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Foreword
ElizabEth ann MacgrEgor 

over the past twenty years, museums and galleries around 
the world have developed sophisticated ‘outreach’ projects, 
sometimes driven by a political imperative to be more ‘relevant’ 
to the wider community. As Australia’s only museum dedicated 
to contemporary artists, providing new opportunities for artists to 
engage with audiences is at the heart of the MCA’s ambitions. one 
such initiative is the MCA’s involvement in C3west, which brokers 
partnerships between artists, businesses and communities that 
move beyond conventional models of arts–business engagement 
to align business strategies with arts practices, while involving 
communities in innovative ways. 

C3west originated at the 2001 Parallax Perspective conference 
at Metro Arts in Brisbane, at which both Jock McQueenie and I 
gave presentations on public engagement with art. My experience 
as director of the Ikon Gallery in Birmingham had focused on 
audience engagement by placing the gallery at the heart of 
a network of activities that included international exhibitions, 
community touring programs and collaborative community projects 
led by artists. 

McQueenie had developed a model of arts practice called the 
3Cs – community, commerce and culture – forming partnerships 
with the commercial sector to provide opportunities for artists 
and to engage people with little experience of the arts. The 
model challenged the orthodoxies of community art by bringing in 
business partners, thus tapping sources of money that would not 
normally be available to artists. 

The MCA commissioned McQueenie to undertake a feasibility 
study with funding from the western Sydney Program of the New 
South wales Ministry for the Arts. The study researched potential 
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cultural and business partners in western Sydney, identifying 
the partners’ strategic objectives, government priorities in the 
region, the needs of local artists and debates around art and social 
engagement. The MCA was well aware of the frequent criticism 
levelled at mainstream institutions going out into the wider 
community. The sensitivity was especially acute because of the 
dynamics of Sydney, with strong stereotypes of east versus west. 

McQueenie met with cultural institutions and businesses in 
western Sydney, and a proposal for the MCA to work in partnership 
with Penrith regional Gallery & The Lewers Bequest and Casula 
Powerhouse was enthusiastically adopted. Campbelltown Arts 
Centre joined C3west in 2007. All three institutions had a history of 
working with communities and challenging conventional curatorial 
models of engagement. The Centre for Cultural research at the 
University of western Sydney was approached to track and 
evaluate the project and publish the outcomes. This volume is an 
outcome of that research, which was supported by a grant from 
the Australian research Council.

The connection with Penrith Panthers, one of the businesses 
identified in the feasibility study, was initially established through 
Penrith regional Gallery’s chairman, Peter Anderson. Panthers 
made an ideal partner because it is much more than a rugby 
league club or entertainment precinct. As the second largest 
employer in Penrith, with significant investments and strong 
community links, the club has a fascinating history and was facing 
a number of challenges. 

Panthers’ marketing manager Max Cowan saw the potential of 
C3west from the outset. one of the lessons of C3west has been the 
importance of a strong champion in a position of influence within the 
company. This became very clear in dealing with two superficially 
similar companies, both involved in waste management: SITA and 
Veolia. In the case of Veolia, the commitment and vision of the Ceo 
doug dean contributed to the success of Jeanne van Heeswijk’s 
project in Goulburn. 

C3west aims to persuade businesses (and sometimes 
government) to allocate money from existing (non-arts) budgets. 
A strong understanding of what the business is trying to do and 
the ability to spot opportunities for artists to add value is therefore 
essential. This vital brokerage role – essentially one of ‘joining the 
dots’ – was played by McQueenie, drawing on his experience in 
Tasmania, Queensland and New Zealand, working with employers, 
communities and the trade union movement. An ability to articulate 
the opportunities to the relevant players was critical in the early 
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stages of the relationships with potential partners. once the 
business needs were established, the cultural partners proposed 
artists who might be able to respond. It was important to offer 
opportunities to extend their practice to artists who had not  worked 
in a community context, and to allow Australian and international 
artists to work alongside each other. 

Artists needed to be prepared to accept that the objectives 
of the company had to be met. They had to be open minded and 
prepared for robust debate. Although artists working in public art 
are accustomed to working to a brief, the C3west approach differs 
from conventional commissioning in its desire to create spaces for 
artists to bring lateral ideas and to suggest solutions that no one 
had thought of. A delicate balancing act was needed to encourage 
the participation of artists who would offer a new vision, but who 
would also be prepared to understand and accept the business 
dynamics of each situation. The strong relationship between all the 
arts institutions and artists was critical.

The flexibility of this model, essential to the exploratory nature 
of the developing arts–business relationships, proved something 
of a challenge to the funding bodies initially. There could be no 
fixed outcomes, simply aspirations. There had to be an element 
of trust: that highly experienced cultural institutions could deliver 
something new and of benefit to the artist and the public. The 
project tested funding boundaries – it did not fall neatly into any 
category. The timescale was also challenging – building the trust 
and respect of the companies would not happen overnight. Arts 
NSw and the Australia Council agreed to a three-year funding 
arrangement, with a requirement for public funding to ultimately be 
matched by non-arts money. 

