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Praise for The Artist’s Guide to Public Art, Second Edition

“What artists don’t know—but need to know—about how to participate in the amazing, expanding, impactful field of public art could fill a book! This is that book! Just open to any page, and you’ll see why.”

—Jack Becker, founder of Forecast Public Art and Public Art Review

“Lynn Basa is a practitioner who knows the ins and outs of public art. The second edition of her book offers an additional chapter on how to make the leap into creating art in public places. The Artist’s Guide to Public Art is a great resource recommended to anyone with an interest or stake in the field.”

—Christina Lanzl, director, Urban Culture Institute

“Filled with both practical specifics and astute perceptions of the genre, I have found The Artist’s Guide to Public Art to be an indispensable text for my public art class. This new edition updates changes within the field and makes it even more valuable as a text I can rely upon.”

—Jim Hirschfield, artist and professor of art, University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill

“After reading this book, I immediately felt inspired and equipped to find and create opportunities for making art in the public realm. Its contents are comprehensive, practical, and highly relevant to current practices. A must-have for anyone interested in public art.”

—Lynn Sondag, professor of art and design, Dominican University of California

“Artists—read this book! It is full of stories and practical advice on how to navigate the public art world. This second edition keeps pace with the changes in public art processes and gives a rare objective look at the good and the not so good. Lynn’s book provides a complete guide to making the leap from a studio artist to a public artist, putting together an application, a behind-the-scenes look at getting selected, and an understanding of contracts and copyright. It will help artists find their voice and even answer the question, ‘Should I consider making public artwork in the first place?’”

—Karen Rudd, manager, NorfolkArts

“At the intersection of public art and public discourse, Basa paints with the finest of strokes.”

—Jason Vasser-Elong, arts advocate, poet, and author of Shrimp
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Foreword

by Mary Jane Jacob

Art in situ has been around throughout human history, defining locations to such a degree that this art becomes synonymous with places, cultures, and peoples. Even if much of it now only remains as architectural and sculptural fragments in museums or images in paintings, photographs, and other secondary sources, it is still these artworks and artifacts that tell us who we are.

Our own American tradition of art in public had its vigorous antecedent in the last century as a key part of the social programs in the 1930s, through which emerged some of the greatest American artists of that time. Their creations—murals in schools, post offices, and other government buildings; sculptural projects and photographs; urban park systems and public monuments; and more ephemeral but no less impactful efforts, such as community theater, educational programs, and writing and crafts projects—changed the American social landscape.

An alignment of creative forces brought us to this current chapter in public art when, in the late 1980s, tendencies toward installation, site, and environmental genres, along with theoretical discourses of representation, cultural diversity, and globalism met up with the then twenty-year movement of government-commissioned public art. Public art became hot—a hotbed of artistic activity both intellectually rich and materially experimental, and a volatile field of political and public controversy. Corporate funding and foundation sponsorship kicked in by the nineties to help engender laboratory projects. Foundations then institutionalized these artists’ pioneering ways of working, setting standards for the practice of public art as they designed their own program initiatives and revamped guidelines. While the public art field is one, by very definition, outside the world of museums and in contrast and complement to these storehouses and showplaces of art, museums also got in the act with outreach projects and the capital projects of new or expanded outdoor sculpture gardens.

Yet during these recent decades, another phenomenon occurred as public art exploded on the scene, encapsulating much of the cultural debates of the time: the public joined artists to reaffirm that art mattered. Artworks in our environs enriched our lives and became a part of them, signifying who we are today. Even classic, seemingly tired traditions of public art were renewed, as cultural politics demanded that form be given to others’ stories and tragedies in order to provide solace by memorializing gestures and to join in a continuum of human history that even the avant-garde notions could not sever. Thus, the commissioning of art had a mission and platform from which to operate.

These late twentieth-century public projects proved to be critical in defining what art is today and to understating how we engage the world. These works, created by artists in collaboration with fellow artists, architects, tradesman, other professionals, and, yes, sponsors, have made the difference and given us a sense of our culture, that of others, and of how culture and daily life are intrinsically bound.

