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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR MAPPING THE TERRAIN

“In this wonderfully bold and speculative anthology of writings, artists
and critics offer a highly persuasive set of arguments and pleas for imagina-
tive, socially responsible, and socially responsive public art. Mapping the
Terrain’s wide-ranging compendium broadens the discourse even further
with 1ts short accounts of over ninety artists working in this remapped
genre. Edited by artist-theorist Suzanne Lacy, this book will prove as
valuable to art and cultural historians and critics as it will be to public
policy makers, students, and a diverse ‘public” audience.”

—MOIRA ROTH, MILLS COLLEGE

“Mapping the Terrain is essential reading for anyone who wants to under-
stand the complexities of public art today. Artists working outside tradi-
tional venues have employed art-making strategies that are more akin to
social activism and politics than to the creation and distribution of art
objects. This socially engaged art has disrupted art criticism, compelling
artists and critics to reexamine the theoretical language that informs the
work and provides a basis for its evaluation. . . . While providing a clear
overview of the historical origins of socially engaged art, this book initiates
a much needed dialogue—building a critical language that better reflects
the complexities confronting artists, curators, and critics within this
dynamic field.”

—JAMES CLARK, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, PUBLIC ART FUND INC.

“In the past twenty years a flood of art for public spaces has been created,
yet there remains considerable tension between ‘public’ and ‘art.” Mapping
the Terrain contains an important group of essays that draw our attention
to new models of engagement with place and audience. Energized by ideas
and experiences in performance art, community art, installation, social
history, and urban planning, artists are creating an invigorating new public
art that imbues daily life with meaning and significance.”
—RICHARD ANDREWS, DIRECTOR, HENRY ART GALLERY,

UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON
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PREFACE

Whenever art introduces radically different working methods and chal-
lenges reigning tenets, the critical task is complicated. With this book the
other authors and I hope to make concrete a discourse that, while part of a
thirty-year history, is reinvigorated today by the idealism of young artists
and students. The tremendous recent interest in engaged, caring public art
demands a context in art history and present criticism. [t demands as well
the guidance of predecessors who can pass on strategies that allow the
wheel to move forward, not suffer endless reinvention.

Like the work 1t attempts to explain, the approach we have chosen
1s consciously collaborative. None of us own these ideas. They have
grown out of a complicated history over three decades. The writers were
selected because of their understanding of various aspects of that history.
Rather than simply collect individually written essays into a whole, we
have deliberately set out to divide and examine new genre public art from
various perspectives.

The idea for the book arose from a program called “City Sites:
Artists and Urban Strategies,” sponsored in 1989 by the California College
of Arts and Crafts.! A series of lectures was delivered at nontraditional
sites in Oakland by ten artists whose work addressed a particular constitu-
ency on specific issues but also stood as a prototype for a wider range of
human concerns. The artists discussed their work and the strategies they
had developed for reaching audiences. They spoke from locations directly
linked to their community or subject matter—from homeless shelters,
Spanish-language community libraries, churches, maintenance garages for
city workers, convalescent homes, elementary schools, and nightclubs.
Those who attended included not only students and arts professionals but
people from a wide range of backgrounds who had a special interest in the

subject matter of these artists.
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In addition to lecturing, the artists took part in special events they
had designed, such as programs for senior citizens, workshops on waste
disposal, and a Happening with ninety fourth-graders. Artists from Oak-
land mentored students in a class at the California College of Arts and
Crafts held in tandem with the public series; these students developed pro-
posals for their own interactive artworks. Local newspapers ran articles
that explored the social 1ssues taken up by the visiting lecturers. The “City
Sites” series was itself a model for new genre public art—socially engaged,
interactive art for diverse audiences—as it featured mass media, education,
and the identification and development of specific constituencies.

The purpose of the program was to speculate on the connections
between the ten artists. If a new direction in public art was indeed taking
shape—and the work itself as well as several recent articles and curatorial
projects seemed to suggest this—then the next question was whether
current criticism provided an appropriate context in which to consider this
work. The California College of Arts and Crafts and the Headlands
Center for the Arts sponsored a public symposium at the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art and a three-day retreat for thirty critics, curators,
and artists.” During the symposium, entitled “Mapping the Terrain: New
Genre Public Art,” the participants considered issues including the need
to develop a critical language that would identify and evaluate this work,
uniting its political and aesthetic aspirations.

Interestingly, until recently such artists have not been linked to
each other in the critical discourse. They have been examined within their
artistic disciplines—performance, video, installation, photography, or
murals, for example—or seen as isolated and idiosyncratic examples. If
they are contextualized at all it is as socially conscious or political artists,
more or less in vogue depending upon the currency of their subject matter;
that 1s, the unifying characteristics have been seen as subject-specific. The
structural models and underlying assumptions of their works are specific
to their topics and personal styles, to be sure, yet there are major points
of unity that this book sets out to explore.

At the “Mapping the Terrain” retreat those helping to develop this

book listed issues that could be covered, and suggested other writers who,



PREFACE

unable to be present, were nevertheless very much a part of the conversa-
tion about new genre public art. At least once during the process of draft-
ing their essays, before the final rewrite, the authors were able to read and
respond to each other’s manuscripts. The writers were directed away from
reviewing or describing individual artists and toward considering ques-
tions and theory, but all played a role in suggesting the artists whose works
are included in the compendium of this book. Readers can thus make their
own connections between the overviews and speculations within the es-
says and the actual examples of artworks.

Although nearly ninety artists are included in the compendium,
no doubt many whose works might illustrate these discussions were
missed, and for this we who made the final decisions apologize. The artists
selected do fit several criteria: they have been practicing within this genre
of public art for years, many for over two decades, so that their work has a
developed, mature, and often distinct language. They have engaged broad,
layered, or atypical audiences, and they imply or state ideas about social
change and interaction. Most important, the artists selected provide differ-
ent models of practice and ideology.

In considering whom to include, we realized that not all the work
met our criteria equally. We opted to include more rather than fewer ex-
amples. The boundaries of this choice were in keeping with the newness of
the genre as well as the critical writing about it. This area of art making is
still too tentative to condense the field of inquiry. Instead, the examples are
meant as a reference, and the reader 1s invited to join with the writers in
considering the connections and differences encompassed by the work.

Of necessity, the essays in this book are speculative, but they mean to
redress current deficiencies in thinking about public art and to point out
possible criteria for the assessment of new genre public art. This collection
thus is not doctrinaire but associative in nature, and its scope is intended to
respond to the scope entertained by the artists themselves. As Houston
Conwill and Estella Conwill Mdjozo expressed it during the “Mapping the
Terrain” symposium, “We create maps of language that represent cultural

pilgrimages and metaphoric journeys of transformation and empowerment.”

—Suzanne Lacy
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INTRODUCTION

CULTURAL PILGRIMAGES AND METAPHORIC JOURNEYS [ Suzanne Lacy

Artists and writers throughout the continent are currently involved in a . . .
redefinition of our continental topography. We imagine either a map of the
Americas without borders, a map turned upside down, or one in which . . .

borders are organically drawn by geography, culture, and immigration, not

by the capricious fingers of economic domination.

—Guillermo Gomez-Peria

For the past three or so decades visual artists of varying backgrounds and
perspectives have been working in a manner that resembles political and
social activity but 1s distinguished by its aesthetic sensibility. Dealing with
some of the most profound issues of our time—toxic waste, race relations,
homelessness, aging, gang warfare, and cultural identity—a group of visual
artists has developed distinct models for an art whose public strategies of
engagement are an important part of its aesthetic language. The source of
these artworks’ structure is not exclusively visual or political information,
but rather an internal necessity perceived by the artist in collaboration
with his or her audience.

We might describe this as “new genre public art,” to distinguish
it in both form and intention from what has been called “public art”—a
term used for the past twenty-five years to describe sculpture and installa-
tions sited in public places. Unlike much of what has heretofore been called
public art, new genre public art—visual art that uses both traditional and
nontraditional media to communicate and interact with a broad and diver-
sified audience about issues directly relevant to their lives—is based on
engagement. (As artist Jo Hanson suggests, “Much of what has been called
public art might better be defined as private indulgence. Inherently public

art is social intervention.”)! The term “new genre” has been used since the
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late sixties to describe art that departs from traditional boundaries of media.
Not specifically painting, sculpture, or film, for example, new genre art
might include combinations of different media. Installations, performances,
conceptual art, and mixed-media art, for example, fall into the new genre
category, a catchall term for experimentation in both form and content.
Attacking boundaries, new genre public artists draw on ideas from van-
guard forms, but they add a developed sensibility about audience, social
strategy, and effectiveness that is unique to visual art as we know it today.
Although not often included in discussions about public art, such
artists adopt “public” as their operative concept and quest. According to
critic Patricia C. Phillips, “In spite of the many signs of retreat and with-
drawal, most people remain in need of and even desirous of an invigorated,
active idea of public. But what the contemporary polis will be is inconclu-
sive.” This indeterminacy has developed as a major theme in new genre
public art. The nature of audience—in traditional art taken to be just about
everyone—is now being rigorously investigated in practice and theory. Is
“public” a qualifying description of place, ownership, or access? Isita
subject, or a characteristic of the particular audience? Does it explain the
intentions of the artist or the interests of the audience? The inclusion of the
public connects theories of art to the broader population: what exists in the
space between the words public and art is an unknown relationship be-
tween artist and audience, a relationship that may itself become the artwork.
Whether or not this work is “art” may be the central question to
some. Modernist assumptions about art’s necessary disengagement from
“the masses” die hard, although multiple examples during the past twenty
or more years imply deep interaction between “high art” and popular
culture. During the seventies, for instance, Lowell Darling ran for gover-
nor of the state of California, in a performance that won him almost sixty
thousand votes in the primaries. At the same time Judith F. Baca intervened
- in gang warfare in East Los Angeles with her mural project Mi Abuelita.
Appropriated, performative, conceptual, transient, and even interactive art
are all accepted by art world critics as long as there appears to be no real

possibility of social change. The underlying aversion to art that claims to

20
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“do” something, that does not subordinate function to craft, presents a
resonant dilemma for new genre public artists. That their work intends to
atfect and transform is taken by its detractors as evidence that it is not art.
As we will see in this book, however, the issues raised by this work are

much more profound for the field of art than such reductivism implies.

ALTERNATIVE CARTOGRAPHY: PUBLIC ART’S HISTORIES

Depending on how one begins the record, public art has a history as an-
clent as cave painting or as recent as the Art in Public Places Program of
the National Endowment for the Arts. While no overview has been agreed
upon yet, a quasi-official history of recent public art in the United States
can be tracked through commissions, distribution of percent-for-art mon-
eys, articles, conferences, and panel discussions. But with history as well as

maps, the construction of meaning depends on who 1s doing the making.

Art in Public Places

One version of history, then, begins with the demise of what Judith Baca
calls the “cannon in the park” idea of public art—the display of sculptures
glorifying a version of national history that excluded large segments of the
population. The cannon in the park was encroached upon by the world of
high art in the sixties, when the outdoors, particularly in urban areas, came
to be seen as a potential new exhibition space for art previously found in
galleries, museums, and private collections. In the most cynical view, the
impetus was to expand the market for sculpture, and this included patron-
age from corporations. The ability of art to enhance public spaces such as
plazas, parks, and corporate headquarters was quickly recognized as a way
to revitalize inner cities, which were beginning to collapse under the bur-
den of increasing social problems. Art in public places was seen as a means
of reclaiming and humanizing the urban environment.

For all intents and purposes, the contemporary activity in public
art dates from the establishment of the Art in Public Places Program at the
National Endowment for the Arts in 1967 and the subsequent formation

of state and city percent-for-art programs.? Governmental funding seemed
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to promise democratic participation and to promote public rather than
private interests. These goals were nominally achieved by selection panels
of arts and civic representatives appointed by the mayor, who, “as the
representative of all the people,” was initially enlisted to authorize NEA
applications. The late sixties and early seventies were the era of the civic art
collection that related more to art history than to city or cultural history,
and which fulfilled the NEA goal “to give the public access to the best art
of our time outside museum walls.” These works, which were commis-
sioned from maquettes and closely resembled smaller-scale versions in
collections, moved the private viewing experience of the museum out-
doors. Festivals, rallies, or other plaza gatherings were supplemental to
the art, but were not communal activities integral to it. Because these
works were art monuments indicative of the author’s personal manner

of working, not cultural monuments symbolic of contemporary society,
the ensuing public debate centered on artistic style (e.g., abstract versus
figurative art) rather than on public values.

Throughout the seventies administrators and arts activists lobbied
for percent-for-art programs, and these, combined with NEA grants and
private sector money, fueled public art. The size of commissions created a
viable alternative to the gallery system for some artists. In time, and partly
because of the pressure to explain the work to an increasingly demanding
public, a new breed of arts administrator emerged to smooth the way
between artists, trained in modernist strategies of individualism and inno-
vation, and the various representatives of the public sector. Collaboration
with other professionals, research, and consultative interaction with civic
groups and communities became more common, and teams of artists,
architects, designers, and administrators were formed. Except in unusual
circumstances, the full creative and cooperative potential of such teams
rarely materialized.

More commissions and scrutiny brought further bureaucratization
in what curator Patricia Fuller has identified as “the public art establish-
ment . . . [with] an increasing tendency toward complication and rigid-
ification of processes, the codification of a genre called public art, [and]

ideas of professionalism which admit artists and administrators to the
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fraternity. This all seems to have created an apparatus which can only be
justitied by the creation of permanent objects.”

According to Fuller, early in the seventies some artists and adminis-
trators in the field began to differentiate between “public art”—a sculpture
in a public space—and “art in public places,” a focus on the location or
space for the art. Beginning in 1974, the NEA stressed that the work should
also be “appropriate to the immediate site,” and by 1978 applicants were
encouraged “to approach creatively the wide range of possibilities for art
in public situations.”™ The NEA encouraged proposals that integrated art
into the site and that moved beyond the monumental steel object-otf-the-
pedestal to adopt any permanent media, including earthworks, environ-
mental art, and nontraditional media such as artificial lights.

Some artists saw public art as an opportunity to command the
entire canvas, as it were, to allow them to operate with a singular and
uncompromised vision. Site-specific art, as such art in public places began
to be called, was commissioned and designed for a particular space, taking
into account the physical and visual qualities of the site. As site became a
key element in public art, the mechanisms by which works were commis-
sioned also required revision.* Therefore, in the eighties the NEA tried to
promote the artist’s direct participation in the choice and planning of the
site. By 1982 the Visual Arts and Design programs had joined forces to
encourage “the interaction of visual artists and design professionals
through the exploration and development of new collaborative models.”

Scott Burton, one of the most recognized public artists in this pe-
riod, believed that “what architecture or design or public art have in com-
mon is their social function or content. . . . Probably the culminating form
of public art will be some kind of social planning, just as earthworks are
leading us to a new notion of art as landscape architecture.” Eventually,
as the practice matured, artists turned their attention to the historical,
ecological, and sociological aspects of the site, although usually only meta-
phorically, and without engaging audiences in a way markedly different
from in a museum.

By the late eighties public art had become a recognizable field.

Conferences were held, and a small body of literature, dealing for the most
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part with bureaucratic and administrative issues, considered the complexi-
ties of the interface between visual artists and the public.* NEA guidelines
of 1979 had called for a demonstration of “methods to insure an informed
community response to the project.”” This directive was extended in

1983 to include planning activities “to educate and prepare the commu-
nity” and “plans for community involvement, preparation, and dialogue.”
By the beginning of the nineties, the NEA encouraged “educational activi-
ties which invite community involvement.” ‘

At the same time, the economic downturn, deepening urban
troubles, and a new distrust of art led to attacks on public art and its fund-
ing sources. Provocative situations marked the last years of the eighties,
most notably the controversy surrounding Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc,
when office workers’ demands to remove the sculpture from its site in a
civic plaza led to calls for greater public accountability by artists. As the
conventions of artistic expression continued to come into conflict with
public opinion, the presentation of an artist’s plans to community groups
became de rigueur. This in turn compelled a greater reliance on the inter-
mediary skills of the public arts administrator, since social interaction was
neither the forte nor the particular aesthetic interest of many established
public artists. Thus skills were differentiated, and artists were able to
maintain an aesthetic stance apart from notions of public education.

From the beginning, public art has been nurtured by its association
with various institutions and, by extension, the art market. Although the
move to exhibit art in public places was a progressive one, the majority of
artists accommodated themselves to the established museum system, con-
tinuing to focus their attention on art critics and museum-going connois-
seurs. The didactic aspects of art were relegated to the museum education
department. “What too many artists did was to parachute into a place
and displace 1t with art,” comments Jeff Kelley. “Site specificity was really
more like the imposition of a kind of disembodied museum zone onto
what already had been very meaningful and present before that, which
was the place.”