As is clear in this volume, there were successes and failures; 
but even the failures had positive outcomes. For example, 
responding to SITA’s objective of creating an education centre at its 
new state-of the-art waste disposal site, david Haines and Joyce 
Hinterding proposed a solar observatory that would have had 
every schoolchild in the area begging to visit. Unfortunately, the 
leap of faith required to negotiate the practical obstacles proved 
too much for SITA. earthStar (2009) went on to win an Award of 
distinction from Prix Ars electronica (2009), Linz, Austria, in the 
Hybrid Art category.

C3west presents challenges for all concerned. As a process 
rather than a product, there is high risk in this kind of work. Artists 
must be able to bring their creative vision to bear without too 
many constraints. Art critics and collectors may find this kind of 
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I have always found that people are generally 
open-minded and interested in a whole range 
of often complex ideas, especially if the ideas 
are presented in a way that makes them feel 
comfortable and not excluded by the context 
or the language used. There has always been 
a problem within the art world – and I’d be the 
first to admit it – which is that we create systems 
which exclude people. One of the things that I 
think drives C3West is trying to encourage new 
forms of practice and new forms of engagement 
that actually challenge the ways in which people 
interact with art. elizabeth ann macgregor, director, 
museum of contemporary art, sydney
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work difficult to comprehend. Part of the MCA’s vision is to be an 
advocate for ground-breaking work. For all involved in C3west, 
gaining recognition for the important role of contemporary artists 
is critical to the attitudinal change that is needed for Australia to 
rise to the challenge of developing as a truly creative nation. To this 
end, C3west has a political as well as a social agenda but not one 
that makes the role of the artist subservient. The artist has to come 
up with answers that demonstrate the power of putting creative 
thought into non-arts strategies. 

By keeping the artist in the centre of the equation, new ways 
of operating emerge, sometimes from unforeseen directions. Four 
years after Sylvie Blocher began her first residency with Penrith 
Panthers, she and Campement Urbain have been commissioned by 
Penrith Council to undertake a critique of the planned redevelopment 
of a major site in Penrith. what better way to demonstrate the 
potential for artists to influence real change, than by listening to 
artists in one of the greatest challenges that faces Sydney: how to 
grow vibrant and flourishing communities away from the glamour of 
the harbour city? That, however, must wait for the next instalment 
of the C3west story. 
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INTrodUCTIoN
What is the art  

of Engagement?
iEn ang, ElainE lally, Kay andErSon, 

PhilliP Mar & MichEllE KElly

The ‘art of engagement’ in the title of this book has a double 
meaning. on the one hand, it denotes artistic work that, through 
its association with non-art organisations, engages with social 
communities beyond the world of art. This kind of art aligns 
with a strong trend in the international contemporary art world, 
where artists discard their posture of detachment in favour 
of deep immersion in the social worlds they find themselves in 
as the motivation for their artistic production. Art critics and 
theorists have described this trend using various terms ranging 
from ‘relational aesthetics’1 to ‘from studio to situation’.2 on the 
other hand, we wish to articulate that there is an art to the act 
of engagement as such. what does engagement involve? with 
whom does one engage? For what purpose and with what 
outcomes? Such questions point to the conundrum associated 
with the process of engagement, and highlight the fact that 
this process requires skill, vision and commitment. The ‘art of 
engagement’ is not easy. 

This double meaning of ‘art of engagement’ provides a succinct 
description of what this book is about. Through a focus on the 
special case of C3west, a collaborative contemporary art initiative 
in western Sydney, Australia, we examine the ways in which 
contemporary visual artists can create art through an engagement 
with businesses and their communities, however defined. At 
the same time, our particular emphasis will be a scrutiny of the 
engagement process itself: its multifaceted complexities and 
the different ways it is conducted, negotiated and experienced. 
For ‘engagement’ is never a one-way street: it always entails the 
participation and reaction of multiple partners who come to the 
party from their own, often divergent perspectives. 