My own work in the sculpture department at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago reflects this genesis as, in recent years, technical and studio-based directions have erupted into a range of interdisciplinary, environmental, sustainable, and other sculptural and public practices that take students out of the classroom and beyond the city. The School of the Art Institute has also provided a space for creative gestation and a testing ground for Lynn Basa’s ideas. Here, she has helped students map out pathways to enter and pursue public art and to negotiate practical terrain through which proposals could be cultivated, resulting in projects that were both well conceived and feasible. In fact, every artist entering the realm of public art has to acquire new language skills—of sales, contracts, and fabricators—and must learn to trust that the business of art can complement, rather than override, the aesthetics of art.

The preparation of young artists for public art commissions fits well with other curricular initiatives at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, all aimed to better equip students for life after art school and enable them to make a life in art. This was catapulted, too, by our work within a national consortium of the Emily Hall Tremaine Foundation. As one of a few select art schools, we look at the fundamental relationship between the study of art and professional practice. We recognize that public art is an important route—one that by its very nature can bring art and life together.

As to which came first—the existence of commission and government funding or the creative directions of art in the public sphere—the history of public art is much like that of the chicken and the egg. In any event, today the opportunities are numerous, and no one has to wait to be called. The meaning and purpose of public art is wide, and its role evolves as artists take on greater challenges—and many of these challenges come in the form of competitions and commissions that demand creative interpretation and excellent execution. What’s more, public art making can be a path to your own interests and ideas through various artistic practices and related fields. It can foster personal and professional development as well as widen your scope to a wider, multifaceted artistic practice.

By working in this field and taking advantage of its opportunities with a greater awareness and skill set, you can contribute to the history of public art. The field of public art can, quite literally, be shaped by you—your work might just affect the places in which it is placed and those living there—and this book can help along the way.






Introduction

Hello, again. In the eleven years since I wrote the first edition of The Artist’s Guide to Public Art, we’ve had the Great Recession and, for some, the great recovery; the launch of the iPhone; and the widespread use of social media. We’re only two years into the Trump era and not yet sure what will be the fallout. Whether or not the country has become more politically polarized or just more gerrymandered, we’re now more aware of “red states” and “blue islands.” Feminism has jumped to the next level with #MeToo, and Black Lives Matter has daylighted biases that some of us didn’t realize we had. Same-sex marriage has become the law of the land. The alarm bells of global warming have becoming deafening. The US war in Afghanistan is now the longest in American history, and we just started trade wars with China, Canada, and the European Union. Even public art has entered the fray with protests and counterprotests over Confederate monuments, leading to death and violence.

Percent-for-art programs are in transition, too. For one thing, there are more of them, especially in rural and midsized cities. “Creative placemaking” and “human-centered design” are now frequently used terms signaling a shift away from a top-down, outside-in approach to public art and toward community-driven decision making. Artists are increasingly being asked to act as conduits for the stories embedded in a place and as catalysts for community development. There has been a rise in support from private foundations, large nonprofits, and urban planners seeking to fund artist-led projects that have a direct benefit on the quality of life in their communities. Gun violence, police overreach, displacement, safe streets, equitable economic development, affordable housing, access to fresh produce, social justice, and the environment are just a few of the issues artists have been tackling for years at a grassroots level that are now finding more mainstream support. Preference is being given to artists who are already part of a community to build on its inherent resources and potential, rather than focusing on its problems. Calls for artists emphasize “equity” as much as they once did “site-specific.” There’s so much talk about giving artists a place at the table where cultural policy is being decided that it seems like it might really lead to more artists actually being at the table.

In many ways, this is the golden age of public art. Artists are becoming more valued than ever for our contributions to the greater good. The answer to “why do we need public art?” is more nuanced and less compartmentalized, if the question is even asked anymore. It’s still a challenge to make the leap from a studio practice to doing public art commissions—but the hurdles are lower. In addition to more funding for a broader definition of public art, there are artist residencies that afford artists the opportunity to create temporary projects that are relevant to daily life. Public art today is becoming as much about artists making a difference as it is about making things.