In recent years, artists, administrators, and critics alike have looked

at this progression from objects in museums, to objects in public places, to
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site-specific installations and have framed present social and political
artworks within the context of this essentially formalist movement. They
have understood the emergence of collaborative notions in art as a reflec-
tion of “design teams,” modeled after architectural practices. (Most public
artists who developed within the preceding historical progression have
worked closely with landscape architects, designers, and architects.) How-
ever, 1t 1s the premise of this book that an alternative reading of the history
of the past thirty years results in a different interpretation of these same
present concerns. Indeed, many of the artists listed in the compendium of
this book had been working for years outside the purview of the accepted
public art and art in public places narrative, dominated as it was by sculp-
ture. Artists as diverse as Allan Kaprow, Anna Halprin, and Hans Haacke
in the sixties and Lynn Hershman, Judy Chicago, Adrian Piper, and Judith
Baca in the seventies were operating under different assumptions and
aesthetic visions. Not easily classifiable within a discourse dominated by
objects, their work was considered under other rubrics, such as political,
performance, or media art; hence the broader implications for both art and

society were unexplored by art criticism.

Art in the Public Interest’

An alternative history of today’s public art could be read through the
development of various vanguard groups, such as feminist, ethnic, Marxist,
and media artists and other activists. They have a common interest in
leftist politics, social activism, redefined audiences, relevance for commu-
nities (particularly marginalized ones), and collaborative methodology.
By re-visioning history through the lens of these interests, rather than
artistic media-specific concerns, we understand the present moment, new
genre public art, and its implications for art making in a way that focuses
our critical investigation.

We might begin in the late fifties, when artists challenged the con-
ventions of galleries and museums through Happenings and other experi-
ments with what was to become known as popular culture. Allan Kaprow

has recounted his version of that history. The artists “appropriated the
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real environment and not the studio, garbage and not fine paints and
marble. They incorporated technologies that hadn’t been used in art. They
incorporated behavior, the weather, ecology, and political issues. In short,
the dialogue moved from knowing more and more about what art was to
wondering about what life was, the meaning of hife.”

Over the next decades popula“r culture, which included the media
and its mass audience, became more attractive to artists. In the seventies
artists such as Chris Burden, Ant Farm, Lowell Darling, Leslie Labowitz,
and myself interrupted television broadcast programming with perfor-
mances (Shu Lea Cheang later called them “media break-ins™). During the
subsequent decade, media-related art was more analytic than activist, but
the relative availability of media and its possibilities of scale encouraged
artists to think more critically about audiences. The relationship between
mass culture, media, and engaged art was recognized by Lynn Hershman:
“The images and values of the culture that produces the {television] pro-
grams invade the subconscious cultural identity of its viewers. It’s essential
that the dialogue becomes two-way and interactive, respects and invites
multiple points of view.”

The connection between an activist view of culture and new genre
public art had been forged during the Vietnam War protests of the late
sixties by U.S. artists who were in turn influenced by political activists.
At the same moment, also drawing from the radical nature of the tumes,
women artists on the West Coast, led by Judy Chicago, developed feminist
art education programs.'' Activist art grew out of the general militancy of
the era, and identity politics was part of it. Women and ethnic artists began
to consider their identities—key to the new political analysis—central to
their aesthetic in some as yet undefined manner. Both groups began with a
consciousness of their community of origin as their primary audience.

Ethnic arusts such as Judith Baca worked in ghettos and barrios
with specific constituencies, struggling to bring together their often highly
developed art-school aesthetic with the aesthetics of their own cultures.
Emphasizing their roles as communicators, these artists drew upon their
heritage for an art language, such as public murals, that would speak to

their people. Their work reflected this bridging of European and ethnic
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cultures, and they became particularly adept at translation and cultural
criique. Almost invariably this led to activism. According to Yolanda
Lépez, “In an era when the state has disintegrated to the degree where it
can no longer attend to the needs of the people, artists who work in the
community need to consciously develop organizing and critical skills
among the people with whom they work.” For this they were called
“community artists,” and critics refused to take their work seriously.

“The personal is political” was the koan of the feminist art move-
ment, meaning that personal revelation, through art, could be a political
tool. The seventies brought a high degree of visibility to women’s issues.
Feminist art, based in activism, grew out of a theoretical framework pro-
vided by Judy Chicago, the most visible feminist artist from that era, along
with others including Miriam Schapiro, Arlene Raven, Sheila Levrant de
Bretteville, Mary Beth Edelson, June Wayne, and Lucy Lippard. Chicago
thought that the suppression of an empowered female identity through
popular culture’s misrepresentations could be counteracted by articulate
identity constructions in art. In this way, art making was connected both
to a broad public and to action.

Moving into the public sector through the use of public space,
including the media, was inevitable for artists who sought to inform and
change. Because of their activist origin, feminist artists were concerned
with questions of effectiveness. They had fairly sophisticated conceptions
of the nature of an expanded audience, including how to reach it, support
its passage through new and often difficult material, and assess its transfor-
mation or change as a result of the work. Seeing art as a neutral meeting
ground for people of different backgrounds, feminists in the seventies
attempted artistic crossovers among races and classes. Collaboration was
a valued practice of infinitely varying possibilities, one that highlighted the
relational aspects of art. By the end of the seventies feminists had formu-
lated precise activist strategies and aesthetic criteria for their art.

Though their art was not based in identity politics, other political
artists were working during the seventies. Marxist artists in particular used
photography and text to portray and analyze labor. They interacted with

the audience by interviewing workers, constructing collective narratives,
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and exhibiting those narratives within the labor community. Their analysis
extended to a critique of art and its markets as well and was exhibited in
museums and art magazines. For the most part, the thecretical aspects of
this work were more developed than its activism until the mid-eighues,
and while the work’s analysis was comprehensive, it often didn’t attempt
actual change. Martha Rosler and Fred Lonidier, however, are among
several whose work was interactive from the beginning.

Throughout the seventies, considerable but often unacknowledged
exchange occurred among ethnic, feminist, and Marxist artsts, particularly
on the West Coast, making it difficult to attribute ideas to one group or
another. That people were simultaneously members of more than one
group also accounted for cross-influences. It is safe to say, however, that
working during the same decade and within earshot of each other, these
artists reached similar conclusions from ditferent vantage points, and these
conclusions about the nature of art as communication and the articulation

of specific audiences form the basis for new genre public art.

Recent History: Calls to Action

This construction of a history of new genre public art 1s not built on a
typology of materials, spaces, or artistic media, but rather on concepts of
audience, relationship, communication, and political intention. It is my
premise that the real heritage of the current moment in public art came
from the discourses of largely marginalized artists. However visible the
above cited “movements” were, they were not linked to each other, to a
centralized art discourse, or to public art itself until the late eighties. Four
factors conspired to narrow the distance between our two historical narra-
tives and bring about an interest in a more public art.

First, increased racial discrimination and violence were part of
the eighties conservative backlash. As immigration swelled the ranks of
ethnic populations, their new political power and articulate spokespeople
brought ethnicity to the attention, if not the agenda, of the U.S. public.
The introduction of diversity raised profound questions about culture

itself. Visual artists, participating in international artistic and literary ex-
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changes, expressed the shifts in cultural expectations of people of color
throughout the world. “What if,” mused Guillermo G6émez-Pefia, “our
internationalism was no longer defined by New York, Paris, Berlin, or
even Mexico City but . .. between San Antonio and Bangkok?” “The
geographical 1s political” became the new koan of political artists.

A second factor in the political conservatism of the eighties and
carly nineties was the attempt to circumscribe the gains women had made
during the previous decades. Antiabortion forces gathered momentum as
an 1ncreasingly conservative Supreme Court threatened constitutional
attacks on abortion rights. Several events, including Anita Hill’s testimony
on sexual harassment at the televised hearings for Clarence Thomas’s
Supreme Court nomination, reignited a national discussion of women’s
rights. In the nineties artists were once again working with issues of gender
violence, echoing feminist artists of the seventies, but this time the makers
included both men and women.

Not surprisingly, given the political climate, the end of the eighties
saw an exercise in cultural censorship on a scale not known since the fif-
ties. This third factor is closely linked to the first two. Censorship efforts
of politicians in league with conservative fundamentalists targeted women,
ethnic, and homosexual artists. The attacks made abundantly clear the
connections between the rights of these social groups and those of artists
in general, evoking an almost unilateral response from the art world. These
attacks on publicly visible artworks, most of which were temporary or
photographic (but also included Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party), created a
lasting and chilling influence on public art.

Finally, interest in new forms of public art was provoked by deep-
ening health and ecological crises. Concerned about AIDS, pollution, and
environmental destruction, artists began looking for strategies to raise
awareness. Artists with AIDS brought the disease into the gallery, literally
and figuratively, and AIDS activists staged street actions inspired by per-
formance art of the sixties and seventies. Environmental crises were the
subject of artworks in diverse media, including photo-texts, paintings,

installations, and performances.
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Although in theory new genre public art might be made by those at
cither end of the political spectrum, both the history of avant-garde forms
upon which it draws and the social background of those attracted to its
practice effectively position this work as liberal or radical. The issues just
cited—opposition to racism, violence against women, censorship, AIDS,
and ecological damage, for example—are as much a recounting of a tradi-
tional leftist agenda as they are the subject matter of new genre public art.

Within the ranks of the artists who have contributed to this alterna-
tive public art history are several who, having predicted the current social
and aesthetic situation in their work, have created their own road maps.
Concerned with issues of race, gender, sexuality, ecology, and urbaniza-
tion, for twenty years in some cases, their theoretical perspectives and
activist strategies were well developed. These artists, most.of whom are
included in the compendium, were quickly held up by members of the
“official” public art establishment as models for a new form of public art.
Unfortunately, this sporadic recognition and the failure to understand the
history of these artists’ concerns and influences have disassociated them
from their radical heritage. This dismemberment has allowed us to con-
tinue along a critical “blind path” without coherent theories uniting aes-
thetic, personal, and political goals. This book, in attempting to reframe
an extensive body of work, suggests that new genre public art is not only
about subject matter, and not only about placement or site for art, but
about the aesthetic expression of activated value systems. “The new public
art 1s not so much a movement of the nineties, a new way of working, as a
way of working that has found its time,” reflects independent curator

Mary Jane Jacob.

EXPLORING THE TERRITORY IN QUESTION

The stage 1s set. Enter the various players, each with a different history
but with similar social concerns that lead to a unique and identifiable
aesthetic language. This book attempts to throw a spotlight on the work
of new genre public artists with the goal of developing a critical dialogue.

The essays and the entries in the compendium provide a multivocal over-
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view of the territory in question. From the discussion among artists and
critics at the “Mapping the Terrain” retreat emerge the following related
themes—of social analysis and artists’ roles, responsibilities, and relation-
ships with audiences—that may contribute to a formal language for this

type of public art.

Social Analysis and Democratic Processes

We are living in a state of emergency. . .. Our lives are framed by a sinister
kind of Bermuda Triangle, the parameters of which are AIDS, recession, and
political violence. I feel that more than ever we must step outside of the strictly

art arena. It is not enough to make art.

—Guillermo Gomez-Peria

References to the broader context of political and social life are never far
from the works of new genre public artists. Their artworks reflect varying
degrees of urgency, but all see the fate of the world as what 1s at stake. “I
feel a great urgency in my own work to address the 1ssues of our destruc-
tion and not to make works of art that keep our society dormant” (Juana
Alicia, muralist). In one form or another, social theories are linked closely
with the making of this art, and their expression is taken as the prerogative
of the artist as well as of the curator and critic.

Some artists emphasize Otherness, marginalization, and oppression;
others analyze the impact of technology. Some draw from the ecology
movement or from theories of popular culture. As might be expected,
feminist and racial politics are evident. Art’s potential role in maintaining,
enhancing, creating, and challenging privilege is an underlying theme.
Power relationships are exposed in the very process of creating, from news
making to art making. “We need to find ways not to educate audiences for
art but to build structures that share the power inherent in making culture
with as many people as possible. How can we change the disposition of
exclusiveness that lies at the heart of cultural life in the United States?”
(Lynn Sowder, independent curator).

Seeking consensus seems to be at the core of these artists” works.

As critic and activist Lucy Lippard suggests, the Eurocentric view of the
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world is crumbling: “Nothing that does not include the voices of people
of color, Womén, lesbians, and gays can be considered inclusive, universal,
or healing. To find the whole we must know and respect all the parts.”

The idealism inherent in this work 1s reflected in an inclusive
uniting of issues and concerns. As artists Estella Conwill Mdjozo and
Houston Conwill stated in presenting their work with collaborator Joseph
De Pace, “We . . . address issues of world peace, human rights, rights of the
physically challenged, democracy, memory, cultural diversity, pro-choice,
ecology, and caring . . . and the common enemies of war, hatred, racism,
classism, censorship, drug addiction, ageism, apartheid, homophobia,
hunger, poverty, joblessness, pollution, homelessness, AIDS, greed, impe-
rialism, cross-cultural blindness, and fear of the Other.” Given the litany
of social ills that are the subjects of this work, there 1s remarkably little
despair or cynicism. Optimism is a common response, although tempered
with political realism.

One question such working modes generate 1s how to evaluate the
artist’s choice of subjects and social analysis. Is work that, for example,
deconstructs media coverage of the “Desert Storm” war in Iraq automati-
cally laudable because of its particular position on war, technology, or
media? Is the sophistication of its analysis, in this case its media theory, a

measurable aspect of the work?

Internal and External Transformation: The Artist’s Responsibility

Implicit or explicit in the artists’ references to a larger social agenda is their
desire for a more connected role for artists. The distance placed between
artists and the rest of society is part of their social critique. “What I find
myself thinking about most these days is the isolation of artists from our
culture. It seems that as society declines both economically and socially
there’s an even stronger need for the kind of humanism and creativity of
artists’ works. Paradoxically, artists are more spurned and discounted

than ever” (Jennifer Dowley, director, Visual Arts Program, National

Endowment for the Arts). The longing for a centralized position, however,

352



INTRODUCTION

1s often countered by the artist’s conflicting desire to remain outside as a
social critic.

“Public art in the Eurocentric cultures has served the value systems
and the purposes of an unbroken history of patriarchal dominance that has
despoiled the earth and its inhabitants and seriously threatens the future.
Responsible social intervention must hold up a different image. It must
advance other value systems” (Jo Hanson, public and installation artist).
The question 1s, whose value systems? The definition of what constitutes
beneficial intervention by artists and how responsibility is expressed in
aesthetic terms is in part a consideration of artists’ intentions. A less obvi-
ous relationship is between the artist’s interiority and the making of a
work. The conversation about the psychological, spiritual, and ethical
dimensions of this work 1s still superficial, halted by a focus on its more
overt political aspects. Yet more than a few artists temper their reforma-
tory zeal with an understanding that an internalized agenda is being exter-
nalized through their art.

The fallibility of our own conceptions of “good” for others presents
an ongoing dilemma for new genre public artists. “Fritz Perls calls respon-
sibility ‘response-ability,” the ability to respond. He considers ‘obligation’
a synonym for ‘megalomania,”” performance artist John Malpede says.
“Your responsibility is your ability to respond to your own needs.” A
resolution of the ethical dilemma inherent in political proselytizing 1s to
consider the impulse to respond in the context of self.

Allan Kaprow strikes a balance between internal and external neces-
sity. “It’s not only the transformation of the public consciousness that we
are interested in, but it’s our own transformation as artists that’s just as
important. Perhaps a corollary is that community change can’t take place
unless it’s transformative within us. That familiar line—°1 see the enemy
and it is ’—means that every prejudice, every misunderstanding that we
~ perceive out in the real world is inside of us, and has to be challenged.” This
philosophical positioning of “self” in the context of culture 1s an unexam-
ined characteristic of this work, along with how its structural, temporal,

and iconographic nature is shaped by the artists’ psychological processes.
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Continuity and Responsibility

The strong personal relationships forged through new genre public art are
often maintained by the artists over time and distance. Part of their hu-
manistic style, this characteristic has obvious political implications for
continuing and enhancing the changes set in motion by the work. When
Malpede works with the homeless in cities other than his hometown of
Los Angeles, for example, he may link them to local activists and artists 1n
the process of creating a performance. “When we work 1n other communi-
ties, I feel like one thing we can offer to local artists 1s how to maintain the
work after we leave, logistically speaking.”

The notion of sustaining or continuing a connection begun through
the artwork 1s an expression of personal responsibility that has a pedagogi-
cal thrust, often expressed as educating engaged community members,
students, or even the art world. This pedagogy is rarely as doctrinaire as its
critics would have it. Rather, the artist imparts options for developing
activist and aesthetic work, generally on the constituency’s own terms.
According to Malpede, “We can offer an aesthetic structure they can trans-
form and carry on. Some community artists get involved and have a com-
pletely different aesthetic agenda than our own, and then it’s ‘Good! Do
that!” It’s really important that people have a strong artistic vision. It
doesn’t have to be congruent with ours.”