1 N. Bourriaud, Relational 
Aesthetics, documents 
sur l’art, trans. S. 
Pleasance and F. woods, 
les Presses du réel, 
dijon, 2002 

2 C. doherty (ed.) , 
Contemporary Art: From 
Studio to Situation, 
Black dog Publishing, 
London, 2004

Project participants at 
opening night event, 
Talking Trash: personal 
relationships with waste, 
goulburn regional art 
gallery, april 2010
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‘engagement’ is a problematic term not just because no one 
knows exactly what it means, but also because the term has rather 
romantic connotations, occupying a terrain of meaning located 
anywhere in between participatory democracy, local populism and 
social realism. ‘Community engagement’ or ‘public engagement’ has 
become a common pursuit of all self-respecting organisations today, 
as part of their efforts to demonstrate their embeddedness within their 
surrounding communities and publics. ‘engagement’, then, or being 
‘engaged’, is generally seen as a good thing, and this is also the case 
in the world of the arts. But, as art theorist Claire doherty has put it: 

It is important to attempt to find a language of engagement, 
because the gaps between the current rhetoric of engagement 
and actual experience may lead to confusion about the aims 
and potential outcomes of a project.3 

C3west is a unique and exciting attempt to find such a language, 
as well as a practice of engagement in the world of contemporary 
art. A project initiated by the director of Sydney’s Museum of 
Contemporary Art (MCA), elizabeth Ann Macgregor, C3west 
is best described as the joining of forces of a number of arts and 
cultural institutions in metropolitan Sydney to promote engaged 
contemporary art in collaboration with businesses and communities. 

C3west is a thoroughly experimental initiative, promoting an art 
of engagement which marks uncharted territory full of risk, tension 
and uncertainty. The elusiveness of this experiment is contained in 
its rather obscure title: C3west. C3 refers to three elements which 
the project wishes to string together: Contemporary Art, Commerce, 
Community. In prosaic terms, C3west operates as a curatorial 
working group that develops Contemporary Art projects where artists 
are commissioned to engage creatively with business organisations 
(the entities of Commerce) who, on their part, have agreed to let the 
artist produce work that, somehow, involves the Community. ‘west’ 
refers to western Sydney, the chosen region of operation of C3west. 

The coinage of C3 is derived from a model of cultural brokerage 
championed by Brisbane-based arts consultant Jock McQueenie, 
who calls his model ‘the 3Cs’: culture, community and commerce. 
over more than a decade McQueenie has developed a brokering 
practice that aims to assist the three sectors, between which there is 
often no real communication, to relate to each other in collaborative 
partnerships where companies, artists and communities work 
together in the development of custom-designed cultural projects 
for mutual benefit (see Chapter 9). 
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Macgregor found in McQueenie a kindred spirit in that his 
3Cs model promises to yield a practical demonstration of the 
transformative potential of the arts. Throughout her career, 
Macgregor has been a tireless advocate for the social significance 
of art. ‘Because of the way they are able to reorient our view of the 
world’, she says, ‘artists are an under-utilised resource that can be 
mobilised to help solve many problems faced by diverse sectors 
of society’.4 keen to extend the relevance of her own institution 
beyond the walls of the proverbial ‘white cube’ of the art museum, 
she hired McQueenie to broker what eventually became C3west. 
over time, however, the direction of C3west diverged somewhat 
from McQueenie’s 3Cs, as reflected in the different specification of 
the first ‘C’. while for McQueenie it refers to ‘culture’ or the ‘cultural 
sector’ in broad terms – signifying his preference not to prioritise 
any particular type of creative activity in negotiating collaborative 
partnerships with business and community – for C3west, reflecting 
the remit of its lead institution the MCA, the championing of 
contemporary art is a paramount aim. The framing of C3west as a 
scheme to promote contemporary art, not just culture or creativity 
more generally, naturally directs its focal concerns, at least in part, 
to the rules of engagement of the contemporary art world itself. 
That is, while C3west wishes to show that artists can play an 
energising role in society by working with businesses and other 
non-art entities, it is equally if not more important that the creative 
work generated is taken seriously as excellent contemporary art. 

Contemporary Art: expanding Practice 
In the past few decades the world of ‘contemporary art’ has 

undergone enormous proliferation and variegation – in its forms 
and contents, its meanings and usages, and its sites of production 
and consumption. Art historian Terry Smith argues that as a 
consequence of the exhaustion of the grand narrative of the modern 
(including that of ‘modern art’), the field of visual arts today has 
become ‘thoroughly questioning in nature, extremely wide-ranging 
in its modes of asking and in the scope of its inquiries’.5 In a world 
of bewildering economic, social and technological change, artists 
have responded to the contemporary condition in varying ways. 
In Smith’s view one can discern three major currents within the 
vast universe of contemporary art. The first current is manifested 
in the work of celebrity artists such as damien Hirst, Jeff koons, 
Takashi Murakami or (in the world of architecture) Frank Gehry, 
whose art is representative of a trend that, through an embrace 
of spectacularism, monumentalism and sensationalism, amounts 

3 C. doherty, ‘The 
new situationists’, 
in C. doherty (ed.), 
Contemporary Art: From 
Studio to Situation, Black 
dog Publishing, London, 
2004, p. 12

4 e. A. Macgregor, ‘A tale 
of two cultures’, Griffith 
Review, vol. 23, 2009, p. 173