Despite this trend to address social as well as physical space, percent-for-art programs are still a reliable and significant source of funding for artists who make objects that are part of the built environment. Massive light-rail and airport construction projects around the country have been planned out for the next twenty years. Universities are continuing to expand their campuses, and towns of every size have rail-to-trail and park projects. The demand for street murals has only gotten greater, and art is increasingly being incorporated into designs for safer streets. The digital revolution, of course, has affected all aspects of the creation, presentation, and experience of art. Music festivals and concert halls include show-stopping temporary art installations.

As for my own practice, I started a gallery in the storefront of my studio in a predominantly Hispanic and Polish neighborhood on Chicago’s northwest side. Called Corner, it hosted residencies and exhibits by artists whose work was experiential and referenced everyday life. After a couple of years, I realized that while what I was doing was interesting to the art community, it wasn’t relevant to what actually mattered to the daily life of my neighbors. So, I took a hard look outside the windows of my studio to see what I could do about what needed to be done. I saw a relatively well-preserved 100-year-old main street with many storefront vacancies and a few struggling business owners who didn’t know each other and had no one representing their interests. In August 2017, I launched the Corner Project to identify and build on the resources and opportunities inherent in the people and places of our three blocks. It remains to be seen if I’ll be able to make a difference, but it’s been a helluva learning curve, and one I recommend that every artist try wherever you are.






CHAPTER ONE

Public Art Fundamentals

Art is everywhere in our urban landscape. While some of those murals and sculptures, artist-designed floors, windows, benches, railings, lights, and digital installations got there the old-fashioned way—through private patronage—many of them were funded by government “percent-for-art” programs. And their numbers are growing. In 2001, Americans for the Arts estimated that there were 350 public art programs across the United States. By 2017 there were over twice as many: 728. While most public art programs are still public (81 percent in 2001 and 60 percent in 2017), the percentage of public art programs that are registered as nonprofits increased from 19 percent in 2001 to 34 percent in 2017.1 In 2017, calls for public art totaling $20 million from 222 postings flowed through CaFÉ’s application management system, and that’s only one of several sources for public art listings.2 Most of this money comes from federal, state, county, and city governments that set aside between 0.5 percent and 2 percent of their capital building budgets for art. One percent is the most common allowance, but it is inching upward as art becomes a more accepted—and expected—feature of our urban commons. By the time this book is published, barring economic catastrophe, more programs will have been added, and with those, more opportunities for artists of all kinds.

The evolution of public art in both selection and conception has been one of increasing inclusiveness, challenging artists not only to respond to the physical characteristics of sites, but to the communities that inhabit them. Selection panels for public art commissions now attempt to include a diversity of voices, instead of being solely that of art experts and patrons. Institutionally sponsored art for public spaces was once an extension of pedestal art, emblematized by large sculptures on plazas. The social intervention, guerrilla art, and community-based practices that grew out of grassroots community organizing have since infused the selection process. There are still plenty of artworks, perhaps most of them, commissioned to “enhance” already-built spaces. The difference now is that artists are also being invited (or are inviting themselves) to engage more with the users and planners of these places in consultation with the community.

Artists in residence in city departments are still very much alive and well. A hybrid descendent of CETA’s3 Neighborhood Arts Program from 1973 to 1981 and the design-team artist approach pioneered by the Seattle Arts Commission in 1976 with the Viewland Hoffman substation project, the idea of the “embedded artist” has firmly taken hold in this century. Calgary, Boston, Pittsburgh, New York, Los Angeles County, Alexandria, Minneapolis, Memphis, Dallas, Austin, Seattle, and more have programs where artists are partnered with city departments such as streets and sanitation, water quality, utilities, and transportation in order to understand their inner workings and interject new ways of relating to the public and public space.