If the artist does have stated political intentions—and the overtness
of these varies from artist to artist—then continuity may be a measure of
both the artist’s responsibility and the work’s success. “It has to be sus-
tained. You can’t have a flash in the pan and expect that’s going to change
things” (Judith Baca). The 1ssue of continuity, and time in general, is a
crucial one for new public art, taxing the resources of a funding and sup-
port system built around time-limited installations and exhibitions in
controllable spaces.

The emotional and physical demands on artists are high in this
labor-intensive work. The financial costs of developing the work over an
extended time and of continuing contacts after the piece is finished are

rarely built into budgets, and artists who work in regions outside their
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own are faced with perplexing questions. Some resolve them by working
locally within their communities; others build relationships that accommo-

date the distance.

Collaborative Practice: Notions of Public and Private

“Whatever I did publicly T was thinking of at least one person in the gen-
eral public to whom my work would speak” (Leopoldo Maler, Argentinian
installation and performance artist). All art posits a space between the
artist and the perceiver of the work, traditionally filled with the art object.
In new genre public art, that space 1s filled with the relationship between
artist and audience, prioritized in the artist’s working strategies.

For some, the relationship zs the artwork. This premise calls for a
radically different set of skills. For example, “juxtaposition” as an aesthetic
practice may mean, in this case, bringing together diverse people within
the structure of the work, exploring similarities and differences as part of a
dialogic practice. Building a constituency might have as much to do with
how the artist envisions the overall shape and texture of a work as it does
with simply developing an audience.

These approaches become part of the artist’s expanded repertoire.
“We can’t do works without talking with people in the site. We do a tre-
mendous amount of talking to people in the communities we work in . . .
and it’s a transformative experience. It transforms the work and it trans-
forms us” (Houston Conwill). This process of communication describes
not only a way of gathering information but of conceptualizing and repre-
senting the artist’s formal concerns. The voices of others speak through
this artwork, often literally. Of her project in Little Tokyo in Los Angeles,
Sheila de Bretteville says, “It matters to me that their names and the dates
on which they said it are there, because they’re speaking and I'm not medi-
ating their speech. I’'m not interpreting it. 'm simply gathering 1t and
giving it form for others.”

The skills needed for this relational work are communicauve in
nature, a stretch for the imaginations of artists and critics used to the

monologic and studio-based model of art. Suzi Gablik calls for an art “that
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is more empathic and interactive and comes from a gentle, diffused mode
of listening . . . a kind of art that cannot be fully realized through mono-
logue. It can only come into its own in dialogue, 1n open conversation in
which one 1s obliged to listen and include other voices.”

The transition from a model of individual authorship to one of
collective relationship suggested in this work'is not undertaken simply as
an exercise in political correctness. A longing for the Other runs as a deep
stream through most of these artists’ works, a desire for connection that 1s
part of the creative endeavor in all its forms. Estella Conwill Mdjozo con-
siders the blues a structural model for her art, the goal of which 1s to link
African American history to current community. “In blues, I find the
notion of twinning, of connection with the Other, and find, in the search,
that the perceived two are one at the end.”

This relational model, whether expressed psychologically or politi-
cally, draws upon a spiritual tradition in art. Many new genre public artists
express their connection, through memory, to traditions of ethnicity,
gender, or family. They talk about their habitation of the earth as a rela-
tionship with it and all beings that live there. These essentially ethical and
religious assertions are founded on a sense of service and a need to over-
come the dualism of a separate self. That dilemma is played out not only
between self and Other but between perceived public and private compo-
nents of the artist’s self. “I think this sense of what it means to be a social
persona and the fact that every social person has a private person inside is
vital to the sense of community and to any meaningful sense of ‘public’—
of public service. The way to get to those issues sometimes 1s organiza-
tional and structural, but often it has to do with compassion, with play,
with touching the inner self in every individual who recognizes that the
next individual has a similar self. And it 1s that community, whether literal
or metaphorical, that is in fact the real public that we as artists might ad-

dress” (Kaprow).

Engaging Multiple Audiences

Empathy begins with the self reaching out to another self, an underlying

dynamic of feeling that becomes the source of activism. Whether or not

36



INTRODUCTION

one wants to discard the model of i1solated authorship (and I personally do
not), it 1s certainly not the only possible alternative for visual artists. The
work of these artists suggests that another fundamental premise is being
constructed—that creative works can be a representation of or an actual
manifestation of relationship. A very significant relationship is between
the artist and his or her audience.

One of the distinguishing characteristics of the work in question is
the factoring of the audience into the actual construction of the work. This
work activates the viewer—creating a participant, even a collaborator. It
might be said that all art takes its audience into account, even if only in the
subconscious mind of the artist working for some imaginary Other. One
traditional notion of late modern art suggests that if this is true, it is not
something one ought to admit—as if making art for anyone other than
oneself 1s a failure of the imagination. The makeup of the audience for art
was not heretofore scrutinized, but was assumed to be largely white,
middle-class, and knowledgeable in contemporary art. Artists worked for
each other, a select few critics, and potential buyers.

Given the desire for relationship with the Other, it was inevitable
that the audience would become increasingly prominent as this form of
public art developed. “Where before the audience was prepared through
various museum programs in order to like the work of public art, or such
a work was left for a time to soften the blow so that reactions to it were
mediated in some way . .. in this truly public art the audience 1s very much
engaged, from the start, in the process of making” (Jacob).

As one begins to articulate forms of actual rather than metaphorical
engagement, one must come to terms with exactly whom one is speaking
to. “When she abandons certain mythologies of public in order to create
new ones, the artist cannot be dismissive about the realities of place”
(Patricia Phillips). Potential audiences are real people found in real places.
Bearing witness to an identifiable person or group challenges the mono-
lithic image of the audience that has been enshrined in the value systems
and criticism of late modern art.

If the audience is no longer a given, neither is it singular. Artists

are beginning to conceive of complex and multiple audiences as distinct
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groups, including integral participants, occasional viewers, and the art
world itself. The content of the artwork defines i1ts audience groupings,
as does the venue. These influences are reciprocal, with choices of venues
affecting the content as well, amounting to a more fluid and process-
oriented a{pproach.

“Who is the public now that it has changed color?” asks Judith Baca.
The single most explosive idea to the myth of a coherent and generalized art
audience has come from the recognition of difference. “An earlier heroic
and modernist idea of public art suppressed the significant differences,
while looking for some sort of normative and central idea of public. The big
question for public artists and for critics is, how do we develop a public art
that acknowledges and supports and enriches these differences while at the
same time discovering how these differences contribute to an idea of public
life that 1s, in fact, a kind of common ground?” (Phillips).

Ethnic minorities have challenged the assumptions of culture prem-
ised in the work of European, primarily male artists, as have feminists,
whose theory of differences has effectively demonstrated the patterns of
dominance deeply embedded in the language and symbols of representa-
tion. “In the future, whose idea of beauty and order will be in public
spaces? That is perhaps the greatest question we have to face. You can look
at a landscape and you can see it as perfect in itself. Or you can look at it as
undeveloped land. Those are two very different points of view. Who will
make the public art in that space?” (Baca).

The road to reconciling differences is not as straightforward as we
might have thought ten years ago. “We’re still working on dismantling all
those old binary oppositions and the differences between the center and
the edge. All those centers and all those margins are really parts of a very
large framework of centers and margins together. We get community
without unity, without understanding, accepting all the different parts
without having to really understand everything, because there are some
places where we truly can’t” (Sheila de Bretteville).

Ambiguity and paradox resonate within this artwork, recognized
by the artists through their active participation in the realities of commu-

nity. Differences, whether reconciled or simply tolerated, must be accom-
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modated somehow within the artwork. “We all have multiple identities,
and that’s how we cope with things. To take any of us as simply a two-
dimensional system is to not really understand. We all have distinct back-
grounds but a common foreground” (Peter Jemison, curator and theorist).
Negotiating the complicated field introduced by the destruction of a
unified art audience is tricky. Where and how the artist locates her voice
within the work’s structure 1s critical, as 1s the representation of the com-
munity voice. What if there 1s disagreement? This practical question figures
significantly in art censorship controversies and is at the heart of new genre
public art. “One of the big challenges that we’re going to have to figure out
in this country and in democracy is the role of individuals and communi-
ties—individuals and their freedom and communities and their rights, or
standards. How do we make those two things come together in some way
that still allows us to be very different but live together?” (David Mendoza,

executive director, National Campaign for Freedom of Expression).

New Roles for Artists

Integrity is based not on artists” allegiances to their own visions but on an
integration of their ideas with those of the community. The presence of a
diversified audience in these works leads us back to issues of power, privi-
lege, and the authority to claim the territory of representation. Inevitably,
then, we must reconsider the possible “uses” of artwork 1n the social
context and the roles of the artist as an actor in the public sector.

In finding new ways to work, artists have drawn on models outside
the arts to reinterpret their roles. Allan Kaprow called attention to the
inherently pedagogical nature of art in a series of articles in the seventies
called “The Education of the Un-Artist.”"> Artist as educator 1s a construc-
tion that follows from political intentions. “If art is to ever play arole in
the construction of shared social experience, it must reexamine its peda-
gogical assumptions, reframing strategy and aesthetics in terms of teach-
ing” (Richard Bolton, writer and artist).

This was well understood by Judy Chicago and other feminist
artists of the seventies, whose ideas about art were developed from an

examination of issues of authority, representation, historical revision, and
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the pedagogical effects of public disclosure on political systems. As the
audiences for women’s art became more populist, mandated by the breadth
of the artists” aspirations for change, the discursive aspects of the work
became as urgent as the.aesthetic. Media appearances, classes, exhibitions,
discussion groups, public demonstrations, consultations, and writings
were all developed as integral to the artwork, not as separate activities.
“When the artist designs the program as well as the work of art—or shall

[ say when the artistic strategies become one with the educational events,
we have a new way of thinking about the purpose of the work. The pro-
cess that involves all of these activities needs to be recognized as the central
part of the work of art. We’re not just talking about a final product to
which all else 1s preliminary. The artist him- or herself as a spokesperson

is a very different kind of role” (Jacob).

A more thorough analysis of the various claims artists make for
redefining their roles is needed to keep from substituting one set of my-
thologies for another. Some ideas clarify and others simply confuse.
“Maybe this generation is unloading the myth of the artist, the myth of
immediate gratification, of genius and superiority and entering the more
real space of disappointments, of slow processes that need to be under-
taken before something can be changed” (Kaprow).

In recent literature and at symposiums, many suggestions for rede-
fining roles have been put forward. Yolanda Lopez invokes a model of
citizenship: “Exercising the social contract between the citizen and the
state, the artist works as citizen within the intimate spaces of community
life.” Helen Mayer Harrison suggests, “We artists are myth makers, and we
participate with everybody else in the social construction of reality.” In a
fanciful flight of metaphor, Guillermo Gémez-Pefia suggests that artists
are “media pirates, border crossers, cultural negotiators, and community
healers.” These metaphorical references drawn from outside the arts pro-
pose a different construction of visual arts practice and audience. When
“public” begins to figure prominently in the art-making equation, the
staging area for art becomes potentially any place—from newspapers to
public restrooms, from shopping malls to the sky. These expansive venues
allow not only a broader reach but ultimately a more integrated role for

the artist in society.
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CRITICISM OF NEW GENRE PUBLIC ART

At this date there seem to be more questions than answers, more rhetoric
than inquiry. Criticism flounders with outmoded and unexamined con-
structions, far outstripped by artists’ ongoing investigations. It is time to
do more than describe this artwork, time to look more closely at what
exists within the borders of this new artistic territory.

How do we begin pulling together the various strands of new genre
public art, much of the thinking about which is located within the artists’
own practice and writing? First, we must analyze the work in a more
challenging and complex fashion. I suggest the following areas as a begin-
ning construct: the quality of the imagery, including the question of beauty
and the relevance of invention; the artist’s intention and the effects of the
work, whether measurable or hypothesized; and the work’s method of
conveying meaning. As a preface, the roles of the curator and critic must

be considered with respect to this work.

Curators, Critics, and Artists as Collaborators

“As a curator, [ do become involved in the creative process. The curator
becomes a collaborator, a sounding board, and ultimately a facilitator. It’s
very important to play a role of giving permission, if you will, that any-
thing is possible while we’re thinking about how to create a work” (Jacob).
Critics and curators who work with new genre public artists actively
participate in the ethos and assumptions of the art. They see themselves as
contextualizing and expanding the artist’s reach.

Whether she works inside or outside of institutions, the curator
presents and promotes the artwork to the art world and the culture at
large. Increasingly, curators align themselves with the arusts’ visions for
expansive audiences. “I’d like to build bridges, linkages between what
artists are thinking and doing to our daily lives. I’d like to provide our
culture with access to the ideas of artists, to pursue situations where artists
can reengage as part of the mainstream discourse, where they can partici-
pate as citizens. I’d like to explore situations where artists are activators,

articulators, and legitimate participants in the community, not offering
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benedictions or accusations from the sidelines” (Dowley). With aspirations
such as these, curators support the artists’ belief that visual art can play a
larger role in setting the public agenda.

In addition, some curators, having worked for years with artists of
this genre, have either adopted artists” educational and outreach strategies
or arrived at the same point following a similar analytic process. Experi-
menting with presentational venues and curatorial styles, they serve as
educators for the profession as well as for lay audiences, even initiating
younger artists into interactive modes. They facilitate opportunities for
artists to work within the community by contacting community groups,
arranging resources, and planning informational and educational activities.
Notable projects in the past few years have adopted the models inherent
in earlier public artworks, with curators taking on roles formerly assumed
by artists. The Spoleto Festival USA exhibition and Sculpture Chicago’s
Culture in Action, both curated by Mary Jane Jacob, and Lynn Sowder’s
Women’s Work: A Project of Liz Claiborne, Inc. are examples of expanded
projects in which the curator envisions and coordinates extensive public
media and artistic approaches to themes and issues.

The critic provides the written context that expands the artwork’s
potential meanings, explains it to different audiences, and relates it to the
history and contemporary practices of art. “The critic’s role is to spread
the word, propagate ideas, conceptualize, and network publicly with
artists. We’re mediums. And we need to help find complex and diverse
ways to connect the private and the public, the personal and the political”
(Lucy Lippard). The critic evaluates, describing the standards by which the
work will be measured and pointing out flaws in thinking. Their scrutiny
1s vital, as 1t 1s too easy to simply applaud the work’s social intentions at
the price of its aesthetics or, conversely, to ignore them.

The critical task is not an easy one, as we have tended to separate
our political and aesthetic language in this country since the ascendancy of
formalist criticism 1n the forties. “It seems to me that arriving at some sort
of a model [for criticism] involves getting past this bifurcation between the
aesthetic and the social. There’s a whole there; someone has to figure out

how to negotiate the territory, because this dualism just doesn’t explain the
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work” (Patricia Fuller). Otten functions between the disciplines overlap—
artists and curators write critically; critics and curators work collabor-
atively with artists; critics curate; and artists curate others” artworks as part
of a larger work they author. New genre public art calls for an integrative
critical language through which values, ethics, and social responsibility can

be discussed in terms of art.

The Question of Beauty and the Relevance of Invention

The discussion of beauty, invention, and the artful manipulation and as-
sembling of media need not be excluded from the consideration of work
that represents values and is contextualized within the public. Such separa-
tion 1s divisive, at best an overreaction to conventional and confining
notions of beauty, and at worst an excuse to dismiss out of hand a large
body of contemporary art.

Carol Becker, in an essay on the education of artists, quotes James
Hillman’s description of experiencing beauty as “this quick intake of
breath, this little Ashshs the Japanese draw between their teeth when they
see something beautiful in a garden—this ahahah reaction is the aesthetic
response just as certain, inevitable, objective and ubiquitous as wincing in
pain and moaning in pleasure.”'®* We recognize this gasp of recognition, a
recognition at once of the newly invented and the already known.

The problem of beauty in the artworks considered in this book 1s a
legacy of the dematerialization of art and the development of conceptual
and performance art forms during the sixties—how do we as visual artists
judge the beauty in ideation or temporal shape? Frustrated, some critics
simply abandon the territory, leaving beauty to the domain of materialized
and media-specific constructions. Interestingly, the interrogation of no-
tions of beauty through, for example, certain deconstructive work of the
eighties is more institutionalized within art criticism than is the implica-
tion, often inherent in new genre public art, of non-museum-oriented
forms of beauty. That is, a critique of beauty is acceptable as long as the
current language of art is maintained and the makeup of the art audience

is not actually challenged.
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The role of invention in beauty is more complex, especially within
an art world driven by novelty. Our reward system, based on the appear-
ance of innovation, often leads us to deny the work of intellectual and
spiritual predecessors, unless they are long enough dead that association
with them enhances rather than competes. This hysteria for the new, a
prejudice of our society, has reached a climax in contemporary art. The
implications for building a sustained and effective argument for art’s social
role are severe if activist artists cannot acknowledge how they are building
on each other’s works and theories.