5 T. Smith, What Is 
Contemporary Art?, 
University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago, 2009, p. 2
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to an aesthetic of neoliberal globalisation. This is the kind of art 
that has received most attention in the mainstream media and from 
the big institutions of modern/contemporary art, both public and 
commercial. The second current is related to the postcolonial turn, 
which since the late 1980s has generated a plethora of art shaped 
by the critique of eurocentric universalism and the articulation of 
local, national or diasporic perspectives. This reflexive and critical 
current of contemporary art has shown enormous vibrancy, 
and has predominated in international art circuits (such as the 
biennales) around the world. The third current, according to 
Smith, is perhaps the most recent and involves younger artists 
who may draw on elements of the first two tendencies, but whose 
work is more modest and personal in scale, with more concern 
for the interactive possibilities of contemporary artistic practice. 
These artists, working individually or in loose collectives, ‘seek to 
arrest the immediate, to grasp the changing nature of time, place, 
media and mood today’. within the chaos and complexity of early 
twenty-first-century life, Smith writes, ‘they seek sustainable flows 
of survival, cooperation and growth’.6 For these artists, the art 
museum is only one site among many, as they explore alternative 
spaces and practices for artistic engagement with the particular 
worlds they find themselves in. The kind of contemporary art that 
C3west seeks to promote aligns firmly with this third current. 

A significant inspiration for Macgregor and C3west was 
Conversations at the Castle, a program of exhibitions and 
discussions held during the 1996 olympic Games in Atlanta, 
curated by Mary Jane Jacob. In this program artists, critics and the 
public were brought together to ask fundamental questions such 
as: ‘How can contemporary art and the broader, uninitiated, non-
art-world public meet and to what end?’ ‘what are the appropriate 
venues for contemporary art?’ and ‘who is contemporary art 
for?’7 one of Jacob’s main starting points was the idea that art 
is not less important if it can be appreciated by a diverse or non-
art-educated audience. This position is an argument against the 
image of art’s indifference to the concerns of everyday life, and 
its inaccessibility except for a refined and restricted group of 
cognoscenti. Jacob, a long-standing proponent and curator of 
community-based, site-specific or new genre public art,8 wanted 
to expand the audience for contemporary art by showing that 
there need not be a division between art creation and community 
process, or art and social work, as artists can deal with aesthetic 
issues and issues of the larger culture at once. This point of view 
is representative of an aspiration towards social engagement 
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and democratisation of the arts, which has been gaining strength 
since the 1980s. 

But this trend is still a minority activity among artists, who tend 
to be reluctant to extend their practice beyond their private studios 
and the art gallery, and cannot see themselves working together 
with members of the community in the co-creation of art. Moreover, 
critical understanding of this new kind of artistic practice remains 
underdeveloped. Jacob mentions three basic issues in the debate 
around what we call in this book the ‘art of engagement’. First, there 
is the categorisation dilemma. How can work that engages with 
and involves the community still be considered art? what are the 
aesthetic criteria through which such work can be judged? Second, 
there is what Jacob calls the collaboration crisis. If we accept a 
social role for art, can (or should) community members be able to 
participate in artistic decision-making, or should artists maintain 
artistic authority in order to preserve the integrity of their artistic 
vision? Lastly, there is the question of effectiveness. If we assume 
that art can have a (constructive) effect in society, how do we make 
that effect tangible? How do we measure and evaluate it?9 

C3west provides us with an opportunity to address all these 
questions, though there are no definitive answers to any of them. 
In each of the four C3west art projects featured in this book, artists 
mobilise different approaches and ideas to produce particular 
aesthetic and social effects. Their collaborative endeavour has 
taken place across a range of registers, from the enlistment of 
local artists and students as creative participants (Ash keating), 
the immersion in the love of the game that binds Penrith Panthers 
rugby league players and their fans (Craig walsh), and the sharing 
of stories about personal relationships with waste (Jeanne 

craig Walsh at a Penrith 
Panthers home game, 
cUa Stadium, July 2007

6 ibid., p. 267 

7 M. J. Jacob, ‘reaching 
the goal: curating 
conversations’, in M. J. 
Jacob with M. Brenson 
(eds), Conversations 
at the Castle: Changing 
Audiences and 
Contemporary Art, MIT 
Press, Cambridge, 
Mass., 1998, pp. 16–17

8 See, for example, S. 
Lacy (ed.), Mapping 
the Terrain: New Genre 
Public Art, Bay Press, 
Seattle, 1995

9 M. J. Jacob, ‘reaching 
the goal’, p. 17
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van Heeswijk), to the instigation of unsettling conversations 
which in themselves are generative of new departures for their 
interlocutors (Sylvie Blocher and Campement Urbain). In all these 
projects the artists remain the signatories of their work, but a 
more remarkable commonality is that in each case it is not quite 
clear where the art work begins and where it ends. None of them 
simply concern the production of finished objects, whose artistic 
significance can be decontextualised from the social process of 
their making. even Craig walsh’s giant portraits of players and fans, 
which were exhibited at the MCA, lose the profundity of the artist’s 
creative vision if they are observed without knowledge of walsh’s 
engagement with the Panthers club, community and game. 