While treating “the citizens of the city as experts on their own space”4 does not guarantee success or failure by any measure, public art has become less about impassive monuments and more about activation and engagement. Increasingly, artists are bypassing institutional support altogether and initiating projects in response to the needs, resources, and opportunities in their own backyards. As Forecast Public Art founder Jack Becker observes, “There’s a growing participatory culture in America. It’s not about buying or selling or authorship or star power. We all have an opportunity to co-create the kind of built environment and social realm we want to share.”5

“Current practice in public art engages with issues of spatial, social and environmental concern: artists, with others, are leading in these fields, precisely because they operate independently, free of hierarchies. They are the first to recognize potential and to act in the transformation of space. Artists characteristically lead the way in urban regeneration. At the same time they open new sites of debate—in ecology, music, choreography, geography or science,” according to Vivien Lovell in Public:Art:Space.6

In the 2008 edition of this book, I made this prediction: a new form of public space created by the internet and mobile media, such as cell phones and PDAs, would be explored by individual artists and collectives. It is no doubt on the verge of being discovered by institutional public art funders as artists begin to propose networked approaches in response to calls for artists for traditional brick-and-mortar projects. Christiane Paul, adjunct curator of New Media Arts at the Whitney Museum and the author of Digital Art, writes, “Internet art, which is accessible from the privacy of one’s home, introduces a shift from the site-specific to the global, collapses boundaries between the private and public, and exists in a distributed non-local space.”7 The new frontier created by the “networked commons”—public defined by shared interests and issues, not geographical proximity—is tailor-made for the community-contribution aspect of public art.

I retained the previous paragraph for its sheer time-capsule quality. For you younger readers, PDA used to mean “personal digital assistant,” the precursor to smartphones, not “public displays of affection.” The “networked commons” has taken over our lives in the form of social media. The digital revolution hasn’t impacted public art in the narrow way I imagined it would, with the artworks themselves transcending geographic permanence through the miracle of the internet. Instead, digital technology is now a common component of site-specific work in the form of programmable LEDs and fabrication methods.8 Trompe l’oeil digital video–projection mapping onto buildings has become a minor industry. Virtual reality is the next game changer on the horizon for public art. But the most surprising development (to me, anyway) regarding virtual and real-life interaction with public art is through the selfie. Everywhere you go, people are experiencing art by immortalizing themselves with it as a marker for a specific place at a specific moment. I’m sure there are excellent scholarly papers with insights to the social psychology of this phenomenon, but the takeaway for the purposes of this book is that artists must now take into account the potential for their work to become a backdrop for photo ops as another dimension of viewer engagement. Oh, and remember to put a hashtag near the work where people can see it. (As I write this, I wonder if in another ten years hashtags will be as anachronistic as PDAs.)

TREND SPOTTING

I took an informal survey of public artists and managers to ask them what new trends they’ve seen emerge in the last ten years. Here’s what I heard, listed in no particular order:

• the dispersion of public art programs from large cities to small and midsized towns and rural areas;

• the rise of extravagant European-style mixed arts festivals in US cities;

• increased demand for spectacle and interactivity as an element of public artworks;

• more opportunities for work that contributes to safer streets and air and water quality;

• increased sensitivity to more equitable racial, economic, geographic, and technical access to opportunities;

• the recognition of public art and social practice as distinct artistic disciplines;

• the proliferation of artist-initiated, community-driven projects and spaces;

• increased support from private foundations, public charities, and nonarts government agencies for artists who are leading change in their communities;

• increased access to public art via the internet;

• more fabricators who specialize in public art; and

• the growing volume of critical writing on the role and effect of art in public.


WHY DOES THE GOVERNMENT BUY ART?

What motivates politicians to support legislation that spends the public’s money on a lightning rod for controversy like art? What benefit do they expect from it for their communities, and how does that affect the panel’s choice of artist and artwork? These questions are not academic. Just as artists need to understand how their work will relate to the context of a site, they need to understand the social, political, and economic contexts of the selection process. One answer is economics. As manufacturing jobs decline and the US economy depends increasingly on the technology, service, and entertainment industries, urban regions need to make themselves attractive to the sort of people who work in those sectors. And nothing says “welcome” to a creative, educated, and taxpaying workforce like the outward symbol of civic enlightenment embodied by public art. Of course, the crime rate, weather, affordable housing, quality of schools, and availability of jobs may have more tangible weight in the livability equation. According to some social theorists, it’s the ability to attract and retain this “creative class”9 that gives cities a competitive edge. Public art is a sign that innovative thinking is encouraged, diversity is tolerated, and that the city’s vital signs are strong. A place that can afford art can surely afford good health care, police protection, schools, and social services. There’s another, more altruistic reason besides economic improvement and image that led to the establishment of public art programs: to bring the art experience out of the museums and galleries and into places where everyone can have free access to it. In the early days of public art, advocates relied mainly on this justification despite its “we know what’s best for you” subtext. In a capitalist economy that nominally condemns elitism and believes itself to be classless, that argument can hold water for only so long. As examples of public artworks have accrued over the past thirty years, so has the body of evidence about what they can accomplish aesthetically, socially, economically, and environmentally.