And yet, in spite of the political uses to which notions of invention
are put, in a very real sense beauty—the ahahah experience—results from
reassembling meaning in a way that, at that moment, appears zew and
unique to the perceiver. This paradox must be grappled with in new genre
public art: the desire for what has not been seen and the politically 1solating
demand for originality. The perception of beauty, subject as it is to cultural
training and political manipulation, is still a necessary aspect of human
existence. The quality of imagery and use of materials, including time and

interaction, must be included in critical analysis of new genre public art.

Artists’ Intentions and Effects

Another dilemma for criticism is what relationship evaluative criteria
should have to the artist’s expression of intentionality. Assumptions about
authorship, beauty, and what constitutes a successful work might change
with an understanding of artists’ theoretical constructions, and some
knowledge of their intentions seems necessary if one is to understand fully.
For example, Judith Baca suggests two working models that might result
in different critical treatments: “In some productions where you are going
for the power of the image, you can get a large amount of input from the
community before the actual making of the image, then you take control
of the aesthetic. That’s one model. Another is a fully collaborative process
in which you give the voice to the community and they make the image.
Both of these processes are completely valid, but there’s very little room

for the second because artists take such huge risks becoming associated
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with a process that might not end up as a beautiful object. The confusion is
massive when you talk to people who are writing about it; whose art is it,
the kids, the homeless, or yours?”

Can we trust the artist’s claims for the work? Some critics have
suggested that the distance between the artist’s political intentions and real
social change 1s the only criterion. This idea reflects the dualistic conun-
drum at the heart of critical thinking about this work—is it art or is it
social work? Methods traditionally used to measure change, drawn from
the political or social sciences, are never, to my knowledge, actually ap-
plied. The language for doing so is not in place, and even if it were, we are
reluctant to reduce our critical evaluation to one of numbers, or even, for
that matter, to personal testimonies. Concrete results in the public sphere,
and how these reflect the artist’s intentions, may occasionally be illustra-
tive of a work’s success but fall short, as they do not capture all the varied

levels on which art operates.

Art and Meaning

By leaning too far in the direction of evaluating the work’s social claims,
critics avold giving equal consideration to its aesthetic goals. Our current
critical language has a difficult time coming to terms with any process art.
Yet as Jeff Kelley states, “Processes are also metaphors. They are powerful
containers of meaning. You have to have people [critics] who can evaluate
the qualities of a process, just as they evaluate the qualities of a product.
There’s a false dichotomy that’s always talked about, even by us, between
objects and processes. Any time we objectify consciousness, it’s an object
in a sense, a body of meaning. Looking at a product at the end, or looking
only at the social good intentions or effectiveness of the work is certainly
not the whole picture.”

As variable as the individual perceptions of meaning may be, at least
this terrain is a familiar one to art criticism—social meaning as it is embod-
ied in symbolic acts. “Part of what we’re doing is to dream. [An arust] 1s
not changing the homeless problem. How many million homeless are there

in the world? How many people is that one artist working with? No, this
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is an issue about identity and history” (Alf Lohr, German critic and artist).
Whether the art operates as a concrete agent of change or functions in the
world of symbolism (and how such symbolism will affect actual behavior)
is a question that must inform a more complex critical approach.

Even when the artist’s intentions are to evoke rather than merely to
suggest social transformation, the question of whether art operates differ-
ently than, say, direct action must be considered. Why does this work
assume the position, “shape,” and context of art? If indeed it does, one of
the evaluative sites must be the meaning to its audience, a meaning not
necessarily accessible by direct query.

Perhaps, in the end, the merit of a single and particular work in and
of itself will not be the sole concern of our criticism. If new genre public
artists are envisioning a new form of society—a shared project with others
who are not artists, working in different manners and places—then the
artwork must be seen with respect to that vision and assessed in part by 1ts
relationship to the collective social proposition to which it subscribes.
That 1s, art becomes one’s statement of values as well as a reflection of a
mode of seeing.

In a public art dialogue focused on the bureaucratic and the struc-
tural, the visionary potential of public art, its ability to generate social
meaning, is lost. Inherent in seeing where we are going is asking why we
are going there. If in Mapping the Terrain we reframe the field within
which this artwork operates, reuniting it with its radical heritage and the
arusts’ ethical intentions, then perhaps our understanding of this art will
be redirected along a different road.

Whether 1t operates as symbolic gesture or concrete action, new
genre public art must be evaluated in a multifaceted way to account for its
impact not only on action but on consciousness, not only on others but on
the artists themselves, and not only on other artists’ practices but on the
definition of art. Central to this evaluation is a redefinition that may well
challenge the nature of art as we know it, art not primarily as a product but
as a process of value finding, a set of philosophies, an ethical action, and an

aspect of a larger sociocultural agenda.
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CHAPTER |

AN UNFASHIONABLE AUDIENCE | Mary Jane Jacob

The mainstream contemporary art world focuses on the production
(artists and works of art) and the distribution (museums, galleries, and
publications) of contemporary art. Mediation between the work of art and
the audience 1s usually the purview of professionals designated as educa-
tors, and the reception of the art 1s measured once 1t appears 1n 1ts respec-
tive venues. Fault—the inability to comprehend and appreciate the work
of art—is often attributed to a notion of deficiency: lack of art knowledge
on the part of the viewer, lack of labels on the part of the museum, and, less
often, lack of clarity or quality on the part of the artist. This gap between
art and its audience is dramatically pointed out by the example of public
art, since it 1s on the street that, it 1s felt, the work of art meets an unin-
formed and unwilling general public.

But what if the audience for art (who they are and what their relation-
ship with the work might be) were considered as the goal at the center of art
production, at the point of conception, as opposed to the modernist West-
ern aim of self-expression? And what if the location of art in the world was

determined by trying to reach and engage that audience most effectively?

WHO DEFINES IMPORTANT CONTEMPORARY ART?

Twentieth-century Western art has always been positioned according to

its avant-garde edge—that 1s, the degree to which it departs from tradition
and demonstrates innovation. At times, the avant-garde 1s defined by its
political roots as the revolutionary advance; at other times, it is understood
as a function of stylistic innovation. Contemporary art museums, in bring-
ing exposure to the new, have acquired by association the connotation of
being avant-garde institutions. Yet, at the same time, like all museums,
they operate according to principles of connoisseurship derived from their

eighteenth-century origins.
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In spite of the rebelliousness of art in this century, museums and the
mainstream art establishment remain the arbiters of style and the validators
of art, as “museum standards” for defining and distinguishing important
art continue to prevail. The assessment of the work of art is accomplished
through the museum practice of identifying the makers of the art object;
categorizing it according to genre; evaluating it according to a hierarchy of
media; assessing its quality; placing it within a continuum of art history;
and displaying, interpreting, and publishing the work as part of a mono-
graphic or thematic program.

Within museums, the audience 1s often conceived as self-reflexive.
The audience for art is that which comes to the museums, and the issues
related to audience revolve primarily around the question of museum
attendance. Even though demands are being placed on museums today to
be audience responsive, increase accessibility, provide didactic materials
and educational programming, and expand beyond the roles of keeper and
presenter of culture into the community, the identification of the audience
remains bounded by the institutions” own conventions. In the seventies
and eighties, new approaches to audience development centered on mem-
bership perks or building amenities such as museum stores and cafes; that
is, museums attempted to attract the viewer as patron and consumer. By
the end of the last decade, in an era of increased multicultural awareness,
the focus shifted to in-house education and outreach programs, though the
aim still was more to colonize persons and communities and turn them
into museum-goers than to establish new relationships and continuing,
permanent vehicles of exchange and mutual respect.

But art existed for centuries before museums. For institutions
within the art world to define what is art—or, at least, important art—is
a relatively recent phenomenon in our culture. With this power 1s also
made a distinction between high art and low art—to indicate that which 1s
significant in the history of contemporary art as opposed to the popular
arts. Hence, forms of cultural expression outside the museum’s sanctioned
space are demeaned or devalued. This system of division and classification
permeates the institution’s class-oriented structure of patrons, trustees,

membership, special events, and so on. Thus, when foundations or
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community spokespersons call for a revamping of the system to open up
art to new audiences, they are met with resistance or the inability to re-
shape the museum’s collections, facilities, exhibitions, programs, staff, and
boards; instead, a token representation or temporary trend occurs. In other
words, reformers discover that at the very core such art institutions are at
odds with new social agendas.

So the art museum may not be the most appropriate starting point
for larger, new audiences for contemporary art. Instead, by departing from
the institution, new meaningful ways to engage a wider audience for con-
temporary art can be greatly multiplied. Moreover, these non-art-world
venues may be equally or more appropriate than museums as the setting
for some of the most important artistic statements emerging from current

mainstream thought.

WHY WORK “IN PUBLIC”?

An artist choosing to step outside the domain of the museum, intention-
ally or by virtue of his or her interest, gains a bittersweet freedom from
the hierarchies and definitions imposed by traditional art institutions.
The extended edges that define art as avant-garde, explored as early as the
beginning of the century, were pushed wide open by artists in the early
seventies. Their work includes art that is produced collaboratively or
anonymously; process-based art that exists within a limited time frame;
art that uses nontraditional media; art that might be identified with other
fields (for example, science) or everyday life itself; art that requires assess-
ment according to quality of experience, or requires non-Western or newly
formed evaluation systems to chart its success; art that is open to interpre-
tation by the audience as well as by professionals; and art that uses routes
such as public media to generate discourse, rather than art magazines and
exhibition catalogs.

The roots of these changes can be found in artists’ practices of
the last twenty-five years and come from several sources. Some artists
intended their work to resemble, even be mistaken for, life; being in the
reality of the world increased the work’s readability as part of the environ-

ment rather than artifice. For those artists with a more pronounced social
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and political agenda, the role of art as a forum for dialogue or social activ-
1sm gained in power and effectiveness by being situated in the real world.
It was necessary to remain outside the institution to maintain an indepen-
dent artistic or politically revolutionary stance. Forced initially to work
outside art institutions because of discriminatory selection processes,
politicized artists—especially those who must defend their place in the art
world because of their ethnicity, race, gender, or sexual preference—have
used the public venue as a potent means of speaking about personal issues
of a public dimension.

While the art museum, too, moved to the use of alternative, outside
locations by the eighties because of the additional gallery space and visibil-
ity they afforded, many special exhibitions were offered in such locations
because of their potenuial as a meaningful context for art. Commissioning
new works for site-specific shows is, therefore, aligned with contemporary
public art practice rather than conventional curatorial practice, which is
founded on connoisseurship. These exhibitions, however, do not necessar-
ily constitute public art. They are essentially museum exhibitions outside
museums; they might exist in public view, but they are rarely directed
toward engaging that audience unfamiliar with the artists on view; they
appealed instead to a new breed of art tourist that emerged during this
period of active international art-world travel in the eighties.

The “new public art” that has come into the spotlight in the nineties
is not actually new; rather, the application of the genre of public art has
made digestible some art known under more specific political labels (such
as feminist performance or Chicano installations). Yet the recent increase
of activity around public art that addresses social issues is dramatic. It is an
art whose time, if not wholly its acceptance by the art establishment, has
come. The work of this rapidly growing group of artists ranges from the
expression of identity (which itself can be a political act), to the creation of
art as social critique, to the production of art as an instrument for change.
The latter category may be thought of as encompassing three types of
work. One is emblematic: objects or actions that embody the social prob-
lem or make a political statement and by their presence in a public setting

hope to inspire change. A second is supportive: works conceived and
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created by thewartist that, upon presentation, are designed to be linked to
others, ultimately feeding back into an actual social system (for example,
public service messages benefiting a particular group, or schemes to gener-
ate revenue for the cause evoked by the work). A third type 1s participa-
tory, whereby the concept of the work and perhaps its actual production
come out of a collaborative process. It aims to make a lasting impact on the
lives of the individuals involved, be of productive service to the social
network, or contribute to remedying the social problém.

For the meaning of this art to be conveyed, its presence in public
is essential. It is not art for public spaces but art addressing public issues.
This art is dependent upon a real and substantive interaction with members
of the public, usually representing a particular constituency, but not one
that comes to art because of an identification or connection with the art
world. Such work must reach those for whom the art’s subject is a critical
life issue. This work deals with audience first: the artist brings individuals
into the process from the start, thus redefining the relationship between
artist and audience, audience and the work of art. This work departs from
the position of authority over and remove from the audience that has
become a hallmark of twentieth-century Western art. It reconnects culture
and society, and recognizes that art is made for audiences, not for institu-

tions of art.

THE RECEPTION FOR THE “NEW PUBLIC ART”

Much of the internal dynamic within the art world results from the con-
flict between the devaluing of certain nonmainstream art by the critical and
cultural establishment and the desire for recognition and reevaluation on
the part of the work’s practitioners and supporters. In recent decades, we
have seen this battle played out in regard to work in so-called crafts media,
primarily clay, glass, and fiber; work in the so-called new genre, such as
video, performance, and installation; work by so-called regional artists,
that 1s, those living outside New York; work by so-called minorities, such
as women, African Americans, Latinos, or Native Americans; and work by
foreigners, beginning around 1980 with German and Italian artists, then

French, Spanish, and British, then Dutch, Japanese, Brazilian—the list goes
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on around the world as other countries try to prove, for reasons of cultural
and economic power, that their work is part of a vital, current scene.

The latest “art outside the mainstream” that is claiming recognition,
being praised as “the new” and damned as “not art,” is the new, commu-
nity-based public art. Its status fluctuates between disregard and promo-
tion as it i1s offered as the latest thing—the new avant-garde—or deemed
socially concerned but aesthetically insignificant.

Inevitably, art outside the mainstream is initially met with criticism
and suspicion; then some stars are identified and propelled to demonstrate
the incorporation of yet another area, such as a new style, into the art
scene. But 1t 1s unclear whether the power relationships that for so long
favored white male American and European painters can be said to have
truly changed in response to the above-named movements and the entry
into the canon of contemporary art history of a Robert Arneson, Dale
Chihuly, Magdalena Abakanowicz (sculptors in clay, glass, and fiber, re-
spectively); a Nam June Paik, Laurie Anderson, Ann Hamilton (who work
in video, performance, and installation); a Siah Armajani or James Surls
(from Minneapolis and Texas, far from New York); a Susan Rothenberg,
David Hammons, Guillermo Gémez-Pefia, [immie Durham (who escape
the limitations of gender, race, or ethnicity); or a Yasuo Morimura, Cildo
Miereles, and many from European countries (who broke the U.S. domina-
tion of the post—World War II art scene). Perhaps we have just allowed a
few “others” into the academy? Perhaps within, nothing has changed? Will
the new public art be absorbed likewise, with some artists rising to the top
and others fading as the movement wanes from view? Or is there some-
thing fundamentally different about this work—its community base, social
subject matter, political strategy—that will prevent it from following the
same pattern? Will that difference keep it forever outside the mainstream?

There is already a groundswell of opinion in the art community that
this work is getting too much attention. Art should “speak for itself,” so
why should an artist be out there explaining? Art should be primarily
visual, and since this work uses and mixes any media, takes forms associ-
ated with traditional popular arts, or involves community organizing,

where’s the art? Isn’t this social work after all? The artist’s role 1s being
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co-opted or compromised; it’s not the work of the artist but of the com-
munity, thus, it’s not art. (Interestingly, questions of authorship raised by
art using appropriation have not atfected the status or prices of Sherrie
Levine’s or Jeff Koons’s work.)

Like the move to pressure museums to expand their audiences, this
work has caused consternation and outrage in the field: to appeal to and
attract the uninitiated audience, quality must be lowered. For instance, 1t
is believed that such an audience, with no art history training, could not
possibly understand public projects emanating from a conceptual art base.
Therefore, if locally appreciated (on the street level, if you will), such
public art works must not be of interest to those situated geographically
and socially outside, and the art must lack universality, must not be ot
aesthetic significance.

Ironically, new public art’s avant-garde status—both stylistically
innovative and politically advanced—does not easily win for it a place of
distinction in art world media and institutions. Rather, its premises are
dismissed because of characteristics that run against the grain of an art-
establishment ideology based on the collectible nature and private appre-
ciation of the object. Its offenses are its connectedness to the actual (not
just artifice); its practical function (not just aesthetic experience); its transi-
tory or temporary nature (rather than permanence and collectibility); its
public aims and issues as well as public location; its inclusiveness (reaching
beyond the predefined museum-going audience); and its involvement of
others as active viewers, participants, coauthors, or owners. Moreover,
because so many artists have felt the urgency to work this way in the face
of the critical needs of our cities and communities, this community-
responsive, audience-directed work is put down for being trendy, “do-
gooder,” and opportunistic, taking advantage of funds created out of new

governmental or foundation agendas.

CHANGING ARTISTIC PRACTICES

When the arust designs the contextualizing program as well as the work of
art, or when the artistic strategies become one with the points of audience

engagement, what emerges is a new way of thinking about the purpose of

56



AN UNFASHIONABLE AUDIENCE

education and the artwork as a totality. To understand this work is to
recognize that process and all associated activities are central to, even part
of, the art; this is not just a case of a final product or object to which all
clse 1s preliminary. To carry out such labor-intensive, time-consuming,
muludisciplinary work, conventional definitions of the artist, the curator,
the critic, and the institutions of art and society must be challenged. But
this poses a threat to the continued operations of those institutions and the
professional identity of most in the art world.

