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"Public Art and Its Discontents

Urran DESICN

AND “PUBLIC” ART ON THE MARCINS

by Gorden Brent Ingram

Llrhan Repisiors: Crrol Projects for e Public Warld
Centre canadien d'architecture, Montreal
Detober 19, 1gg4-fanuary 15, 1995.

IIniversity Art Museum, Berkeley, California
tarch 15, 1995-Iuly 16, 1995,

Urban Diary

Walter Hood

University &rt Museum, Berkeley
March &4, 1995=May 7, 1995,

The Power of Blace: Urbane Lavedscapes as Public History
vy Dolores Hayden
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1995)

Why are there so tew discussions on public and
envirenmental art in contemporary jourmals ke
FUSE and Border/Livesy Why is so little of the new
wave of public art concerned with making new
staterments? Why, with all the postmodern cmphasis
on “site-specificine! and with so much talk of urban
desipn being "art,” isso little of it representative of
marginalized communities and perspectives?

The short answer goes like this: tor most of the
last five hundred vears much of western cultral
expression has been about aggrandizing the rich and
Furpcentric through architecture, design of public
places, and monumenis. The late twentieth century
saw the direction af art deviate trom that primary
cocial hunction—but only so k. For a while, naked
expressions of wealth and power were slightly
uncaal but this is now changing. Public art has
emerged in this contradiciory time with renewed
pressures for control and n':_l-:l{'ru privatization ot
public spaces while being driven by various foroes

For inclusion. But as the avant-garde it consumed by
glahal capital’s addiction 1o consumption of the new,
public art’s typical compromises arsund space and
real estate have effectively detanged much of it
radical and transtormative potential. End of the
short answer,

There is a longer answer to why so much of the
art in contemporary urhan design still only vaguely
addresses now perspectives, marginality and democ-
ratic deciston-making over public space. Il comes
out between the lines of Lrban Repiiois ? in the walk
down to Walter Hood's Liskan Diary, which in
Berkeley was in the basement below, and in Dolores
Hayvdens important new book on relanonships
hetween local lastary and public art with its tocus
an wamen and communities of colour

In the very large exhibition, Urban Brofsions, that
should have been a milestone but is not, planning is
architecture is art is the logic that suggests that urban
design can be examined crincally as culture, The
tarentieth century has seen destruction or privatiza-
tion of much of the public space that spawned the
demccratic and collectivist revolutions of the pase
two centuries. Disturbingly, very lietle of the social
and environmentalist activism of recent decades has
translated into new designs or have been concretized
inta new “space,” places, or recorded culture,

Livhan Revisions, organized by the Museam ol
Contemporary Art in Los Angeles wirth the
Canadhan Centre for Architecture, ambitiously
explores new ways to reconstruct public spaces and,
indeed, to place this in a central position on the
frontiers of the making of art. Untorwnately, much
af the werk in the exhibition seill works safely
within the confines of the vanous design “protes-
sions” ane their various guilds, while more interest-
ing cultural statements are thrown in as
afterthoughts, There are many untapped possibilz-
ties in this rich cusp of “design,” "environment,” aned
“art” bt Divban Revisions we get dry technical exer-
cises with a bit of colour splashed in at the last
minute. Ap best, Liban Beoisions is a recap of
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“progressive,” and that does not mean radical, envi-
ronmental design over the last twenty years, We all
know the canons. Cars are bad and public trans-
portation is good. Public art is good especially when
no group is affended. "Diversity” is pond as long as
it does nar bite and stavs in che bamie. But where are
the edees of these landscapes af declining liberalism
and intensitying contests over public space, its fune-
tions, representation and real estate values? What
are the sources of new contict? Little of this is clear
in the descriptions and designs, And, sadly, the
“public” is only vaguely differentiated through
attempts at “revision” skirting confrontation in
favour of the hlandness of vaguely ecological deco-
rum. The supposedly “new directions™ of Lo
Kerisions call for the expansion of non-automaobile
corridars and pedestrian neighbourhoods and
increased public participation in planmng and
design processes. But only a tow of the works
confrant thee power of economic groups and the role
af the design practitioner and would-be artist as
mediator of social conflict

Formunately, there are three projects thar begin o
address power in cvic space and the rale that
cantemporary art might play. There i one project on
the {Black/Latine/Asian] Crenshaw neighborhood o
sourth central Los Angeles, another on the Llhum
Cardens of the same area, and a "Site Plan for a Park
tor the Mew World” lrom Raleigh, Morth Carolina,
The viden installation, "Crenshaw MNeighbourhood
Plar'Cultral Fxplainers Praject” most carefully
deconstmicts underlving power dynamics as they are
plaved out in discussions around public art and, in
particular, in questions of which groups are allocated
the resaurces to remember which historical expen-
ences. Early on an elderly Latine defines public ar as
“hualding,.. monuments to people’ history” and later
twos Lating artists limk public representation to strate-
HIES {or countering gtntrjl"ir_'atiun.