“Governments legally cannot spend the public’s money on things that do not bring a measurable return back to the public,” says Julia Muney Moore, public art administrator for the Indianapolis International Airport. Moore continues:


They spend money on education because the return is a citizenry qualified to get jobs. They spend money on public services like trash collection, road salting, animal control, food stamps, all with a direct benefit to the public. But public art isn’t like that. The benefit to the public is not measurable except in the aggregate, and even then it is indirect. But, if a government can say, ‘Hey, we spent half a billion on a new convention center and we will make that up in three years from increased convention tourism and assorted spillover spending in local businesses, so the rest is pure gravy that we can use to salt your roads more often, and by the way there’s some cool art in it that you can stop by and look at any time you like,’ it’s not only a good way to get public art, it’s responsible government. Very, very rarely will you see a government using arguments like ‘it helps people understand art better if they see it in their everyday environments.’10


In 2018, Americans for the Arts in collaboration with its Public Art Network Advisory Council came up with the following talking points “to provide the field with a tool to help educate community members, local decision makers, and other stakeholders on the value that public art can bring to cities and towns.”11

Five Reasons Why Public Art Matters

Art in public spaces plays a distinguishing role in our country’s history and culture. It reflects and reveals our society, enhances meaning in our civic spaces, and adds uniqueness to our communities. Public art humanizes the built environment. It provides an intersection between past, present, and future; between disciplines and ideas. Public art matters because our communities gain cultural, social, and economic value through public art.


1. Economic Growth and Sustainability. By engaging in public art as a tool for growth and sustainability, communities can thrive economically. Seventy percent of Americans believe that the “arts improve the image and identity” of their community.

2. Attachment and Cultural Identity. Public art directly influences how people see and connect with a place, providing access to aesthetics that support its identity and making residents feel appreciated and valued. Aesthetics is one of the top three characteristics why residents attach themselves to a community.

3. Artists as Contributors. Providing a public art ecosystem supports artists and other creatives by validating them as important contributors to the community. Artists are highly entrepreneurial. They are 3.5 times more likely than the total U.S. work force to be self-employed.

4. Social Cohesion and Cultural Understanding. Public art provides a visual mechanism for understanding other cultures and perspectives, reinforcing social connectivity with others. Seventy-three percent of Americans agree that the arts “helps me understand other cultures better.”

5. Public Health and Belonging. Public art addresses public health and personal illness by reducing stress, providing a sense of belonging, and addressing stigmas toward those with mental health issues. Public art is noted as slowing pedestrians down to enjoy their space and providing a positive impact on mood.12



I asked several managers of established public art programs to go beyond what their official mission statements say and to speak to the underlying motivations that drive their organizations’ support of public art. Here are some of their responses:

I used to believe that there was only one reason why governments buy art—to support the cultural life of the community. Now I think it’s much more complex. Governments buy art to support the cultural life of a community, to support the regional cultural economy, to support the larger business climate (and the tax base) by making a community’s quality of life better, to commemorate people and events, to cover up design mistakes, to mitigate the effects of sterile streetscapes and buildings, to support the missions of government, to decorate, and finally (and perhaps surprisingly) because it’s not only often mandated, but expected, as part of the development of public spaces.