A number of artists today, perceiving the possibility of deconstruct-
ing society and possessing a vision to reinvent or aid in remedying it, have
begun to rearrange cultural institutions as well. Making exhibitions is a
way for artists to demonstrate some of their ideas about art as social cri-
tique. Blurring traditional roles within the field, artist-made exhibitions
range from Group Material’s assembling of other artists” works according
to a political theme, to the Incest Awareness Project’s exhibitions of artists
alongside social scientists and activists, to Fred Wilson’s reinstallations of
existing museum collections, to Betti-Sue Hertz’s curating of indigenous
artworks that parallel current themes in the art discourse. Furthermore, to
produce works that bring together social groups and issues in experimental
forms outside any social or cultural system, artists have become adept at
fund-raising, community organizing, managing extensive logistics, and a
host of other, heretofore nonart, skills.

In areas that were previously off limits as the artists’ domain, cura-
tors are playing a part in the making of art, in its conception and realiza-
tion. When art moves outside studio production and becomes a process
of community or institutional negotiation, when it must be responsive to a
social dynamic and address the needs of others, when it is collaborative by
nature, or when it draws upon the expertise of other fields, it becomes a
more open-ended and fluid process. The new public art demands and in-
vites communication and the engagement of others. In this, the role of the
curator can be key, as this individual becomes at various times client or
commissioner; information resource or researcher; sounding board and
friend; administrative and artistic collaborator; exhibitor and presenter;

educator, tour guide, and interpreter. The creative process is opened to the
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curator by nurturing and supporting a broadly experimental and innovative
art-making approach as well as by directly having the curator participate

in the creative process. The resulting alliance between artist and curator 1s
beneficial, even essential to making socially complex works that can exist
on many levels, and to weathering logistical and political obstacles endemic
to art but compounded here. Meanwhile, some social institutions are wel-
coming artists whose energies they see as gifts to their campaign, while
those in the art establishment seem baffled, mildly curious, or antagonistic.

Most important, however, is the change that is occurring in the
audience for contemporary art. What happens when the primary audience
is not that which is educated in art or financially and socially aligned as
supporters of the art world? What happens when the most in-depth and
privileged experience of the art is not reserved for the person who distin-
guished him- or herself by wealth or reputation, but 1s available to any
who cared about the issues and wished to become involved?

In the seventies we worked to extend the definition of the artist
along the lines of nationality or ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation,
and in the eighties the place of exhibitions was expanded to include any
imaginable alternative venue. Now, in the nineties, we are grappling with
broadening the definition of the audience for contemporary art.

With the new public art, the traditional audience for art is changed
in several significant ways: by being placed at the center of the art making,
with their concerns and issues adopted as artistic subject matter; by react-
ing to the work, their critical viewpoint ultimately determining its artistic
success, 1.e., its quality; and by taking on a diversified and more active role.
In fact, the audience-participation factor in the genesis of this public art
gives the work relevancy within the community, not in the usual public art
sense of promoting art appreciation, but by offering the potential for this
art to affect the lives of those in and outside of the community.

Public art works that are audience generated and audience respon-
sive appear to the established art world to be necessarily unsophisticated.
[t seems the mainstream equates the audience’s involvement in and com-
prehension of the work of art (particularly of those on the margins of

society) with a limitation of the artwork’s status as avant-garde or contem-
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porary, and assumes a lessening of its applicability and appropriateness to
other audiences beyond the specific and the local, especially the art-world
audience. Perhaps its very nature of being nonexclusionary makes the new
public art a challenge to the art system. Perhaps the art world clings to the
arts for its refinement and remove from the everyday and everyone. The
concentration of projects around the subjects of marginalized groups
(women, youth, the lower classes) may be seen as exclusionary—an act of
reverse discrimination—or as exploiting or romanticizing a community’s
problems. But others would argue that the issues evoked—those we see

in the news every day—are not only relevant beyond the community in
which they are sited but affect us all and are echoed around the world.

As artists have given greater, primary, consideration to the audience
in developing their projects and in bringing those usually outside art insti-
tutions into their work—through the subject matter, neighborhood or
other public venue, or nonart participants who personally invested them-
selves in the process—many of the art world audience have fled. The audi-
ence has not expanded but has been substituted. Indeed, 1t 1s this change in
the composition of the audience, and their position at the creative center,

that makes this public art so new.
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PUBLIC CONSTRUCTIONS| Patricia C. Phillips

In spite of an appealing, ambitious agenda to make art available, if not cen-
tral, to the lives of individuals and communities, public art remains theoreti-
cally and practically marginalized. It is often ignored, occasionally enjoyed,
and sometimes disputed. Although it openly challenges the conventions of
art production, distribution, and reception, it 1s not situated at the cross-
roads of art discourse in the late twentieth century. Why 1s public art ex-
cluded from an emergent interdisciplinary dialogue on urban conditions,
civic life, and cultural and social change? Why does it remain so inconspicu-
ous—and possibly incidental—except to a small circle of attentive friends
and followers? Like other important cultural work (feminist and activist
art, for example) that challenges modernist conventions circumscribing art
practice, public art occupies the edges of discourse. Paradoxically, this
particular position may be public art’s most instrumental appeal. The per-
spective from the borders provides a point of view—a critical vision of the
relation between institutionalized culture and participatory democracy.
This is a disquieting yet stimulating moment for any cultural critic
who writes about public art. In addition to the obvious fact that there are
few international publications or forums committed to an ongoing critical
discussion of public art and its relation to urban structures and critical
theory, the field is in philosophical and aesthetic confusion. The idea of
“public” raises significant questions about cities, spaces, systems, and
communities, but the processes of public art production often thwart
serious analysis. The relation of art to urban form and civic life is an ambi-
tious and urgent investigation; but too frequently, questions of content or
instrumentality are diminished by a preoccupation with the procedures
and policies that guide—and sometimes tyrannize—creative production.
Common practice situates public art in conspicuous, clearly designated
center-city sites, but its theory travels the quiet side streets of cultural

research, rarely influencing political, social, and aesthetic programs.
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In a recent interview, education theorist Henry A. Giroux described
radical educatuon not as a theoretical construct but as a practice that ques-
tions recetved institutions and assumptions. By definition, radical peda-
gogy operates effectively in the borders of discourse. Questions and
observations are formed and sustained by interdisciplinary work, the
challenge to fundamental categories in disciplines, and a mission to make
society more democratic.!

Rather than serving as predictable urban decor or diversion, public
art can be a form of radical education that challenges the structures and
conditions of cultural and political institutions. Public art, like radical
education, by necessity occupies a marginal position. Critics and theorists
need to see this location as an opportunity rather than a disadvantage:
public art can frame and foster a discussion of community and culture
specifically because of its border conditions.

Curiously, the current examination of the culture of schools clarifies
the most central questions of public art. What is a public, and how does it
operate? If we acknowledge the rich plurality of cultures, can “public”
assume a singular meaning or identification? If not, is it a useful concept?
Can “public” represent a common place that accepts differences?

While public schools across the nation struggle to define their insti-
tutional roles and responsibilities, one case in particular illuminates issues
of relevance to public art production. In summer 1992 the Maryland State
Board of Education passed unprecedented legislation: graduation from a
state public high school would require fulfillment of a service-learning
component of the curriculum. No service, no diploma. Following enact-
ment of this legislation, each county in Maryland has elected to create its
own plan for fulfillment of the requirement. Generally students have four
to seven years (middle school through high school) to perform seventy-
five hours of community work or some other suitable project approved by
the school district.

Maryland’s hotly debated resolution has galvanized extreme factions
of support and dissent. Proponents believe that the legislation will help
reinstate a greater dedication to public service and involved citizenship and

that the requirement, met during adolescence, will preordain a lifetime of
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efforts that—along with others’ contributions—will invigorate public life.
The message of the referendum is clear: there is an aching need in public life.
The proposal accepts that every individual makes a difference, that the pre-
scription for a meaningful, constructive public life is like a barn raising. If
individuals help out here and now, they, too, may be the beneficiaries of
collective vision and effort in the future.

Opponents of the legislation believe that it undermines the very idea
of public life and community service. To them, mandatory volunteerism
(an optimistic oxymoron) encroaches on individual civil rights—a much-
guarded foundation of a participatory democracy. By legislating service,
they fear that the state threatens the give-and-take of free citizens and the
constructive tension of individual desire and public good. More pragmati-
cally, skeptics wonder if required service, even with the persuasive support
for experiential learning within a community, can actually instll an ongo-
ing commitment to community “good works.” Is the optimistic message of
service learning that is reportedly delivered the one high school students
actually receive? Does the legislation nurture public values, or does com-
munity service become an onerous obligation?

The Maryland measure assumes that public institutions—schools—
can affect the formation of future publics. More solemnly, the bill, only
one example of self-examination and restructuring of schools, reacts to a
widespread reading of anomie and estrangement—a disinterest in the
public domain coupled with the perceived inadequacy or disinclination of
individuals to influence change. Supporters may settle for the argument
that if nothing else seems to slow the decay of community-mindedness and
civic participation, perhaps aggressive, curative legislation will.

Ironically, the legislation is one of many signs of public opinion
indicating that contemporary public life is eviscerated. Having little faith
in the ability of current citizens to restore depleted community values, the
legislators cast a hopeful gaze toward the children—toward the next gen-
eration of citizens and cultural participants. Clearly, experiential service
learning contends that there is no genetic blueprint for a public vision;
commitment to community 1s an acquired characteristic that requires

attentive development.
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Although this new legislation mandates community service and
suggests that social responsibility can be taught, it offers no new insights
into a contemporary conception of public life. Educators, theorists, critics,
and others may recognize the mercurial configurations of diverse publics
and accept that they have little correspondence with well-known historical
models that envisioned a public as a more homogeneous, compliant group.
Many may feel that an active, questioning, constructive, and cohesive
public life is not possible. Others accept its possibility—or even inevitabil-
ity—but believe 1t will assume forms that are difficult for contemporary
citizens to anticipate or identify. According to Mark Lewis, “This is the
ambiguity of ‘the public,” an ambiguity that haunts the etymology of its
taxonomic conjugations (publicity, publish, publicize . . .).”?

Given all this ambivalence about “public,” it is curious that public
art has reemerged with such tenacity—and with its own enabling legisla-
tive initiatives—in the past two decades. After all, even the most banal
public art requires a level of support and consensus. Why public art? To fill
cities drained of civic content with new, conspicuous signs of collective
effort? To transfuse new iconographies into public circulation because old
ones provide only the most obvious and enervated ideas? Does public art
attempt to reach new audiences—participants that formulate an equation
between viewer and citizen, observer and actor? Or is it criticizing the
dominant conventions of art practice and the cultural marketplace? Public
art generally relocates reception and experience away from the accepted
sites of aesthetic encounter; it provides its own (often cumbersome) appa-
ratus for the production, distribution, and reception of art.

In the past twenty years, public art has presented, often inadvert-
ently, a series of disturbing scenarios. Traditional public art has cheerfully
cooperated with prevailing and questionable urban (and suburban) initia-
tives. For example, the carefully conceived, obsessively managed public art
package at New York’s Battery Park City is part of an overall aesthetic
orthodoxy of the site. The design guidelines and policies of the ambitious
development illustrate how aesthetics—art and design—are often an agent
in social and environmental control. At worst, public art has been pur-

posefully or unsuspectingly complicitous with repressive urban planning
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practices, either endorsing irresponsible development and community
displacement or serving as a diversion, a distracting attention from a
contentious site.

Never an independent, autonomous event, public art is embedded in
the politi‘cal, economic, and ethical considerations of cities and communi-
ties. Thus it is important to question consistently, vigilantly: What are the
politics governing the production of public art at a particular site? What 1s
behind our backs when we stop to look at it? What does art encourage us
to see—and urge us to overlook? Does public art involve the viewer in the
complexities of urban experience, or is it offered as decoration or distrac-
tion, a sedative that quiets legitimate concerns or objections?

Perhaps the reappearance of public art in the last quarter of this
century is not unlike Maryland’s recent curricular initiatives. At a time of
profound lethargy or impending crisis, aggressive legislation 1s enacted.
Mandated community service becomes the training ground for future citi-
zens 1n a participatory democracy. Is the reemergence of public art another
acknowledgment that “public” is a concept which has almost ceased to
exist in an instrumental way?

The many problematic manifestations of contemporary public art
might offer another version of the Maryland debate. The current activity
could convey a powerful belief that art can influence productive change—
that it does have a recuperative social and political capacity to replenish a
depleted public domain. Or perhaps, as the skeptics believe of the enforced
volunteerism, the capacity of art to effect change at the public level will be
short-lived, if not nonexistent.

It 1s instructive to pursue the connection between this recent com-
pulsory amendment to school curricula and the past two decades of public
art incentives such as percent-for-art programs and the emergence of other
public and private agencies that sponsor temporary or permanent public
art projects. Artists who accept the daunting challenges of this kind of
aesthetic production must not only consider the changing conditions and
uncertain destinies of local communities and cities (variables normally not
encountered in the museum or gallery), but also seek to identify and coa-
lesce an audience. How can one expect to have an engaged audience for a

work when there are so few strategies to galvanize new publics other than
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rigid mandates, self-conscious means, and exhausted models of volun-
teertsm (as critics of the Maryland plan might suggest)? Where does the
audience for public art come from if public life is so dangerously depleted?

Public art frequently is predetermined by its own bureaucracies,
dulling legislation, and compromising requirements. While these mandates
often support public art, they invariably thwart challenging ideas for fear
of controversy. Public art becomes just another piece of evidence, another
confirmation, of the fatigue of public life and the loss of urban vitality.

The designation “public art” once may have clarified formal charac-
teristics and physical dimensions. Expectations were established about
scale, presence, materials, and occasionally subject matter. Many commu-
nities installed public art as a confirmation of dominant ideologies, safe
platitudes, spent recollections, or user-friendly aesthetics. Public art was
placed in designated areas—in plazas, on walls. An orthodoxy of suitable
sites and conditions for public art emerged. As often occurs, the defining
parameters effectively rationalized the inflexible models applied to most
public art projects. The legislation, administration, and cultural criticism
that initially focused on a contemporary public art have served to separate
it from a lively cultural debate.

Cities and communities have ample and disturbing evidence of the
public art process gone awry, of art succumbing to the same grinding
pressures that have led to the evacuation of the public domain. Some ob-
jects register little else than the tenacity it took to install them in a certain
site—a “why bother?” manifestation of public art that has nothing to do
with a renewed 1dea of public. Such work codifies the current paradox of
“public.” Is something public because everyone has a stake in it—or be-
cause no one feels responsible for it? While it is assumed that public is
inclusive, itinerant occupants and absentee owners characterize a prevail-
ing attitude about public spaces. Ownership is exaggeratedly privatized
(in the case of the carefully supervised plazas provided by private corpora-
tions) or visibly unaccepted by any collective group. Innocuous art be-
comes just another public menace—and one that requires maintenance.

Given these sober observations, it 1s difficult to imagine why people
require, or even desire, public art. What does the current production indi-

cate? Although a sustained critical and theoretical discussion of public art
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has faltered, significant signs point in new directions, suggesting an alter-
native cartography for travel and occupancy of the public domain. It re-
mains uncertain what aptitudes will be required to inscribe and interpret
these new maps. q
Irénically, it was the arduous defeat of the narrow, exclusive, and
privileged canons of modernism that enabled public art to reappear in
modified forms in the seventies. The challenge to modernism expanded
the contexts and circumstances in which art could occur. Bearing no repre-
sentation of national significance, a new family of overscaled abstract
sculpture made its way into the streets. Meaning was embedded not in
historic events or values of national or regional significance, but in the
artist’s intention. Communication moved from the literal to the abstract.
This “enabling” atmosphere was also a dilemma from the very
beginning. The dialogue of public art was handicapped by exhausted,
inoperative models from the past—the equestrian statue or war monu-
ment. At the same time, the general public had little access to the new
intellectual resources that contemporary art provided for considering the
future. Overblown versions of studio-based sculpture were supplicants to
a vacancy of meaning in the communities in which they were located.
While the concept of public fills a perceived void in cultural produc-
tion, it continues to operate in a critical vacuum. There remain feelings that
public art is a mutant—a difficult stepchild in the family of art, unworthy
of the attention of devoted critics of culture and society. The powerful,
provocative alchemy of “public” and “art” in the context of contemporary
urban space has been only superficially examined. Any consideration of
public art must ask and accept questions about social and political con-
texts. If “public” is going to be used as a qualifying characteristic of some
art (and 1t 1s reasonable to consider whether this is a fruitful strategy or
will instead eventually quiet or derail debate), then this mutable term
requires vigilant review. Although there may be some essential—perhaps
psychological—core to the experience of public, received layers are repeat-
edly developed and shed in the context of social and political change. The

notion of public beings is a contingent concept. Any prolonged consider-
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ation of public art means that observers/actors/citizens must constantly
revisit and readjust their observations and ideas. The play of variables
mixing from so many areas asks for constant, supple revision. Public is an
animate idea.