[Hlaw dis vou control sometling that gave birth 1o
pselfz, . [N ow you have. developers whocome in
1o dictate what is |'|.l|.'|:§-|:'|'|i|'|g...:|[':i Mo 30N us-agEainst -
them mentalive and it sucks. . They just came in
and said we really like chis bohemean-type ammos-
phere bit we don't like prople kisang in the back
alley. Barria ary, s outdoor. s oot there. bt some-
times we use murzls as methods for putting o band
sid an a4 soge essenzially to colonize or gentrity,

W hat is problematic is that these same srategics arc
wsetl to avond assimilation... We must resist becom-

ing decorative *

The Crenshaw video is particularly exciting
hecause of its recognition ol the power of language
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and the disparities in articulations between Spanish
and English.

As tor accessibilicy of the "design process,” the
project on LThu Gardens is the clearest and minst
authentically articulates a community based
approach to créative exchange and decision-
making—aoven if the final design looks oddly like 2
that of a theme park. Jenny Haolzers vision for a
park for the New World? begins 1o explore power
dynanics but falls shorr ot biting the {public
agency| hand that feeds. There is her standand wall
of slogancering but little sense of its relationship w
theusers of the park, Urbax Rewistens certainly poscs
some interesting questions about the possibilities
iof linking public art with grassroots environmental
activism but, hecause of its attempt to enhance the
traditional roles of the design practitioner, most of
the radical implications are pointedly ignored. The
catalogue tor Ui Senisions is mare accessible than
the exhibition itself but unforunately it omics the
rexts and most of the images from the videos in the
exhibition. There are a nember of very usetul
written picces, not actually presented in the
exhibition itself, such one by urban theorise
Mike Davis on public art and the “cannibal ecol-
ogy” of Los Angeles,

In comtrast to the subtle re-enforcements of
power in publicspaces, and the insecure positions
of planners and designers in those mediations,
Walter Hood's Uran Diary begins to strip away the
hvpe about people and place, Hood is a Berkeley-
trained, African-American landscape architect, He
lives ane has his professional practice in a poor
Black neighbourhaod of Oakland that {s the focus
of Urban Diary, Hood grapples with and sometimes
celebrates various fayers of Black culture in the
landscape of home. He relates design responses (o
his position as (privileged | insider, and is carehul to
listen and watch betore propasing his own salu-
tions. While his design statements are under-
stated, there is an honesty and integrity that lavs
the basis [or more authentic linkages between
‘community.” narratives of place. and activist
design response. Here, the urban design response
as art is very much about celebrating the weave of
the culture that already cxists and that is surviving
O Its own terms.

Lirban [y sustains a chin thread of positions
that examine and deconstruct notions of power and
aesthetic responses ta inevitably contested neigh-
hourhood spaces. Given the twin spectres of degr.
dation of poar inner city environments and their de
Jractn privatization b the privileged, many more care-
ful lesks at ome and “place” as sites of marginality
and resistance are needed. Such new environmental



art will need o begin, much more, with the siudied
respect of insider/outsider Hood than the slightly
madified repreduction of the same old urban power
'f|_'.=.'_| ons sedn il'u |l_|ll|l|||:|| kl,'!'."-ll'li‘- II': |-|” I.Ir ':hl'_'i.rl_ TREW
and authentically democratic urban visions_art is
often tied ta a reclamation of memory that is both
persanal and collective. The public outdoor site
hecomes a counter-point to the distortion of history
and portrayal of minority culwres. Hence, the impore-

tance of Dalores Havdens new book, The Powr of
:I.'I!HI I

[ The P

tion for public art as 1o "rebuaild public memory’

erof Place, Havden's defines one fune

£
Further she relates “restoring significant shared
memory”™ 1o the more melusive wse ol public space
throueh “connecting the historye of struggle over
urban space with the poetics of occupying particular
place " She sees the actual locating of histories and
events, through mapping, and the revitalized use of
public space as central o new urban political agen-
das. Her tools for delving inte local memaory are
hoth mental sketches, called “cognitive maps," and
the more persanalized processes of individual artises
Hut while The |
imto irs discussions, Havden's specific descriptions of

ower of Place has a lot of theory woven

the lang-term elferis to redevelop public memory in

Los Angeles and to work 1t mto art practices are kar

v
more compelling and inspiring. The Power of Place will
prabably become the single most important text on

public art inthe 14950k,

The lone answer 1o why so much “public” art is
<till not very publicy Much of the design processes,
with their inevitably il slitical aspects, that lead up 1o

ite-hased art and even site design as art have been

less abyaur listening to the power of place and more
ahout reworking modernist power relationships,
especially those associated with the corporations
and the government burcaucracies, There is a result-
mg negation in collective memeary that makes it
difficult to produce designs that are compelling or
authentic —even in proposals that have a veneer ol

heing demacrate, feminist, "multiculiural )’ or pro-
lahour, Civen the growing importance of public

seariel

pedestrian spaces, as alternatives to c
suburban isolation, art en these sites which “works
must take into account local memory while “caning
clean” on the particular “take,” “design response,”
and polincal position of the public arts bureaucrats
and

censorship processes that go on in such design

artistis) [_"]n:|'.'1|1:_: inte the editing and dl.'_[.:fl.'-:l"
processes will lay the basis tor vital new links

be tween wrban design and pueblic art. Troly public
art is imewitable ot i will take a lot more listening,
aver langer pericds, o the many dissonant voices
that make up the real poswer of place
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