—Kurt Kiefer, Project Manager, Sound Transit Art Program, Seattle

Public art programs continue the legacy of government support for the arts that started with the New Deal’s Public Works of Art Projects (PWAP) in the 1930s during the Great Depression. This was an early and important civic investment in public culture. These programs, now prolific in the United States and abroad, are evidence of a collective belief and optimism that public artworks contribute to the beautification of a public place, helping to distinguish it with a special identity and provide a lasting cultural legacy that is free and accessible to the public. Artists bring a unique perspective and visual candor to the design of public spaces, often imbuing them with something unexpected, unpredictable, and wonderful. As a member of the public said to me, public art adds dignity to a place.

—Jill Manton, Public Art Program Director, San Francisco Arts Commission

At the heart of the conversation is: if you want to be a great city, you have to have a great downtown. People are moving back to cities. They need services, grocery stores, and places to live, but they also expect food trucks, coffee shops, craft beer as ingredients of a groovy downtown. Leaders recognize that public art is part of that package. The public already has their own story about the value of art and believes that art makes neighborhoods vibrant and connects people. The art community doesn’t have to do all the advocating.

—Karen Rudd, Manager, Norfolk Arts13


In 2008 a group of donors created the Public Art Endowment because we didn’t have a formal public art program in the community. They felt it was important to make art accessible to everyone, knowing that public art can bring people together and open eyes to new possibilities. It’s really a personal way to give back to the city they love—with no other motive than sharing the power of art with Greensboro.

—Cheryl Stewart, Program Coordinator and Consultant, Public Art, the Community Foundation of Greater Greensboro, Inc.

I asked Jill Manton, one of the public art program managers above, if the issue of consciously using art to enhance the tax base ever arises in her discussions with San Francisco’s public officials. She replied, “While this is not an explicitly stated objective of our program, it is an inevitable benefit. Successful public art can turn a place into a destination, adding to the prestige of the building or site with which it is associated.”14


Millennium Park

The spectacular success of Chicago’s Millennium Park15 is Exhibit A in making the case for public art as an economic asset. Completed in 2005, this extravaganza of interactive sculptures, artist-designed gardens, free performance spaces, and restaurants (not to mention an ice skating rink and a building that generates its own electricity) has raised the bar for what can be accomplished with public art. Anchored by Jaume Plensa’s Crown Fountain, Anish Kapoor’s Cloud Gate, Frank Gehry’s Pritzker Music Pavilion and BP Pedestrian Bridge, and the art and design team GGN’s Lurie Garden, it is adjacent to the Art Institute of Chicago and next to Grant Park, which hosts a constant stream of megafestivals, such as Lollapalooza, Taste of Chicago, and the Chicago Marathon.


Its success manifests itself most tangibly when one sees the delight, and even wonder, on the faces of the throngs of people that constantly fill the park, interacting with the artworks. People of all ages, races, classes, and nationalities mingle in this public art melting pot.

And it has put wonder and delight in the eyes of local politicians, business owners, and developers. A major justification for building it on public land was the economic benefit that would accrue. A 2005 economic impact study confidently predicted that “the yearly visitation will be in excess of 3 million.”16 They were way off. In 2016 Millennium Park had 12.9 million visitors—and that was only in the last six months of the year.17 They predicted that total visitor spending would add up to $2.6 billion annually by 2015.18 But even that was lowballing it. In 2014, “the annual estimated gross sales from visitor spending attributable to Millennium Park” was $1.2 trillion. It has spurred equally prediction-busting growth in new development of residences, hotels, and adaptive reuse of office buildings. Rents have increased 22 percent since the park opened, and it boasts occupancy rates 95 percent higher than the rest of the city.19 Pretty good for an initial investment of $220 million in private donations and $270 million from the City of Chicago which, it should be noted, was controversially extravagant at the time.

In one way, it’s misleading to use Millennium Park as an example of public art because none of the artworks were funded through the percent-for-art model nor did their selection involve public process in the usual way. The art itself was built on public property, but it was funded by private donors. Private art committees selected internationally known artists from a short invitational list. The city’s Public Art Committee was offered the courtesy of a review without having an official vote.20 The artists were given enough money and freedom to do their best work. It defies the prevailing belief in the selection of public art that there needs to be involvement by the community in order to create a place where public art fosters “democratic interaction.”21 Is there a lesson in there somewhere for how public art should be delivered in the future, or was it a fluke of right time, right place, right mayor, and right economy?