In the past few years promising strategies of public art have
emerged. A growing number of artists and agencies believe that the re-
sponsibility of public artists 1s not to create permanent objects for presen-
tation 1n traditionally accepted public places but, instead, to assist in the
construction of a public—to encourage, through actions, ideas, and inter-
ventions, a participatory audience where none seemed to exist. Inherent in
public art is the issue of its reception. The formation of audience is the
method and objective, the generative intention and the final outcome.
Community involvement 1s the raw material of artistic practice. The more
restive, speculative visions of public art require radical adjustments of
expectation, thought, and perception. They implore citizens/viewers to
discover the relation between art production and democratic participation.

For artists and organizations that have employed innovative, experi-
mental strategies, aesthetic practice seeks a prolonged, productive corre-
spondence between people and the public sphere; sometimes material
productions may seem secondary to a more ambitious, long-term objec-
tive. Not surprisingly, there 1s concern whether this is actually a promising
development in public art production. Are artists relinquishing their
power as image makers in order to function as social catalysts? Has the
work of artists moved beyond even the most generous, open-minded
conception of an aesthetic practice?

Questions concerning the instrumentality of public art are essential
but elusive. Can art change consciousness and affect actions? Can artists
excite such persuasive—and enduring—dynamics in public life and local
communities? Or 1s this another crazed, slightly megalomaniacal notion
of the artist’s influence and role in contemporary culture? New forms of
public art do not relinquish the power of images, but their variable and
volatile nature requires scrutiny. There is rarely an observable cause and

effect, areliable reading of art, response, and long-term implications. In a
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contemporary environment dramatically altered by urban development, com-
munication technologies, social realignments, and enhanced cultural identi-
fications, artists have assumed unusual, multiple, and often complex roles.

Testing the boundaries of production, artists have become agents.
Often erigaged in long-term political processes that inform and form the
work, they achieve results that, while not inconsequential, must be under-
stood within an expanded time frame and conception of art practice. The
work of the artist is art. In other words, the plans, preparations, and en-
counters with community members are demonstrated, insistent gestures
that form the final results. Art requires a new reading that accepts work—
production—as the site of praxis and meaning. Not an empirical, direct
cause-and-effect process, public art cannot be endorsed or refuted by
quantifiable data.

As a critic, I have encouraged expanded conceptions of the artist
and public art. Artists do not have to predictably assume a narrow role or
place of practice. Historically, they have served many capacities in diverse
cultures and regions; contemporary artists can embrace this rich legacy in
the emergence of their own philosophy of cultural work.

Public art criticism can—and must—move beyond limiting ideas.
Critics have either relied on traditional forms of analysis that privilege
art over context, or they have erred by defining a taxonomy of public art
so precisely that discourse deteriorates to a rarefied, exclusive position.
Given the extremes, public art is severed from the public sphere and popu-
lar culture theory, or it is isolated from art theory. New critical strategies
have attempted to transcend these extreme positions, often exploring
extra-artistic concepts. Metaphors of time or place, for example, offer
access to the issues raised by a public, aesthetic practice.

More speculative proposals of artists’ roles and public art have
caused many to wonder, “Where’s the art?” This leading rhetorical ques-
tion may in fact open new passages for the future. The questions—and
controversies—that art raises can consolidate an audience of citizens/
participants. In The Human Condition Hannah Arendt observed: “What

makes mass society so difficult to bear is not the number of people
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involved, or at least not primarily, but the fact that the world between
them has lost its power to gather them together to relate and also to sepa-
rate them.” In her thoughts on mass society, Arendt made an essential
observation about the challenges of contemporary public art. Public art is
not the grinding, arduous discovery of a common denominator that abso-
lutely everyone will understand and endorse. It actually assists in the
identification of individuals and groups and what separates them, so that
agreement on a common purpose 1s an impassioned deliberation rather
than a thoughtless resignation.

Public art can convene a constituency to engage in collective
exploration—even a difficult interrogation—of public ideas, individual re-
quirements, and communitarian values. It accepts the differences and
constituencies inherent in public life that can be focused on a singular i1dea.

Public art needs to pursue and support strategies that encourage
artists, critics, and audiences to accept the instrumentality of art. For all of
the recent bashing of the monument, it is still a dominant model. Fixed
objects and circumscribed sites frequently confirm recalcitrant aesthetics
and inflexible notions of public. In this difficult, uncertain, but perhaps
hopeful time of change, public art needs to be a more modest, transitional,
revisable, and sustained activity in communities. Often, short-lived
projects and more negotiable ideas of public art can challenge and galva-
nize. There need to be many small excursions that consider and embrace
the multiple conditions of public life—and not the singular view promoted
by the sponsor of projects, the public agency, or the private developer.

Artists who choose to explore public and space as subjects need to
poach and intervene in existing systems and situations rather than simply
create new independent objects for contemplation. Objects that people
can live without proliferate, images to which they must bring skeptical,
involved observation grow more abundant. If public art is to exist in the
future (and there is reason to doubt its viability unless new methods are
embraced), the inherent radicality of its objectives and processes must
be accepted. Public art implies significant social, political, and aesthetic

agendas. If it is not truly about something other than the conditions and
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restrictions of private art production and distribution, then a continued
distinction is not only inappropriate but misleading.

The critic is not exempt from the unaccepted challenges of contem-
porary public art. The ¢ritic’s role in a future public art is to examine the
prevailing legend of cheerful amendments of art in unconscionable situa-
tions. Criticism can help to give artists courage for new ideas and elevate
the audience’s (the public’s) expectations of public art. Criticism can assist
in the creation of environments in which citizens/participants can pursue
different sight lines through democratic discussion. The critic offers an
intellectual space and opens the possibility of many kinds of images, en-
counters, and occupancies of the public realm. Critics and artists must
explore inventive, intellectual partnerships that have not existed before. In
the reliably random, increasingly frayed edges of cities and communities,
both art and criticism are summonses for active, connected public beings.

Public art cannot mend, heal, or rationalize a nostalgia-driven desire
to return to less volatile times. It can, however, provide routes to new
conceptions of community so that the fragmented elements of personal
experiences and the epic scale of urban dramas collaborate to define a
contemporaneous idea of public. Public art appeals for serious, spirited
response to the daunting complexity of contemporary issues; it requires
agile readings of art and life. Public art is about the free field—the play—
of creative vision. The point is not just to produce another thing for people
to admire, but to create an opportunity—a situation—that enables viewers
to look back at the world with renewed perspectives and clear angles of
vision. This image embraces the instrumentality, intimacy, and criticality of
public art. Public life cannot be decreed; it has to be constantly reinvented.
Meaning 1s not missing in action; it 1s made through the constructive,
collaborative process called “the public.” Sometimes overlooked, often

misread, public art is a sign of life.

70






TR A,

ko

Mw"””‘ﬁ‘?’wvw iy
: T







CHAPTER 3

¥

CONNECTIVE AESTHETICS: ART AFTER INDIVIDUALISM [ Suzi Gablik

As a critic in the nineties, I am not really interested in writing catalog
essays or art reviews. What I am concerned with is uniderstanding the
nature of our cultural myths and how they evolve—the institutional
framework we take for granted but which nevertheless determines our
lives. One question that has preoccupied me, for instance, is what it means
to be a “successful” artist working in the world today, and whether the
image that comes to mind 1s one we can support and believe in. Certainly
it seems as if that image is undergoing a radical re-visioning at this time.

The dominant modes of thinking in our society have conditioned
us to characterize art primarily as specialized objects, created not for moral
or practical or social reasons, but rather to be contemplated and enjoyed.
Within the modern era, art was defined by its autonomy and self-sutfi-
ciency, and by its 1solation from the rest of society. Exposing the radical
autonomy of aesthetics as something that is not “neutral” but is an active
participant in capitalist ideology has been a primary accomplishment of
the aggressive ground-clearing work of deconstruction. Autonomy, we
now see, has condemned art to social impotence by turning it into just
another class of objects for marketing and consumption.

Manic production and consumption, competitive self-assertion, and
the maximizing of profits are all crucial to our society’s notion of success.
These same assumptions, leading to maximum energy flow and mindless
waste at the expense of poorer countries and of the environment, have also
become the formula for global destruction. Art itself is not some ancillary
phenomenon but is heavily implicated in this ideology. In the art world,
we are all aware of the extent to which a power-oriented, bureaucratic
professionalism has promoted a one-sided, consumeristic attitude toward
art. Institutional models based on notions of product development and

career achievement echo the stereotypic patriarchal ideals and values that
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have been internalized by our whole culture and made to pervade every
experience. It 1s not hard to see how the institutions and practices of the art
world have been modeled on the same configurations of power and profit
that support and maintain our society’s dominant worldview. This “busi-
ness as usual” psychology of affluence is now threatening the ecosystem in
which we live with its dysfunctional values and way of life; it is a single
system manipulating the individual into the spiritually empty relationship
of the producer to the product.

Many people are aware that the system isn’t working, that it is time
to move on and to revise the destructive myths that guide us. Our entire
cultural philosophy and its narrowness of concern are under intense scru-
tiny. Among artists, there 1s a greater critical awareness of the social role
of art, and a rejection of modernism’s bogus ideology of neutrality. Many
artists now refuse the notion of a completely narcissistic exhibition prac-
tice as the desirable goal for art. For instance, performance artist Guillermo
Gomez-Penia states: “Most of the work I’m doing currently comes, I think,
from the realization that we’re living 1n a state of emergency. . . . I feel that
more than ever we must step outside the strictly art arena. It is not enough
to make art.” In a similar vein, arts administrator Linda Frye Burnham has
claimed that gallery art has lost its resonance for her, especially gallery art
by what she terms “white yuppies.” “There is too much going on outside,”
she says. “Real life is calling. I can no longer ignore the clamor of disas-
ter—economic, spiritual, environmental, political disaster—in the world
in which I move.” Perceptions such as these are a direct challenge to the
artist’s normative sense of his or her role in the world: at stake 1s one’s
personal identity in relation to a particular view of life that our culture has
made available to us.

That the art world’s values, structures, and behaviors are in great
ferment has been evident for some time, and the deconstructions of the
eighties continue to reverberate profoundly. A climax in these upheavals
was reached for many with the controversial 1993 Biennial at the Whitney
Museum of American Art—the first multicultural and political Biennial—
which demonstrated that the art world is undergoing a dismantling of 1ts

professional elitism and that its closed, self-referential ranks are under
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heavy siege. Much of the new art focuses on social creativity rather than on
self-expression and contradicts the myth of the isolated genius—private,
subjective, behind closed doors in the studio, separate from others and the
world. As I shall argue in this essay, creativity in the modern world has
gone hand in hand with individualism and has been viewed strictly as an
individual phenomenon. I believe this conception of art is one of the things
that are now changing.

As the work of artists who are discussed in this book makes clear,
there is a distinct shift in the locus of creativity from the autonomous, self-
contained individual to a new kind of dialogical structure that frequently 1s
not the product of a single individual but is the result of a collaborative
and interdependent process. As artists step out of the old framework and
reconsider what it means to be an artist, they are reconstructing the rela-
tionship between individual and community, between art work and public.
Looking at art in terms of social purpose rather than visual style, and
setting a high priority on openness to what is Other, causes many of our
cherished notions to break down: the vision of brisk sales, well-patronized
galleries, good reviews, and a large, admiring audience. As Richard Shus-
terman writes in Pragmatist Aesthetics, “The fact that our entrenched
institutions of art have long been elitist and oppressive does not mean
that they must remain such. . . . There is no compelling reason to accept
the narrowly aesthetic limits imposed by the established ideology of
autonomous art.”

In February 1994, I had occasion to tape a conversation with
the art dealer Leo Castelli, in which he commented about the Whitney
show: “It was a sea change, not just any change. Because I had to accept
the fact that the wonderful days of the era that I participated in, and in
which I had played a substantial role, were over.” In Has Modernism
Failed? 1 wrote, “Generally speaking, the dynamics of professionaliza-
tion do not dispose artists to accept their moral role; professionals are con-
ditioned to avoid thinking about problems that do not bear directly on
their work.” Since writing this a decade ago, it seems as if the picture has
changed. The politics of reconceptualization has begun, and the search

for a new agenda for art has become a conscious search.
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In considering the implications of this “sea change,” one thing is
clear: to be able to see current aesthetic ideology as actively contributing to
the most serious problems of our time means breaking the cultural trance
and requires a change of heart. The whole framework of modernist aes-
thetics was tied to the objectifying consciousness of the scientific world-
view; like scientists, artists in our culture have been conditioned not to
worry about the applications or consequences or moral purpose of their
activity. It 1s enough to generate results. But just as the shortcomings of
“objective” science are becoming apparent, we are also beginning to per-
ceive how the reductive and neutralizing aspects of aesthetics and “art for
art’s sake” have significantly removed art from any living social context or
moral imperative except that of academic art history and the gallery sys-
tem. We are beginning to perceive how, by disavowing art’s communal
dimension, the romantic myth of autonomous individualism has crippled
art’s effectiveness and influence in the social world.

The quest for freedom and autonomy has been nowhere better sum-
marized for me than in these comments by the painter Georg Baselitz,
published in the catalog of his exhibition at the Whitechapel Art Gallery
in London in 1983:

The artist is not responsible to anyone. His social role is asocial; his only respon-
sibility consists in an attitude to the work he does. There is no communication
with any public whatsoever. The artist can ask no question, and he makes no
statement; he offers no information, and his work cannot be used. It is the end

product which counts, in my case, the picture.

More than a decade old, these comments by now may sound hope-
lessly out of date, but in a more recent interview in Art News, it was clear
that the artist had in no way altered his views. “The idea of changing or
improving the world is alien to me and seems ludicrous,” Baselitz said.
“Society functions, and always has, without the artist. No artist has ever
changed anything for better or worse.” Hidden behind these comments 1s
the personal and cultural myth that has formed the artist’s identity 1n the
modern world: the myth of the solitary genius whose perfection lies in

absolute independence from the world. “Life is so horrible,” Gustave
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Flaubert wrote at the beginning of the modern era, “that one can only bear
itby avoidingwit. And that can be done by living in the world of art.” For
Jean-Paul Sartre, the existential truth of the human situation was its con-
tingency, man’s sense that he does not belong—is not necessary—to the
universe. Since life was arbitrary and meaningless, Sartre advised that we
must all learn to live without hope, and the English writer Cyril Connolly
summed up a whole cultural ethos of alienation with these now legendary
comments: “It is closing time in the gardens of the Weést. From now on an
artist will be judged only by the resonance of his solitude and the quality
of his despair.” Writing about this form of ontological distrust, this vote of
“no confidence” in the universe, Colin Wilson in An Introduction to the
New Existentialism refers to the paradigm of alienation as the “futility
hypothesis” of life—the nothingness, estrangement, and alienation that
have formed a considerable part of the image we have of ourselves.

My friend Patricia Catto, who teaches at the Kansas City Art
Institute, now refers to this particular mind-set as “bad modernism.” In a
course she gives on reframing the self, her students are instructed about the
danger of believing that humans (whether they are artists or not) are some-
how outside of, or exempt from, a responsibility to society, or to the envi-
ronment. We have been taught to experience the self as private, subjective,
separate, from others and the world. This notion of individualism has so
completely structured artistic identity and colored our view of art that even
for an artist like Christo, whose public projects such as Running Fence and
the more recent Umbrellas require the participation and cooperation of
thousands of people, inner consciousness is still dominated by the feeling
of being independent, solitary, and separate. In an interview in Flash Art,

Christo commented:

The work of art is irrational and perhaps irresponsible. Nobody needs it. The
work is a huge individualistic gesture that is entirely decided by me. . .. One
of the greatest contributions of modern art is the notion of individualism. . . .
[ think the artist can do anything he wants to do. This is why I would never
accept a commission. Independence is most important to me. The work of art is

a scream of freedom.
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Christo’s scream of freedom is the unwavering, ever-present moral
imperative that continues to be brandished politically as well as philo-
sophically in all the modern traditions of Western thought. It reverberated
loudly in the intense controversy that raged for several years over the
proposed removal of Richard Serra’s commissioned sculpture Tilted Arc
from its site at Federal Plaza in downtown Manhattan. Although con-
cetved specifically for the site, the seventy-three-ton leaning curve of
welded steel, which was installed in 1981 by the government’s Art in Ar-
chitecture Program, proved so unpopular and obstructive to local office
workers that they petitioned to have it removed. As one employee of the
U.S. Department of Education stated at the time: “It has dampened our
spirits every day. It has turned into a hulk of rusty steel and clearly, at least
to us, it doesn’t have any appeal. It might have artistic value but just not
here ... and for those of us at the plaza [ would like to say, please do us a
favor and take it away.”