This lack of clarity of what or where the art is, is characteristic 
of the art of engagement. As doherty asks, ‘does the emphasis on 
engagement lead to the privileging of process-based, participatory 
projects over materiality?’10 Indeed, in the case of C3west all 
participating artists have been selected specifically because of 
their track record as practitioners of process-based art, involving 
collaboration and interaction with non-artist others. But process 
alone is often fleeting, intangible, ephemeral – and thus cannot 
be preserved, exhibited or validated (in a material sense). As a 
consequence, all process-based art also tends to have a material 
dimension, either in the form of objects that are an outcome of the 
process itself (as is the case with walsh’s Heads Up project with 
Panthers), or in the form of documentation of the process which can 
be shown long after the process as such has ended (e.g. a video 
or a dVd, as has been the case with Ash keating’s Activate 2750 
project). In both van Heeswijk’s and Blocher/Campement Urbain’s 
projects, process and product are intimately interconnected. 

But people outside the contemporary art world tend to 
hold thoroughly materialist expectations of art. In mainstream 
understandings art is equated with stand-alone objects: painting, 
sculpture, installation. Moreover, for the majority of people, art is 
primarily meaningful for its decorative function, for its capacity 
to beautify, adorn, embellish – and it comes in material form. It is 
associated with the visual pleasure evoked by aesthetic beauty, 
technical skill, and artistic genius. This dominant view of art is a 
difficulty for the art of engagement, where the quality of interactions 
with real people is fundamental not only to the creative process, but 
to the work of art itself, at least if we take ‘engagement’ seriously. 
In Grant kester’s formulation, art here has to be conceived as 
‘a process of communicative exchange rather than a physical 
object’.11 what is crucial in this art of engagement is the mobilisation 
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10 C. doherty, ‘Curating wrong 
places…or where have 
all the penguins gone?’, 
in P. o’Neill (ed.), Curating 
Subjects, open editions, 
London, 2007, p. 103 

11 G. H. kester, 
Conversation Pieces: 
Community and 
Communication in 
Modern Art, University 
of California Press, 
Berkeley, 2004, p. 90

12 Quotations from 
C3west stakeholders 
and participants were 
drawn from interviews 
conducted as part of 
the Art of engagement 
research project, unless 
otherwise specified 

13 repucom International, 
Arts and Business: 
Partnerships That Work, 
Australia Business Arts 
Foundation, Melbourne, 
and Australia Council for 
the Arts, Sydney, 2010, 
viewed 13 September 
2010, <http://www.abaf.
org.au>

14 J. Haley in repucom 
International, Arts and 
Business: Partnerships 
that Work, p. 3 

of transformative ideas in the process of the artist’s exchanges and 
negotiations with others. In Macgregor’s words: 

For us, it is about ideas. It is about looking for artists that 
have something interesting to communicate and an ability 
to communicate it in a way that makes sense to us at this 
moment in time.12 

But how does one persuade the uninitiated that the distinctive 
contribution of artists lies in the generation of dialogue and ideas, 
rather than beautiful objects? How does one explain that process 
is the key, not the object? This has been a challenge for C3west in 
its efforts to bring businesses on board. 

Commerce: The Business Context 
The spheres of art and business have rarely come together, 

except in the instrumental terms of sponsorship and patronage. The 
two worlds are generally separated by a social and cultural divide. 
This situation has begun to change, however, as the sense that 
creativity is a much-needed resource in business and across the 
economy has become more widespread. In a 2010 research report 
prepared for the Australia Business Arts Foundation (AbaF) and the 
Australia Council, Arts and Business: Partnerships That Work, the 
upbeat conclusion was drawn that many companies now recognise 
the gains from partnering with arts organisations.13 These gains 
relate to three areas of corporate priority: brand positioning, social 
responsibility and employee engagement. As AbaF chief executive 
officer Jane Haley says in her foreword to the report, businesses: 

see the value of connecting their brand to a particular arts 
organisation. They understand that by partnering with the 
arts they can achieve key social responsibility outcomes. And 
they know that arts partnerships can motivate and excite their 
staff, and help make their company an employer of choice.14 

The experience of C3west to date concurs with these findings. 
For the companies and organisations involved, at least one of 
these considerations was a key factor in their decision to enter 
into a partnership with C3west. For Panthers, engaging with the 
MCA, in particular, was an opportunity to shore up its brand image 
through an association with a ‘big end of town’ cultural institution. 
For SITA environmental Solutions, C3west promised a practical 
solution to its community engagement pledges in relation to its 
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new waste management plant in western Sydney. A key attraction 
for Veolia environmental Services, according to chief executive 
officer doug dean, was the opportunity to offer something different 
to employees, ‘to let them know there is a different world out there 
which we can’t ignore’. 

