Contemporary in London, a gallery that pioneered social practice and art activism approaches in the art market. Having trained in the sciences before coming to artistic practice, he also worked on the development and implementation of cultural exchange and engagement strategies in higher education and the charity sector and has held senior positions in publishing and financial services. Pierre d’Alancaisez is currently a doctoral candidate at Birmingham City University, where he researches interdisciplinary knowledge exchange in social and political art, the relationship between artists’ access to non-arts knowledge and skills and the impacts of their practices. He is a host for the podcast New Books Network and his writing has appeared in ArtReview, Arts of the Working Class, Third Text and Compact, among others.
Manick Govinda
independent writer, artists mentor, lecturer, curator and arts consultant. He has written for The Critic, Index on Censorship, Arts Professional, Open Democracy and Spiked. He is the co-curator, alongside Agnieszka Kolek, of Culture Tensions, a new series of public discussions and conversations at Ujazdowski Castle Centre for Contemporary Art. Manick describes himself as an Eclecticist, open to different ideas and thoughts, open to unresolved contradictions. He was cancelled in 2019 by many English arts institutions for his gender critical comments and humour on social media and for his vocal criticism against the European Union.
Agnieszka Kołek
artist, curator and co-founder of the Passion for Freedom Art Festival in London. Through supporting artists forbidden to exhibit their art, she exposes the silence of many and challenges the comfortable position of those who inhibit “safe spaces”. Agnieszka survived the terror attack in Copenhagen in 2015. She continued the meeting on art and blasphemy after the attack by saying: “They not only want to kill us. They want us to stop talking, so we should continue.”
Admission is free.
English-speaking guests may join the debate live on → YouTube

More info
https://u-jazdowski.pl/en/programme/discussions/napiecia-kulturowe/sztuka-zaangazowana-spolecznie

Press materials
https://u-jazdowski.pl/en/press-room/komunikaty-prasowe/culture-tensions 
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