Serra’s response, awash in the spirit of “bad modernism,” was to sue
the government for thirty million dollars because it had “deliberately
induced” public hostility toward his work and tried to have it forcibly
removed. To remove the work, according to Serra, was to destroy it. Serra
sued for breach of contract and violation of his constitutional rights: ten
million dollars for his loss of sales and commission, ten million for harm to
his artistic reputation, and ten million in punitive damages for violation of
his rights. In July 1987, the Federal District Court ruled against Serra, and
in March 1989, the sculpture was removed from the site.

What the Tilted Arc controversy forces us to consider is whether
art that is centered on notions of pure freedom and radical autonomy, and
subsequently inserted into the public sphere without regard for the rela-
tionship it has to other people, to the community, or any consideration
except the pursuit of art, can contribute to the common good. Merely to
pose the question, however, indicates that what has most distinguished
aesthetic philosophy in the modern paradigm is a desire for art that is
absolutely free of the pretensions of doing the world any good. “I don’t
know what public art 1s, really,” the sculptor Chris Burden once said. “I

just make art. Public art is something else, I'm not sure 1t’s art. I think 1t’s
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about a social agenda.” Just as disinterested and “value-free” science con-
tains no inner restraint within its methodology that would limit what 1t
feels entitled to do, “value-free” aestheticism reveals nothing about the
limits art should respect, or the community it might serve.

Modernist aesthetics, concerned with itself as the chief source of
value, did not inspire creative participation; rather, it encouraged distanc-
ing and depreciation of the Other. Its nonrelational, noninteracuve,
nonparticipatory orientation did not easily accommodate the more femi-
nine values of care and compassion, of seeing and responding to need. The
notion of power that is implied by asserting one’s individuality and having
one’s way through being invulnerable leads, finally, to a deadening of
empathy. The model of the artist as a lone genius struggling against society
does not allow us to focus on the beneficial and healing role of social
interaction, nor does it lend itself to what philosopher David Michael
Levin calls “enlightened listening,” a listening that 1s oriented toward the
achievement of shared understandings. As Levin writes in The Listening
Self, “We need to think about ‘practices of the selt’ that understand the
essential intertwining of self and other, self and society, that are aware of
the subtle complexities of this intertwining.”

Certainly the sense of being isolated from the world and alone with
one’s creations 1s a common experience for artists in our culture, the result
of modernism’s historic failure to connect with the archetypal Other. As
Nancy Fraser puts it in her book Unruly Practices: “The monologic view is
the Romantic individualist view in which . . . a solitary voice [is] crying out
into the night against an utterly undifferentiated background. . .. There is
no room for a reply that could qualify as a different voice. There is no
room for interaction.” “The artist considers his 1solation, his subjectivity,
his individualism almost holy,” states film director Ingmar Bergman.
“Thus we finally gather together in one large pen, where we stand and
bleat about our loneliness without listening to each other and without
realizing that we are smothering each other to death.” “Art cannot be a
monologue,” the French writer Albert Camus once wrote. “Contrary to
the current presumption, if there is any man who has no right to solitude,

it 1s the artist.”
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All of which brings me directly to the question of whether art can
build community. Are there viable alternatives to viewing the self in an
individualistic manner? And if so, how does this affect our notion of
“success”? Can artists and art institutions redefine themselves in less spec-
tatorially oriented ways in order to regain the experience of interconnect-
edness—of subject and object intertwining—that was lost in dualistic
Enlightenment philosophies, which construed the world as a spectacle
to be observed from afar by a disembodied eye?

When Calitfornia artist Jonathan Borofsky and his collaborator,
Gary Glassman, traveled in 1985-86 to three different prisons in California
in order to make their video documentary Prisoners, they did not go in the
mode of network reporters intending to observe at a distance and then
describe the conditions they found. Instead they went to listen to the
prisoners in order to try and understand their plight. They wanted to
understand for themselves what it means to be a prisoner in this society,
to lose your freedom and live your life locked up in a cement box.
Borotfsky and Glassman invited prisoners to talk about their lives and
about what had gone wrong for them. In the video some of the prisoners
share poems they have written or show artworks they have made. Con-
versing with the video makers, they describe the oppressiveness of life
inside a prison, where everything is programmed and people never get to
talk spontaneously about themselves because no one is interested. The
knowledge that one is being heard, according to Glassman, creates a sense
of empowerment.

In Suzanne Lacy’s The Crystal Quilt, performed in Minneapolis on
Mother’s Day in 1987, a procession of 430 older women, all dressed in
black, sat down together at tables in groups of four, to discuss with each
other their accomplishments and disappointments, their hopes and fears
about aging, in a ceremonially orchestrated artwork. A prerecorded sound
track of the voices of seventy-two women at the tables projected their
reflections loud enough to be heard by the audience. “We’re no longer
sitting home in the rocking chair and knitting, like you think of grandmas
in the old days. We grandmas aren’t doing that anymore,” comments one

of the women on the audiotape. “I think a lot of senility comes from the
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fact that nobogdy asks you anything,” states another. “Nobody asks you to
speak. Pretty soon, you lose your memory. I suffer a lot from people not
listening to me.”

Empathic listening makes room for the Other and decentralizes the
ego-self. Giving each person a voice is what builds community and makes
art socially responsive. Interaction becomes the medium of expression, an
empathic way of seeing through another’s eyes. “Like a subjective anthro-
pologist,” writes Lacy, “[the artist enters] the territory of the other, and . . .
becomes a conduit for [their] experience. The work becomes a metaphor
for relationship—which has a healing power.” When there is no quick fix
for some of our most pressing social problems, according to Lacy, there
may be only our ability to witness and feel the reality taking place around
us. “This feelingness is a service that artists offer to the world,” she says.

After Mierle Laderman Ukeles became the unsalaried, self-appointed
artist-in-residence at the New York City Sanitation Department 1in 1978,
she went on rounds with sanitation workers and foremen from fifty-nine
municipal districts, talking with them and getting to know them. Her first
piece of art was a performance work called Touch Sanitation, which went
on for eleven months. During that time she visited the five boroughs of
New York and shook hands with 8,500 workers. “It was an eight-hour-day
performance work,” she states. “I’d come in at roll call, then walk their
routes with them. ... 1 did a ritual in which I faced each person and shook
their hand; and I said, “Thank you for keeping New York City alive.” The
real artwork is the handshake itself. When I shake hands with a sanitation
man . . . [ present this idea and performance to them, and then, in how they
respond, they finish the art.” Touch Sanitation was Ukeles’s first attempt
to communicate as an artist with the workers, to overcome barriers and
open the way to understanding—to bring awareness and caring into her
actions by listening.

Art that 1s rooted 1n a “listening” self, that cultivates the intertwin-
ing of self and Other, suggests a flow-through experience which is not
delimited by the self but extends into the community through modes of
reciprocal empathy. Because this art is listener-centered rather than vision-

oriented, 1t cannot be fully realized through the mode of self-expression; it
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can only come into its own through dialogue, as open conversation, in
which one listens to and includes other voices. For many artists now, this
means letting previously excluded groups speak directly of their own
experience. The audience becomes an active component of the work and is
part of the process. This listening orientation challenges the dominant
ocularcentric tradition, which suggests that art is an experience available
primarily to the eye, and represents a real shift in paradigms. As David
Michael Levin states in Modernity and the Hegemony of Vision, “This may
be the time, the appropriate historical moment, to encourage and promote
a shift in paradigms, a cultural drift that, to some extent, seems already to
be taking place. I am referring, of course, to the drift from seeing to listen-
ing, and to the historical potential for a paradigm shift displacing vision
and installing the very different influence of listening.”

New models put forward by quantum physics, ecology, and systems
theory that define the world in terms of interacting processes and relational
fields call for integrative modes of thinking that focus on the relational
nature of reality rather than on discrete objects. Lacy states, “Focusing on
aspects of interaction and relationship rather than on art objects calls for a
radical rearrangement in our expectations of what an artist does.” It calls
for a different approach to making art and requires a different set of skaills.
To transcend the modernist, vision-centered paradigm and its spectatorial
epistemology, we need a reframing process that makes sense of this more
interactive, intersubjective practice which is emerging. We cannot judge
the new art by the old standards. “Informed by an interactive and receptive
normativity, listening generates a very different episteme and ontology—a
very different metaphysics,” writes Levin.

Modernism’s confrontational orientation resulted from deep habits
of thinking that set in opposition society and the individual as two con-
trary and antagonistic categories, neither of which could expand or de-
velop except at the expense of the other. The free and self-sufficient indi-
vidual has long been the ideal of our culture, and artists especially have
seen themselves as quintessential free agents, pursuing their own ends.
But if modernism, and the art that emerged with it, developed around the

notion of a unique and separate self, the art generated by what I have called
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“connective agsthetics” is very different. As I have argued in The Reen-
chantment of Art, radical relatedness has dramatic implications for our
understanding of art and contributes to a new consciousness of how the
self is to be defined and experienced. For one thing, the boundary between
self and Other is fluid rather than fixed: the Other is included within the
boundary of selfhood. We are talking-about a more intersubjective version
of the self that is attuned to the interrelational, ecological, and interactive
character of reality. “Myself now includes the rainforest,” writes Austra-
lian deep ecologist John Seed. “It includes clean air and water.”

The mode of distanced, objective knowing, removed from moral or
social responsibility, has been the animating motif of both science and art
in the modern world. Objectivity strips away emotion, wants only the
facts, and 1s detached from feeling. Objectivity serves as a distancing de-
vice, presuming a world that stands before us to be seen, surveyed, and
manipulated. How, then, can we shift our usual way of thinking about art
so that it becomes more compassionate? How do we achieve the “world
view of attachment”—attachment to and continuity with the world—that
archetypal psychologist James Hillman talks about? To see our interdepen-
dence and interconnectedness 1s the feminine perspective that has been
missing not only in our scientific thinking and policy making but in our
aesthetic philosophy as well. Care and compassion do not belong to the
false “objectivism” of the disinterested gaze; care and compassion are the
tools of the soul, but they are often ridiculed by our society, which has
been weak in the empathic mode. Gary Zukav puts it well in The Seat of
the Soul, when he states that there is currently no place for spirituality, or
the concerns of the heart, within science, politics, business, or academia.
Zukav doesn’t mention art, but until recently there has been no particular
receptivity there either.

Not long ago, I had occasion to share a lecture podium with the
critic Hilton Kramer, who proclaimed, with the force of a typhoon, that
art is at its best when it serves only itself and not some other purpose.
Things that in his opinion have no relation to art are now being accepted
and legitimized as art when, according to Kramer, art is incapable of solv-

ing any problems but aesthetic ones. I would argue that much of the work
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included in this book contradicts, absolutely, these comments. However,
there 1s no denying that the art world subtly disapproves of artists who
choose interaction as their medium, rather than the disembodied eye. Just
as creativity in the Western world has been based on an understanding of
the self as autonomous and separate, the hegemony of the eye is very
strong in our culture. We are obsessed with the gaze. At this point, to
challenge the vision-centered paradigm by undermining the presumed
spectatorial distance of the audience, or by empowering others and making
them aware of their own creativity, is to risk the complaint that one 1s
producing not art but social work. Personally, I have never heard of a
social worker who was interested in shaking hands with 8,500 sanitation
workers, or who tried to orchestrate a public conversation among four
hundred older women about aging. Social workers proceed quite differ-
ently from artsts in what they do.

To all these objections, I can only say that comparing models of the
self based on isolation and on connectedness has given me a different sense
of art than I had before and has changed my ideas about what 1s important.
My conclusion is that our culture’s romance with individualism 1s no
longer adequate. My own work and thinking have led me to a fieldlike
conception of the self that includes more of the environment—a selthood
that releases us into a sense of our radical relatedness. It seems that in
many spheres we have finally come up against the limits of a worldview
based only on individualism. In the field of psychotherapy, to give just one
example, James Hillman, in his book We’ve Had a Hundred Years of
Psychotherapy—And the World’s Getting Worse, castigates therapy for
encouraging us to disengage from the world. He maintains that therapy
increases our preoccupation with individual fulfillment and personal
growth at the expense of any concern for community or the communal
good. Many hackles have been raised in the therapeutic community by
Hillman’s assertion that therapy has become a self-improvement philoso-
phy which turns us inward, away from the world and its problems. Psy-
chotherapy is only working on the “inside” soul, according to Hillman,
while outside, the buildings, the schools, the streets, are sick—the sickness

is out there. The patient in need of healing 1s the world.
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Connegtive aesthetics strikes at the root of this alienation by dis-
solving the mechanical division between self and world that has prevailed
during the modern epoch. World healing begins with the individual who
welcomes the Other. In Ukeles’s work, for instance, empathy and healing
are the parameters, the test of whether the work s, in fact, being carried
out paradigmatically. The open hand, extended to each worker, evokes
qualities of generosity and care. We need to cultivate the compassionate,
relational self as thoroughly as we have cultivated, in long years of abstract
thinking, the mind geared to scientific and aesthetic neutrality. As more
people acknowledge the need for a new philosophical framework, we are
learning to go beyond our culture of separation—the gender, class, and
racial hierarchies of an elite Western tradition that has evolved through a
process of exclusion and negation.

With its focus on radical individualism and its mandate of keeping art
separate from life, modern aesthetics circumscribed the role of the audience
to that of a detached spectator-observer. Such art can never build commu-
nity. For this we need interactive and dialogical practices that draw others
into the process and challenge the notion, in the words of Gary Snyder, that
“only some people are ‘talented’ and they become artists and live in San
Francisco working in opera and ballet and the rest of us should be satisfied
with watching television.” Connective aesthetics sees that human nature 1s
deeply embedded in the world. It makes art into a model for connectedness
and healing by opening up being to its full dimensionality—not just the
disembodied eye. Social context becomes a continuum for interaction, for a
process of relating and weaving together, creating a flow in which there is
no spectatorial distance, no antagonistic imperative, but rather the reciproc-
ity we find at play in an ecosystem. Within a listener-centered paradigm, the
old specializations of artist and audience, creative and uncreative, profes-
sional and unprofessional—distinctions between who is and who is not an
artist—begin to blur.

To follow this path, I would argue, is more than just a matter of
personal taste; 1t represents the opening of an experimental space in which

to institute and practice a new art that is more in tune with the many inter-
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active and ecological models emerging in our culture. I believe we will see
over the next few decades more art that is essentially social and purposeful,
and that rejects the modernist myths of autonomy and neutrality. This
book bears witness to the increasing number of artists who are rejecting
the product orientation of consumer culture and finding ever more com-
pelling ways of weaving environmental and social responsibility directly
into their work. In this complex and worthy endeavor, I sincerely wish

them well.
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TO SEARCH FOR THE GOOD AND MAKE IT MATTER { Estella Conw:ill Majozo

To search for the good and make it matter: this is the real challenge for the
artist. Not simply to transform ideas or revelations into matter, but to
make those revelations actually matter. This quest 1s measured as much in
the truths we attempt to enflesh as in the clay we might aesthetically de-
sign. At best, artistic works not only inspire the viewer but give evidence
of the artist’s own struggle to achieve higher recognition of what it means
to be truly human. The works are testaments to the artist’s effort to con-
vert a particular vision of truth into his or her own marrow.

As I meditated on the theme of this book, I found myself thinking
about territories, both public and private—about political turf and defini-
tive lines, those that exclude and those that include. I began to reflect on
the earth and all the redrawn borders that we who are involved in public
art must bring to the map if there are to be positive new directions for the
world’s cultures. I found myself contemplating, as any artist might, the
corresponding territory—the terrain of the soul, that sacred space within
the self that must be acknowledged and tended, that dream space where
Eden and womb are ritualistically related, where conception is possible,
where we can receive in order to give again.

The dream space of the soul is the real terrain that we should map.
If not, then nothing else that we are fighting for or against has any possi-
bility of transformation: not the militarism that we resist, not the oppres-
sion we deplore, not the toxic waste dumping on the land of the poor, not
the racism or the sexism that we expose. None of these concerns can be
taken on unless they are examined, acknowledged, and confronted within
the inner territory of the self, the earth that, in fact, we are.

The soul 1s the seedbed of our actions. Everything that we concep-
tualize, create, or destroy has its beginnings there. What we see cultivated
and thriving in the outer terrain is a manifestation of our inner creative or

destructive impulses. There is connectedness between what we see in the
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world and who we are, between who we are and what we do. The artist
tends the private garden of the soul and gives evidence of this process pub-
licly through the art that, in turn, inspires others to tend their own gardens.

The often-asked question as to how one moves from being artist to
activist [ find interesting, because I do not make the separation in my own
mind. For me, the two roles exist as a single entity: the artist 7s the actvist.
Indeed, within the African tradition, the artist’s work has a function just
like everything else in the world. As the mask is for festivals, and the
ground-drawing for marking a sacred space, and the dance for healing and
drawing energies to oneself, so, too, the rituals that we perform and the
monuments that we make have a function: the transformation of self and
community, which is the extended self. Art is a necessity, as the poet Audre
Lorde says, not a luxury. The assumption that art could be something
separate from the life that sustains us, that art is indeed a luxury, 1s as false
a theory as the notion that the outer terrain can undergo transformation
without affecting the soul. And yet, many believe that the places outside,
in the world, are the true sites of change. Notions of separation and other-
ness are ingrained in Western thought, and 1t 1s this very way of thinking
that has wreaked havoc on the cultures of the world.