But C3west’s vision of artistic engagement with business goes 
deeper than this. Its ambition is to demonstrate that artists can 
make a transformative difference in the very conduct of business 
because they are uniquely capable of generating the creative 
ideas that are needed to drive innovation. This is not just an ambit 
claim. New ideas and the capacity to bring new ways of thinking to 
realisation will be more and more in demand in the future, according 
to daniel Pink, who suggests that a fundamental shift is now taking 
place, from the ‘Information Age’, towards the ‘Conceptual Age’: 

we are moving from an economy and a society built on the 
logical, linear, computer-like capabilities of the Information 
Age to an economy and a society built on the inventive, 
empathic, big-picture capabilities of what’s rising in its place, 
the Conceptual Age.15 

In this new age of the enhanced importance of creative ideas, 
artists can surely be key players. This is in line with the view of 
Australian businessman ralph kerle, the founder of the Creative 
Leadership Forum: 

The custodians of the processes of applied creativity are the 
artists in our community. For the future of our economy, both 
financial and social, the application of these processes needs 
to be taught and transferred to…the movers and shakers in 
finance, government, manufacturing and agribusiness.16 

what is envisaged here then, and what C3west aims to develop, 
is a mutually beneficial relationship between art and business, where 
the ‘applied creativity’ of artists is not just an ‘add on’ to business 
as usual, but a central source of innovative practice. According to 
Lotte darsø, in a book on arts–business collaboration published in 
2004, at least fifty per cent of innovation is social and concerns new 
ways of collaboration, new constellations of people (for example, 
artists) and new processes of learning and knowledge creation.17 The 
C3west initiative is a timely and pioneering response to this emerging 
collaborative paradigm. At the same time, it is an expression of the 
increasing instrumentalisation of the arts in today’s networked society. 
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15 d. H. Pink, A Whole New 
Mind: Moving from the 
Information Age to the 
Conceptual Age, Allen 
& Unwin, Crows Nest, 
NSw, 2005, pp. 1–2 

16 r. kerle, ‘Artists 
should stop casting 
entrepreneurs as 
criminals’, On Line 
Opinion, 18 September 
2005, viewed 23 october 
2009, <http://www.
onlineopinion.com.au> 

17 L. darsø, Artful Creation: 
Learning-Tales of 
Arts-in-Business, 
Samfundslitteratur, 
Frederiksberg, 2004 

Thus, C3west’s express goal to align contemporary art with the 
world of business is motivated by the pragmatic desire to extend 
employment opportunities for artists and access new financial 
avenues for the production of new art. (Participating businesses 
must agree to co-contribute financially to the art projects.) This 
alignment does necessitate a functionalist understanding of artistic 
activity: art has to be seen (and artists have to see themselves) as a 
resource for other people’s non-artistic goals. This is not always easy 
for artists to accept, given that artistic autonomy has traditionally 
been a central element of the artist’s identity. Moreover, most 
socially engaged artists tend to align themselves with grassroots 
communities, with whom they might work in solidarity, typically 
to advance social objectives such as combating disadvantage, 
expressing submerged identities, activating disenfranchised youth, 
and so on. engaging with commercial businesses, however, is a 
different matter altogether. There is a culture of suspicion of the 
corporate world within the art world which predisposes many artists 
to prefer not to ‘get their hands dirty’ by working with business.  
The artists who do, as is the case with the artists profiled in this 
book, tend to position themselves not as compliant collaborators, 
but as instigators of different points of view, even as provocateurs! 

The C3west model therefore poses a double challenge. 
In exchange for new work opportunities artists need a more 
flexible approach to their arts practice, where intrinsic art world 
principles need to be paired with strategic concerns and interests 
of the company. At the same time, businesses need to respect the 
autonomy of the artist and understand that for C3west, aesthetic 
outcomes – that is, the production of high-quality contemporary art 
– are as important as commercial ones. How have such divergent 
points of departure and perspectives been aligned in C3west? 

As we describe in Chapter 2, not all C3west partnerships to date 
have been equally productive, an outcome that provides us with 
insights into both the possibilities and the limitations of this kind of 
collaborative venture. Indeed, it is intrinsic to artistic creativity that 
one can never know in advance what ideas artists will produce. Not 
all companies are prepared to submit themselves to such risk and 
uncertainty, nor do they necessarily have any reason to do so. At 
the same time, it is precisely when organisations dare to embrace 
the unpredictable provocations of the artist’s intervention that new, 
previously unimaginable, collaborative avenues can open up, and 
the particular strength of the artistic imagination proves to be of 
greatest value. The highly unusual partnership between C3west, 
Panthers Group and Penrith City Council, which has culminated 
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in the commissioning of French art collective Campement Urbain 
to develop a vision for the urban future of the city of Penrith, is a 
case in point. As Panthers marketing manager Max Cowan says 
of Campement Urbain: ‘Their artistic creativity and talents help 
us step out of ourselves and get a very different perspective 
on Penrith’. Cowan’s is a rare business voice, however. Most 
businesses are likely to expect more conventional outcomes from 
their engagement with artists; for example, a static piece of public 
art, which C3west specifically does not want to deliver. C3west’s 
cutting-edge commitment to process-based contemporary art 
remains a challenging proposition for business. 