If all this talk about money is making you woozy with disillusionment, just remember that counting dollars and feet are the easiest ways to quantify the success of any particular project in order to justify the expenditure of public funds. What’s actually more important to every public art administrator I know is the effect of the artwork on the quality of life of the community they serve and providing opportunities for artists to do their best work. The search is on for other ways to measure the effectiveness of public art; but for now, hard data prevails, and if that’s what it takes to make those less measurable benefits happen, then we artists need to understand how that works. It’s not as much of an uphill battle as it was in the olden days when the first public art programs were coming into being in the 1960s and ’70s, but art still has to justify its existence if it’s going to use public funding.

PUBLIC ART TRAINING

The professionalization of the field continues. Dozens of art schools include courses on public art practice and administration, and increasingly more schools offer degrees, such as the University of Cincinnati’s certificate in Public Art and Placemaking, and the University of Indianapolis Master of Arts in Social Practice Art. Harvard, USC, and Bauhaus University each have highly evolved, interdisciplinary programs around “spatial practice.”22 In the first edition of this book, I wrote that there’s really no such thing as public art as a separate practice, but today it would be difficult to find an art school that doesn’t have at least a course or two teaching the intersection of art with public life. The majority of us are still entering the field through the studio portal as painters, sculptors, ceramicists, muralists, or fiber-, multimedia-, street-, performance-, or installation artists, with a smattering of us coming from architecture and other design professions. Many of us have studied art formally and view making art for public spaces as an expanded aspect of our practices.

While there are still many examples of art in the public realm that were achieved without much collaborative input, the one thing many of us practicing in this field do have in common is the ability to subject our ideas and egos to a process involving disparate opinions, agendas, and art expertise outside the protective shell of the studio. It’s not for everyone. The sheer volume of human contact, approvals, and paperwork required to take a public piece from start to finish can be overwhelming to the type of personality that was led in the first place to an art form generally practiced in solitude. And there are different ways to approach public art. Some artists are simply doing a variation of their studio work on a grander scale, while others reinvent themselves for every project. Jack Becker, artistic director of the Public Art Review, writes, “I tend to divide artists like doctors: There are specialists and general practitioners. Specialists are typically product makers, focusing on one thing and doing it expertly. GPs are into process and working laterally across many disciplines.”23 Fortunately, there are plenty of opportunities to fit most approaches.

In the Gross Generalization Department, I’ve attempted to point out the differences between studio art and public art.

 








	
Studio Art


	
Public Art





	
Your work consists of whatever your imagination can contrive.


	
You respond to parameters set by client.





	
You develop concepts in isolation.


	
Concepts evolve through idea exchange with people invested in the project.





	
You are responsible only to yourself.


	
You are responsible to others.24





	
Discrete objects.


	
Site-specific and integrated installations.





	
Existing work purchased.


	
New work commissioned.





	
You likely make the work yourself.


	
You often subcontract with fabricators.





	
Business is conducted between you and your gallerist, art consultant, or collector.


	
The public art manager is your main contact to a much larger bureaucracy.





	
You get paid a commission when the work sells.


	
You get paid in stages throughout the production process.





	
You submit your portfolio for review.


	
You respond to a call-for-artists competition.





	
Consignment agreement.


	
Commission contract.





	
There’s an opening.


	
There’s a dedication or ribbon-cutting ceremony.





	
Work is viewed by a few who are predisposed to look at art.


	
Work is viewed by many who may not have a particular interest in art.
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CHAPTER TWO

Start Here

Where to Find Public Art Competitions

Unlike in 2008 when there was no centralized database, unified format, or shared standard procedures, the main sources for finding public art opportunities have consolidated into these few clearinghouses in the United States: CallForEntry.org, PublicArtist.org, and CODAworx. Start by signing up on those websites to receive notifications. Americans for the Arts recently launched the Public Art Resource Center. It’s not a mailing list you can sign up for, but it has a searchable database for public art opportunities that is updated by the public art managers of programs looking for artists. Sign up for as many of those agencies’ mailing lists as you can, especially all of the ones in your town, county, and state. You’ll see many of the same calls for artists overlapping on these lists, but it’s worth keeping tabs on each of them anyway.