While no single culture has a copyright on truth, perhaps embracing
an African view of the intrinsic connectedness of all things would help us
to recall the mother from whom we have all come. And in remembering
her, perhaps we can begin more profoundly to “re-member” ourselves.
This charge of remembering the mother 1s important because without it
our cultural and cross-cultural amnesia 1s never lifted; our common hu-
manity is never fully acknowledged. We never know who we are, and
having no true identity, we end up like a person who suffers amnesia,
fearing every face that is not the exact replication of our own. And some-
times in our desperation, we even fear our own face. We never develop a
sense of continuity or wholeness among people. The cultures that remem-
ber this connectedness are recalling the crucial element that has been part
of our survival since our beginning.

The artists who remember our common humanity and instigate
recognition of our true nature are those like Anna Halprin, who would

have people living with AIDS and those who are not afflicted circle the
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carth in a dance in an attempt to break down the barriers of fear. They are
those like Suzanne Lacy, who would produce a crystal quilt of women
whose choreographed laying on of hands helped change the patterns of
their lives and make visible the bonding and power among them. They are
those like Mel Chin, who would move us into the mystery of metaphor by
working with scientists to develop hybrid plants that absorb poisons from
the earth into leaves which can be plucked from our children’s surround-
ings. They are those like the husband and wife team Newton and Helen
Mayer Harrison, who have collaborated for over twenty years, and Mierle
Laderman Ukeles, artist-in-residence of the New York City Sanitation
Department, and Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, and Peter Jemison, and
many more who recognize the illusion of duality, the miracle of collabora-
tion, and the beauty of making truth matter.

None of this is to suggest that the aesthetic quality of any work
need ever be sacrificed. I say this knowing that it is a critical issue of public
art projects involving community participants who are not necessarily
artists. Somehow, it 1s feared, the participants’ aesthetics will bring down
the quality of the work. But since the aesthetic 1s determined by the arust,
perhaps this is not the ultimate fear of those who are leery of the new,
more collaborative public art. Perhaps the greater fear is that elitism will be
destroyed, that the function of art will once again be recognized, that
freedom of expression will carry the impulse and stark beauty of our first
breath, and that our own relevance as human beings will come to be seen
in the meaning of our acts. If this is what is so fearful, then we must con-
tinue to make such art and to redefine the ways in which the making is
itself a celebrated process.

In deciphering the mystery of this process, the blues form, or for-
mula, from African American culture can provide insight. As ethno-musi-
cologists tell us, the blues has three lines: the first line is the call, the second is
the response, and the third is the release. The second line might be the same
as the first but with some slight variation, and the last is a departure. The last
line rhymes with the first and, essentially, sets you free. The whole notion is

transcendence, as exemplified in this stanza I composed for illustration:
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Water water you ain’t so blue
I say, water water you ain’t so blue

I done checked for myself and there’s a sky in you.

This form—call, answer, and release—is a metaphor for art itself
and the potenual that it holds. The call is incited by the experiences we
have with the world, by the human conditions and predicaments within
our terrain that arouse our interest or consciousness. Next comes the
response, the artist’s creation—the attempt to name, recognize, and insti-
gate change through his or her creative expression. But the artist’s creation
1s not the end of the process, as it is often thought to be. The process con-
tinues as members of the community experience the release, the inspiration
that allows them to enflesh the message and begin activating change in
their own terrains.

This basic human-to-human interaction signals the symbiotic rela-
tionship among human beings. When we understand this, we can go on to
better appreciate the breath dynamic between ourselves and the trees. We
can understand our relationship to oceans and ozones and other zones
within the universe.

The blues form 1s not about being down and out. The blues calls to
and transforms the hollerer, and continues on to transform the community.
[t makes those singers willing to “work the sound” into new and knowing
people who go about the business of making the truth matter. Bessie Smith
could not leave halfway through a concert. We, as the communal singer,
cannot afford to do it either. The poet Maya Angelou reminds us that our
depth of experience is in direct proportion to the dedication of our arusts.
Indeed, we artists have to sing the second line in such a way as to signal the
possibility for variation in the song. We have to create relevant art, art that
invites its audience into the creative process and empowers them. We must
sing in such a way as to promise our listeners who would become singers
that the third line 1s a breakthrough, proclaiming without a doubt that “I
done checked for myself and there’s a sky in you.”

It seems to me that in order for this transformation to happen, we

artists must prepare ourselves to respond creatively and appropriately to
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the calls in our environment. This is no small chore, especially for those of
us in the public realm, who find ourselves taking on challenging, often
emotionally draining issues; writing and rewriting proposals to obtain
funding for projects; meeting for what seems like an entire lifetime with
artistic collaborators; addressing community participants and relentlessly
rallying their interest in the project; getting no funding at all, or just
enough to present only half of the envisioned project; meeting again with
collaborators about the meeting on the meeting; encountering those critics
who themselves have not decided to be imaginative in their own work;
and, last but not least, never finishing because we are still actively listening
to the community’s response and remaining sensitive to the sounds and
feelings in both the inner and outer life.

To be an artist amid all these currents is demanding. How is the
artist to prepare? Development of one’s craft and keen awareness of one’s
surroundings are important but are hardly enough. To be able to make
truly visionary art, we artists must have in our lives the crucial element
called dream time, that 1s, time when we leave this world and go into our
own sacred space, seeking the grace needed to create our work. Dream
time holds the turmoil and trauma of the world at bay and allows the
vision to be granted and the healing notes to attune us.

Some sound levels in the world’s chaos can be deafening. Our work
in the outer terrain can become so demanding that we think we cannot
stop to meditate. But this deliberate pausing is also part of our work, and,
in reality, 1t may be the only thing that distinguishes us from those com-
munity members who simply cannot make the time to take this inner
space. Yet they are depending as much on us to hear the calls and to sound
the first responses as we are depending on them to form a chorus for the
song in order to release the healing and magnify the truth. And as odd as it
may sound, this is the native territory of the public artist. It is a space to
which the community, time and time again, banishes us for its own salva-
tion, a space that we ourselves eventually choose as a healing haven and
hallowing cave. The soul, a difficult but necessary terrain of retreat, holds

the blueprint, or one might say the “blues-print,” of the world we inhabit.
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Though the encounter with dream time is enlivening, it can also be
frightening. The problem is not our descent into the soul; it is our emer-
gence, or coming forth. Once we emerge, we must begin reconciling what
we have come to know with what we still see in the world. We tell our-
selves there 1s no time to retreat; we tell ourselves anything to keep from
repeating the ritual of departure. But if we do succeed in avoiding future
descents into the soul, we will more than likely fall into the trap of making
art that is simply creative rather than truly visionary.

There 1s, indeed, a distinction between creative art and visionary art.
It parallels the difference between the artist who is an observer, or reporter,
and one who 1s a participant in the creative process—a matter of invest-
ment or soul involvement. Quite simply, the visionary artist has not
merely sight but vision, the light the soul makes to illuminate the path for
us all. This notion of the visionary being apart from life, going into his or
her dream space, is not synonymous with the Western notion of the
mystic’s separation. The visionary artist in the community works in the
fields of the personal self, dreams time and engagement with others.

All artists are able to display their craft without the exertion and
engagement that marks a performance from the soul. An artist can simply
project his or her persona while remaining detached from the performance
and the audience. But if you are “working the sounds”—if you are in-
volved in something that engages you; confronting your own prejudices,
fears, and limitations, rather than merely presenting what you already
know; feeling your own discomfort and taking that discomfort into the
terrain where the truth exposes you—then you are quite possibly in the
territory of the vision. You are close to grasping the mystery of the heal-
ing. You are then, only then, within reach of the gift that you can bring
back to the world.

Once you have glimpsed this vision, then you are indeed a partici-
pant. And the duality between you and your audience, you and your
work, becomes an illusion. And you have written a poem. You have done
a performance. You have enfleshed the beauty. You have made it matter.
And the community, taking part in the art, completes the last line of the

blues refrain, initiating a new reality.
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5
FROM ART-MAGEDDON TO GRINGOSTROIKA:

A MANIFESTO AGAINST CENSORSHIP Guillermo Gomez-Pena

Editor’s note: Originally published in 1991, this article has been slightly re-
vised. One section, which focused on the then-upcoming quincentennial cel-
ebration of Columbus’s landing, was eliminated. In addition, two extracts from
a later article, “Fourth World and Other Utopian Cartographies,” have been
included at the end to extend the debate.

TRACK I: FINISECULARTE
[Soundbed of Gregorian chant]

We encounter the final decade of the twentieth century with great perplex-
ity. Unprecedented changes in the world have taken place in the past five
years: from Tiananmen Square to the Persian Gulf and from Berlin to
Panama City, we all telt the overwhelming birth pains of the new millen-
nium. Massacres, civil wars, ecological disasters, epidemics, and abrupt
transformations of political regimes and economic structures shook both
the planet and our individual psyches.

Major borders disappeared and others were instantly created. The
communists finally crossed the Iron Curtain to go shopping, while the
capitalists searched for nostalgia as tourists in the Eastern bloc. We felt like
uninvited actors in a cyberpunk epic. The amount, complexity, and inten-
sity of the changes made it impossible for us to decodify them adequately.
Just as it had been in the Europe of the late 1400s, everything seemed to be
up for grabs: ideology, identity, religious faith, language, and aesthetics.
And in the middle of this fin-de-siecle earthquake, my contemporaries and
[ have been looking for a new place to speak from, and a new vocabulary
to describe this bizarre tierra ignota we inherited.

The house of postmodernity is in ruins. We are citizens in a new

society no longer defined by geopolitics, culture, or ideology, but by time.
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The clock of the decade is running. As members of the end-of-the-century
society, the world in danger is our true and only neighborhood.

We are living inexplicable contradictions that shatter our under-
standing of the world: as the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe
welcome structural changes, the U.S. power structure withdraws into its
old republican model. As Latin America finally gets rid of its last military
dictators, the United States becomes more heavily militarized. While
diplomatic negotiation and intercultural dialogue emerge as viable options
to construct a peaceful future (haven’t we seen enough examples of transi-
tion-without-rupture in other countries?), the United Nations begins to
practice panic politics in the Middle East. While other societies are being
led by utopian reformists such as Mandela and Havel, we are being misled
by hemispheric machos.

While artists and writers in other countries are leading the way to
the next century, we are being cut back, censored, and excluded from the
political process. We face a strange historical dilemma: we stand equidis-
tant from utopia and Armageddon, with one foot on each side of the bor-

der, and our art and thought reflect this condition.

TRACK Il: THE CHILDREN OF THE FIRST AND THIRD WORLDS
[Soundbed of punk-arachi music]

In the eighties, an increased awareness of the existence and importance of
multicentric perspectives and hybrid cultures within the United States
made us rethink the implications of Otherness. As a result of demographic
shifts, generalized social turmoil, global media, and the exposure to non-
Anglo-European art and thought—Ileading to intensified traffic between
North and South and East and West—ethnocentric notions of “postmod-
ernism” and “Western culture” were toppled by their own weight.

Latin America and Asia are already entrenched in North America;
Africa slowly moves north into Europe; and, after a four-decade-long
ideological divorce, Eastern and Western Europe are commingling again.

The “West” is no longer West, and the “Third World” is no longer

confined to the South. Old binary models, legacies of European colonialism
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and the Cold War mentality, have been replaced by a border dialectic of
ongoing flux. We now inhabit a sociocultural universe in constant motion,
a moving cartography with a floating culture and a fluctuating sense of self.
As artists, we now understand that we can speak two or more languages,
have two or more identities and/or nationalities, perform different roles in
multiple contexts, and not necessarily be in conflict with ourselves and
others. Contradiction is no longer penalized. Hyphenated, transitional,
and multiple identities are no longer just theories of radical anthropolo-
gists but familiar pop-cultural realities. Furthermore, the “hybrids” of this
and other continents (whether mulattos, mestizos, Chicanos, Nuyoricans,
French Algerians, German Turks, British Pakistanis, or other more eccen-
tric children of the First and Third worlds) are sliding toward the center
of society. In doing so, they are rearranging the parameters of culture. The
border experience is becoming “central,” and the art and literature pro-
duced in the past five years can testify to this.

In this moving cartography, it becomes increasingly difficult to
sustain separatist or essentialist positions. Multilingualism, syncretic aes-
thetics, border thought, and cultural pluralism are becoming common
practices in the artistic and intellectual milieus of this continent, not be-
cause of matters of fashion, as the dominant art world wishes to think, but
because of a basic political necessity. To study the history, art, and political
thought of our neighboring Others and to learn Spanish and other lan-
guages becomes indispensable if we want to cross borders, regain our lost
“American” citizenship, and participate in the drafting of the next
century’s cartography.

The holders of political, economic, and cultural power—including
the broadcasting systems that shape and define our notions of the world—
act extremely scared of these changes. Unable to comprehend their new
place and role in this still incomprehensible cartography, they feel that the
world and the future are no longer theirs, and they anxiously want them
back. Their fears have reached neurotic proportions, and their responses
have been far from enlightened. They are currently doing everything they

can to control the entry of the Other, and to reconquer the not-so-New
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World, a territory that they feel by historical and cultural right belongs

only to them.

TRACK Il1l: LA MULTI-CONFUSION CULTI-MULTURAL
[Soundbed by the Gypsy Kings or Mano Negra at the wrong speed]

In many ways multiculturalism soured. We managed to turn the continent
upside down, so to speak, and insert into the central discussion the dis-
course, the terminology, and the attention toward non-Anglo-European
experimental artists. We even managed to alter the funding trends a bit. But
we were unable to reform the administrative structure of the art institu-
tions. They remain largely monocultural.

Today, many talk of how “exciting,” “necessary,” “contusing,” or
“exclusionary” multiculturalism is. Responses range from total willingness
to fund and promote this cause, to militant anger at the prospect of sharing
money and notoriety with artists from other ethnic backgrounds, to fight-
ing about whose suffering deserves more attention.

The debate has already reached the mainstream, yet crucial political
issues are still being avoided. Blockbuster exhibits present multicultural
art as the “cutting edge”; yet, with a few exceptions, there is no mention of
the historical crimes and social inequities that lie beneath the neocolonial
relationship between Anglo-European culture and its surrounding Others.
Like the United Colors of Benetton ads, a utopian discourse of sameness
helps to erase all unpleasant stories. The message becomes a refried colo-
nial idea: if we merely hold hands and dance the mambo together, we can
effectively abolish ideology, sexual and cultural politics, and class differ-
ences. Let’s face it, the missing text is very sad: in 1995 racism, sexism,
xenophobia, and ethnocentrism are alive and well in the U.S.A., and the
communities that more proportionately reflect the multicultural composi-
tion of society are the homeless, the prisoners, people with AIDS, and the
soldiers who returned from the Persian Gulf.

The word “multicultural” hasn’t even been defined. Due to the lack
of an accumulative memory that codifies public debate in America, it seems

that every year we have to restart the discussion from zero, and therefore
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we still can’t agree on a basic definition. What are the differences between
the multi-, inter-, intra-, and cross-cultural? What exactly do we mean by
cultural equity, diversity, and pluralism? What are the differences between
coexistence, exchange, dialogue, collaboration, tusion, hybridization,
appropriation, and creative expropriation? These terms are very different.
Some overlap and others even have opposite meanings; however, we often
use them indiscriminately. As philosophers, practitioners, or impresarios
of multiculturalism, we must ask some key questions: Which of these forms
of relationship between cultures are more symmetrical and desirable, and
which are more reactionary? Which are those that truly empower margin-
alized groups? Which are new names for old ideas, and which are new
realities in search of a better name? Where exactly do we stand?

Artists and writers of color are losing patience. They have repeat-
edly stated that it i1s time to begin talking about economic and labor reali-
ties. In 1995 we should no longer need to be reevaluating paradigms,
contexts, and canons. Several years of excellent books, articles, and cata-
logs are available for those who arrive late to the intellectual banquet.
Today, multiculturalism must also be understood as a question of work-
place. All cultural institutions that claim to profess it must hire people of
color in important administrative, artistic, and technical positions. They
must be willing to share the paycheck, the desk, and the decision-making
process with the Other, not just the excitement of the artwork.

The enigmatic unwillingness of some “minority” artists and orga-
nizations to participate in the debate is also a matter of economics. They
know that if they blindly join in, the larger organizations, which have
more connections, “credibility,” and better grant writers, will intercept
their funding and function as multicultural meta-sponsors.

We must watch out. The debate hasn’t even engendered significant
change and there is already a backlash: many Anglo-Americans who have
been unable to find a place at the multicultural dinner table are becoming
increasingly vocal against raci<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>