Community: The elusive Partner 
This brings us to the ‘C’ between Contemporary Art and Commerce: 

Community. ‘Community’ has been one of the most contested terms 
in public policy for many years and, as noted above, it has been the 
political or moral focus of much socially engaged arts practice, as 
illuminated by categories such as ‘community arts’ or ‘community 
cultural development’.18 As we indicated earlier, there is a long-
standing debate about the aesthetic value of the art of engagement. 
one position is that participatory and ‘ameliorative’ art risks dilution 
of aesthetic quality: the critic Claire Bishop argues against such an 
engagement being judged as successful ‘if it works on the level of 
social intervention even though it founders on the level of art’.19 
C3west explicitly averts this judgement by selecting artists whose 
practice marries contemporary art and community engagement in 
a way that sidesteps the usual, demotic practices of community art. 

The arts–business collaborations that C3west wishes to nurture 
are explicitly pursued as endeavours that will benefit communities. 
who, what and where these communities are, however, is by no 
means clear: they remain elusive. In arts practice in Australia (and 
in countries where community art has developed as a significant 
form), communities are commonly understood as particular groups 
or social categories identified and targeted in advance to benefit 
through participation in an arts project, such as unemployed youth, 
the residents of a particular housing estate, or ethnic minority 
groups. But this a priori designation of ‘who’ the community is, is 
socially and aesthetically restrictive because it limits the artist to 
a relationship of respectful service to a community whose identity 
and interests are already known. 

The commitment to community outcomes has been something 
of a dilemma for C3west, where the parameters of the art project 
are intended to emerge fully from the process of engagement 

18 See G. Hawkins, From 
Nimbin to Mardi Gras: 
Constructing Community 
Arts, Australian Cultural 
Studies, Allen & Unwin, 
St Leonards, NSw, 1993; 
and A. Goldbard, New 
Creative Community: 
The Art of Cultural 
Development, updated 
and expanded edn, 
originally published d. 
Adams and A. Goldbard, 
Creative Community: 
The Art of Cultural 
Development (2001), 
New Village Press, 
oakland, Calif., 2006 

19 C. Bishop, ‘The social 
turn: collaboration and 
its discontents’, Artforum 
International, vol. 44, no. 
6, 2006, p. 181
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.20 See Australia Council 
for the Arts, KP11: 
Producing Communities, 
exhibition catalogue, 
curated by Malcom 
Bywaters, Australia 
Council for the Arts, 
Surry Hills, NSw, 2009 

21 d. Massey and G. rose, 
Personal Views: Public 
Art Research Project, 
commissioned by 
Artpoint on behalf of 
Milton keynes Council, 
open University, Milton 
keynes, 2003, p. 4, 
viewed 13 September 
2010, <http://www.
artpointtrust.org.uk>

22 H. Grace, G. Hage, L. 
Johnson, J. Langsworth 
and M. Symonds 
(eds), Home/World: 
Space, Community and 
Marginality in Sydney’s 
West, Pluto Press, 
Annandale, NSw, 1997; 
and New South wales 
Ministry for the Arts 
and office of western 
Sydney, A Strategy for the 
Arts in Western Sydney, 
NSw Ministry for the 
Arts, Sydney, and office 
of western Sydney, 
NSw Government 
department of 
Information Technology 
and Management, 
westmead, 1999, viewed 
20 September 2010, 
<http://www.arts.nsw.
gov.au>

23 See, for instance, Anita 
and Beyond: 1 March – 27 
April 2003 , exhibition 
catalogue, Penrith 
regional Gallery & The 
Lewers Bequest, Penrith, 
NSw, 2003

with the commercial partners. How can ‘community’ emerge 
through the mediation of the artists’ aesthetic engagement 
with the businesses’ core concerns? And what would prevent 
‘community engagement’ becoming secondary or even marginal 
to the outcomes negotiated by the commercial partners? 

one answer to this dilemma is to understand community as a fully 
emergent element in the process of the art of engagement rather than 
a fixed, predetermined group of people. Using this view of community, 
the quality of community participation will be tied to the depth and 
thoroughgoing nature of the engagement processes and the artist’s 
capacity to generate new and unpredictable working relationships. 
Such engagements potentially ‘assemble’ new ways of working 
with people who normally have quite different ways of thinking and 
envisaging the world.  

