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Arts in Times of Crises: The Role of Artists in 
Weakened Democracies

The Thomas Mann House, Zócalo Public Square, and L.A. Review of Books convene a conference 
on the role of artists in weakened democracies. The freedom of art and artistic expression is 
one of the imperatives of every democracy. What is the role of artists and art institutions when 
democracies come under pressure? Is it legitimate to speak about a political mandate of the 
arts? Today, against the backdrop of global geopolitical tensions, wars, and societal divisions in 
many Western democracies, art shows again its transformational power to connect, heal, subvert, 
and bring together. Through this international conference, which includes artistic interventions, 
performances, and conversations at REDCAT, experts, activists, cultural organizers, and artists 
explore how the arts can make a difference in a time of international crises, and how they can 
contribute to the functioning of democracies on a local and global level. 

Part I

1:30 PM Once, We Were Rivers

Poetry Reading by Lynne Thompson, Poet Laureate of Los Angeles, 2021-2022

1:45 PM Welcoming Address

Steven Lavine, President Emeritus CalArts, Chairman of the Thomas Mann House Advisory Board
Andreas Michaelis, German Ambassador to the United States
Markus Klimmer, Chairman of Villa Aurora & Thomas Mann House e.V.

2 PM A Search for Radical Democracy

Keynote Performance by Guillermo Gómez-Peña, Performance Artist, and Artistic Director of La 
Pocha Nostra

2:30 PM Must Artists Be Activists?

Panel discussion with Q&A. Moderated by Karen Mack, Founder and Executive Director, LA 
Commons.

“This is precisely the time when artists go to work,” a friend told Toni Morrison in a fraught political 
moment, “not when everything is fine, but in times of dread. That’s our job!” Is this true of every 
artist, and must it be the case all the time? Great art and true democracies are built on freedom of 
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expression—but when it comes under threat, are artists who don’t respond acting irresponsibly? 
Can artists shield themselves from the demands of politics and polarized discourse or—in places 
and periods where activism puts their life and liberty at risk—from bodily danger? Does all their 
work, in a moment of crisis, have to address that crisis? And how can they know when that 
moment has come?

Two women artists—social-practice artist Suzanne Lacy and photographer Catherine Opie—
discuss the role they see themselves, their work, and their peers playing in sustaining, enhancing, 
or even strengthening democracy when it feels like everything is going up in flames.

3:45 PM End of Part 1

Part II

4:45 PM How Should Arts Institutions Navigate the Culture Wars?

Panel Discussion with Q&A. Moderated by Kristin Sakoda, Director, Los Angeles County 
Department of Arts and Culture.

Polarization has engulfed arts organizations—like every other institution in 21st-century American 
and European life. But rather than finding themselves pulled apart by political parties doing 
battle, museums, performing arts companies, and other cultural cornerstones often face other 
conflicting demands, positioned between their aging donors and overwhelmingly white audience-
bases on one side and younger, more diverse artists and new audiences on the other. How are 
institutional leaders navigating the warring tides of politics and public opinion—tides that may 
steer them toward uncertain futures? Can organizations help artists, patrons, and the public 
find common ground, or productive ways to discuss their differences, in this moment of deep 
democratic and cultural conflict? And, even as they themselves struggle to stay afloat, how do 
arts institutions serve as spaces of civic engagement, community, and inclusion?

MOCA director Johanna Burton, Center Theatre Group artistic director Snehal Desai, former 
Oregon Shakespeare Festival executive artistic director Nataki Garrett, and Whitney Museum 
director emeritus Adam D. Weinberg discuss how the culture wars have impacted their work, and 
where they see institutions, and the arts at large, going next.

6 PM The Future of Truth: Werner Herzog & Paul Holdengräber in Conversation

Keynote Dialogue with Filmmaker Werner Herzog and Cultural Interlocutor Paul Holdengräber

7:30 PM End of Part II

The venue is wheelchair accessible. American Sign Language ASL interpretation is provided by 
Pro Bono ASL. Assisted listening devices are also available at the venue. 
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UPCOMING AT REDCAT

Kearra Amaya Gopee, Simon Benjamin, Tamika Galanis, and Aliyah Blackmore: 
Deep in the Mud, We Are Enmeshed in All Its Forms

November 20
 
What is time in the face of ecological uncertainty? What is time when the land, the sea, and the sky 
cannot bear the burden of human contempt? The implications of the present are wrought from the 
past’s unresolved violence. How are these questions localized in the Caribbean, a complex and ever-
evolving region which transcends its positioning as a tropical paradise in the Western imagination?

This program considers the implications of continued ecological degradation and suggests that what is 
to come originated from that which we have not contended with, namely, colonial violence. The artists 
included in the show dig into the earthen cores of history and themselves to make sense of a world in 
which futurity is aspirational, communal, and hopefully, within reach.

Sara Lyons: This Emancipation Thing

December 9
 
Pull up a cushion, have a cookie, get comfortable. Speak if you like, or just listen: This Emancipation 
Thing is an invitation to connect, to resurrect the second-wave feminist consciousness-raising circle 
in a new theatre event led by an interracial, gender-expansive ensemble. How do our relationships, our 
desires, our relationships with our bodies vibrate between 1968 and 2023, across generations? Whether 
for an hour or for six, settle into a womb of listening and care as contemporary LA-based feminists of 
all ages and genders intervene in the past, collapsing time in a new kind of theater experience from 
director Sara Lyons. With reproductive rights slipping through our fingers, what wisdom must we 
awaken from the activists who ushered in Roe v. Wade (1973)? What of that past must we crumble — 
and how will we emerge from the rubble?
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