Public Art Consultants

There are public art consulting firms whose mailing lists you should sign up for to keep track of where new programs are cropping up. Some of these firms help cities develop policies and cultural plans that eventually lead to commission opportunities for artists, while others are retained to run the commission process itself. Keep up with what these firms are doing by getting on their mailing lists: NOW Art LA, Metris Arts Consulting, Lord Cultural Resources, Via Partnership, Forecast Public Art, Gail M. Goldman Associates, WolfBrown, Center for Creative Placemaking, and many … many … more. Do a search for “cultural planning consultants” and “creative placemaking consultants.” If nothing else, it will impress upon you what a hot commodity we artists are in the cultural development biz.




Once you get on a few of these lists, you’ll start seeing about a dozen “calls for artists” in any given month. Most of them will not be a good fit for your work, but that’s okay. As I’ll discuss later, it’s as important to know when not to apply as it is to know when to go for it.

Those calls for artists are not only going to you, but to about 12,000 other artists as well.1 Ten years ago, that number was 2,500. Here’s why you shouldn’t be discouraged:

1. The majority of those artists will decide not to apply for several reasons:

• They’re not inspired by the project description.

• Their work doesn’t fit the project.

• They’re too busy with other projects.

• The budget isn’t large enough to make it worthwhile (there’s a sharp drop-off in the number of applicants for projects with budgets below $100,000).

• They think that so many other artists will apply that they shouldn’t bother.

• They can’t deal with the paperwork and people work.

2. Of those who do apply, the majority won’t make the first cut either because their work isn’t right for the project or their application will be substandard in some way. Things like submitting incomplete information, lousy images, missing the deadline, or otherwise not following instructions will disqualify them. Over the years I’ve been taking an informal poll among public art managers, and the consensus is that two-thirds of applications are obviously not fit to go forward for consideration.

3. Public art agencies want and need to find artists they haven’t worked with before. A recurring topic among arts administrators is how to cultivate artists who are new to the field. They not only want to commission new work, but they cannot justify giving jobs to the same artists over and over again. It makes their job easier if you find them first. Don’t think of yourself as a supplicant asking for favors. You have something they want. If you get rejected, see if you can find out why, and try again for another competition at the same agency because there will be a whole new selection committee for each project.2

4. For each call that goes out to the multitudes, there are more floating around under the radar—and that doesn’t even count all of the commissions generated by the private sector. And, you can make your own opportunities. In chapter 11, I’ll go into some of the ways artists do this.

HOW PUBLIC ART AGENCIES FIND ARTISTS

Here are the main ways public art agencies find artists.

Artist Registries

Some agencies maintain a list of prequalified artists from which they draw as commission opportunities arise. There are two kinds of lists:

1. Prequalified: You must compete to get chosen for the juried, prequalified artist pool. For example, the Seattle-area Sound Transit program issued a call for their pool in 2018, received 305 applications, and chose 111 artists who won’t need to apply again for three more years.3 Fort Worth’s public art program received 380 responses for their artist registry and chose 207, who will be eligible for the next two years. It’s worth mentioning that Fort Worth has two categories, one for regional artists who have no prior experience doing public art commissions and another open to artists nationally who have completed commissions.4

2. Open: You simply submit your work by following the agency’s application instructions, and you’re automatically accepted into its artist registry.


It is important to get included in as many artist registries as possible because for agencies that mainly choose artists from an existing pool, if you’re not in there, you’re not eligible. Even well-established artists have to submit their work to the registry in order to be considered.

Open Calls

These are announcements that go out regionally, nationally, or internationally looking for artists for specific projects. These projects could be anything from a mural for a library to a public art master plan for a transit line, paying anywhere from $10,000 to $2 million. Open calls are issued to apply for prequalified artist registries, too.

Invitational

Individual artists are invited to apply because certain attributes found in their past work or relationship to the community are sought for a specific project. Often, these artists are chosen from the prequalified artist registry. Artists who have a track record of interesting projects, have been written about in magazines, were included in the Public Art Network’s annual conference Year in Review,5
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