Indeed, similar ideas about community as an emergent quality 
are becoming more common in arts policy thinking. rather than a 
separate entity to be acted on, community is increasingly understood 
in terms of connections produced through ongoing engagements.20 
A conceptual shift in policy thinking towards ‘community building’, 
‘community partnerships’ and synergies may enable policy makers 
to better consider community in a more dynamic way, in terms of 
potential openings to work across social and cultural spheres too 
often seen as quite separate (see Chapter 4). 

Thinking of community in a more process-oriented way requires 
challenging stereotypical understandings of the relationship 
between places and communities. Localities are more productively 
seen as meeting points of numerous ‘cultural flows’.21 The ‘west’ in 
C3west – referring to western Sydney as the targeted region for 
C3west engagements – carries with it a number of contradictions 
around the relationship between place, culture and community. The 
large, populous and highly diverse region of western Sydney is often 
understood as a socially and culturally ‘disadvantaged’ region. From 
an arts perspective, this is both true and untrue. rather than lacking 
in ‘culture’, western Sydney’s disadvantage can be located in its 
poor relation to cultural legitimacy or ‘cultural capital’ associated 
with the established metropolitan centre.22 

on the other hand, western Sydney has in recent years 
generated notable innovation in the Australian cultural field. 
C3west cultural partners Penrith Performing & Visual Arts, 
Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre and Campbelltown Arts Centre 
are significant regional organisations with a strong track record 
of outstanding community-engaged exhibitions such as Vietnam 
Voices, For Matthew and Others, and Anita and Beyond.23 Such 
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So I think what interested me in the C3West 
project with Panthers is how to find a translation: 
first, because it’s not my language, but also 
because the Panthers are not really used to be 
in the arts field, and I’m not used to be in the 
rugby field, myself! So when we have meetings, 
I can feel the moment where, perhaps, we are 
too abstract, or we are too far, and then – this is 
a very unbelievable moment, when we have to 
find new words, new ways to have some feeling 
with the other one. For me it’s very important. It’s 
a question of movement, how you created the 
movement with a person who doesn’t have the 
same life, the same issues. For me, this is the 
challenge between us. artist sylvie blocher
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arts projects have consistently refused to subscribe to ‘welfare’ or 
deficit-based perceptions of western Sydney and have pioneered 
an innovative ‘community curatorium’ model for the development 
of exhibitions and programs. For the western Sydney partners, 
C3west was a deliberate political, curatorial and aesthetic move, 
bringing significant curatorial and operational synergies. And by 
refusing a condescending approach to identifying and mediating 
communities, C3west’s challenge has been to help build and 
sustain possibilities for the contingent emergence of ‘community’ 
in the spaces generated between the collaborative processes of 
businesses, cultural institutions and contemporary artists. 

what we are calling the art of engagement, then, at least in 
an idealised form, is built on mutual capacities for translation and 
negotiation. This exchange of capacities is what the French artist 
François deck calls ‘reciprocal expertise’, drawing on the sharing 
of competencies and incompetencies – what partners know and 
don’t know.24

while what makes C3west unusual is its focus on collaboration 
with the business sector, its endeavours can certainly be seen as 
part of the broader ‘collaborative turn’ that has been sweeping 
through the international contemporary art world in the past two 
decades. But collaboration can take on a diversity of forms, just as 
it may have diverse political motivations. we cannot determine in 
advance which collaborative methods work best, nor which have 
the ‘best’ outcomes, and for whom. As Maria Lind observes: 

The crux lies in specificities, in the precision of the ‘there and 
then’, the consideration of time, context and other forces in 
order to elaborate on when collaborations work and when 
they don’t.25 

This book documents C3west’s art of engagement through a 
consideration of the specificities of each collaborative project, their 
precise time, context and process. At the same time, essays in the 
final section of this volume discuss a range of international efforts 
of collaborative and process-based contemporary art, to suggest 
the diverse processes and contexts – institutional, geographical, 
political – within which contemporary art practice engages with 
non-art others. we cannot possibly provide a comprehensive 
overview, but our emphasis on careful interdisciplinary cultural 
analysis will hopefully enable further clarification of the limitations 
and potentials of such endeavours. 

24 F. deck, ‘reciprocal 
expertise’, Third Text, vol. 
18, no. 6, 2004, pp. 617–32

25 M. Lind, ‘The collaborative 
turn’, in J. Billing, M. Lind 
and L. Nilsson (eds), 
Taking the Matter into 
Common Hands: On 
Contemporary Art and 
Collaborative Practices, 
Black dog Publishing, 
London, 2007, p. 29

following spread  
Sylvie blocher Living 
Pictures/What is Missing? 
2010, installation view, 
Penrith regional gallery & 
the lewers bequest, Penrith
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