TAKING
CARE OF
ARTISTS

Two L A organizations are building
local communities that help
creators focus on their work
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T

wo non-profit organizations in
Los Angeles are using a
grassroots approach gleaned
from social justice movements
to serve artists and the broader
creative community. NAVEL and the
Women’s Center for Creative Work
focus on cultivating communities,
helping artists build more
sustainable practices. Both share a
collaborative, non-hierarchical and
feminist approach to everything from
the drafting of their mission
statements to the resources they offer
members and non-members alike. In
light of the increased precarity facing
artists under the current US
presidential administration, and
more fervent strides within the art
world to address ongoing problems,
from dark money to diversity, NAVEL
and WCCW provide a welcome
alternative to art production’s status
quo.
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NAVEL is a collectively run
organization based in an airy, lightfilled loft in downtown Los Angeles
that hosts screenings, performances,
workshops, exhibitions and various
other events. Its public programs are
curated by an interdisciplinary
committee of artists, scientists,
technologists, architects and
designers who rotate every six
months. NAVEL also runs an
ASSEMBLIES program that initiates
small think tanks on themes such as
“Practicing Collectivity and
Reclaiming the Commons.” I spoke
with members Michael Holt and
Amanda Vincelli, who noted that the
book “Assembly” by Antonio Negri
and Michael Hardt was an
inspiration for their methods.
Pointing to 21st-century movements
such as Occupy Wall Street, Hardt
and Negri said they believe that the
multitude imagine, direct and
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Sarita Dougherty,
“Living Cosmologies,”
Fall 2018, installation view.
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Yasmine Diaz,
“Exist Strategies,” 2018.

embolden the leadership they need to
realize their tactical goals, rather
than relying on a single leader to
usher in a strategy.
Holt explains that NAVEL is
similarly a platform that offers a
support structure and system shaped
by the needs of its own community,
stating that the organization’s
purpose is to “design systems of care
that absorb the financial and social
pressures placed on creative and
intellectual workers, while providing
a container to nurture these people
and their ideas, which are often in
their infancy.” In other words,
NAVEL is a sort of incubator that
supplies basic conditions such as a
space, equipment, personnel, and
promotion to aid the growth of a
community, whatever its stage and/or
formation.
Further, NAVEL creates a
congregation of people working across
multiple practices, encouraging
collaboration, research, and
information-sharing. While profitseeking and ownership often guide
the incubators found in the
commercial sector, NAVEL seeks to
connect like-minded people. One
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member, Nicolas Grenier, is
developing a “Timebank” for the
organization, which would permit
members to clock in hours that they
can exchange with others for services,
such as coding, fabrication, video
editing, etc. An architect and an
artist, Grenier became involved with
NAVEL when he designed and built
flexible furniture for its programs.
The Timebank and the furniture are
perhaps symbolic as a horizontal,
rearrangeable system that facilitates
artistic research. Established in 2017,
NAVEL is a young organization, and
as such, it is still growing and
learning. Whatever the future holds,
Holt and Vincelli expressed a hope
that it will live on as a prototype for
organizing people and curating
programs.
The Women’s Center for Creative
Work (WCCW) is also a conceptual
design as much as an entity. Begun in
2013 by the cultural producer Sarah
Williams, graphic designer Kate
Johnston and artist Katie Bachler,
the project was nomadic in its early
years. WCCW was greatly inspired by
another Los Angeles institution, the
Women’s Building, a feminist,
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NAVEL is a sort of incubator
that supplies basic conditions
such as a space, equipment,
personnel, and promotion to
aid the growth of a community
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Yasmine Diaz,
“Exist Strategies,”
(Summer 2018).
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multidisciplinary center that ran
from 1973 until 1991. Before settling
on a permanent location, the WCCW
group ran a “Year Long Laboratory”
hosting dinners, workshops,
discussions, and panels that aimed to
nurture the feminist community and
work in Los Angeles.
The notion that WCCW grows in
tandem with the feedback of a larger
group is very much a part of the
organization’s DNA. Generosity is as
well, and to this end, in fall 2017,
WCCW collected its findings into a
publication titled “A Feminist
Organization’s Guidebook.” Available
for free as a PDF and an inexpensive
paperback, the publication collects
essays, brainstorming activities,
worksheets, and basics for starting
an organization, from funding to
programming. The hope is that the
handbook will prove useful to others
interested in launching their own
organizations. (And indeed, the
publication came up in my
conversations with NAVEL members,
who found it helpful in their
development phase.)
Like NAVEL, WCCW seeks to
coalesce various creative
communities in LA who share its
ethos. WCCW’s Core Values declare

that they model “a world we wish to
see by creating space for radical
imagining, visioning, and
manifesting” one that actively
engages “in the creation, production,
distribution and circulation of tools to
take down the white-supremacistcapitalist-cis-hetero-patriarchy,
within ourselves, our community, our
city and beyond.”
In 2015, the group moved to a
brick and mortar space in Frogtown,
an artistic neighborhood next to the
LA River. The location offers a print
shop, shared workspace, offices, a
gallery, a garden and an enormous
library of feminist publications
curated by the Feminist Library on
Wheels. During a recent week,
WCCW hosted a talk by the organizer
Brenda Perez on gentrification as a
form of environmental injustice, the
parenting meet-up group Hey Baby,
and the Fem Synth Lab workshop on
electronic music hardware. Outside of
its programs, WCCW is also
advancing its mission by offering
“emergency health grants” for artists.
I spoke with a recipient of the grant,
Emily Snyder, an artist who broke
her jaw in an accident. Not only did
the fund cover her costs while she
recovered, the WCCW also put her in

It’s clear that both organizations see a
demonstrable lack of care in the current
structures for art production, where the artist
is a solo freelancer hustling from opportunity
to opportunity, with little or no safety net
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touch with a social worker to assist
her.
Care, as a principle and a practice,
was a subject that came up in my
conversations at both WCCW and
NAVEL, and that also appears in their
mission statements. It is clear that
both organizations see a demonstrable
lack of care in the current structures
for art production, where the artist is a
solo freelancer hustling from
opportunity to opportunity, with little
or no safety net. These spaces offer
more than a temporary reprieve,
demonstrating a means of art
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production engineered around a
genuine holistic responsibility for the
individual, the community and a
greater society. WCCW includes a
quote by the writer Octavia Butler in
its Core Values: “It’s always easier to
oppose than to propose.” In their work,
NAVEL and WCCW are doing the
heavy lifting of proposition. MP
Based in Los Angeles, Ceci Moss
is a curator, writer, educator, and
founder of Gas, a mobile, autonomous,
experimental and networked platform
for contemporary art located in
a truck gallery and online.
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Iris Yirei hu,
“Survival Guide:
inheritance,”
(Spring 2018).
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