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The Uses of Art in Public Space

This book links two fields of interest which are too seldom considered
together: the production and critique of art in public space and social behav-
iour in the public realm. Whereas most writing about public art has focused
on the aesthetic, cultural and political intentions and processes that shape
its production, this edited collection examines a variety of public artworks
from the perspective of their actual everyday use. Contributors are inter-
ested in the rich diversity of people’s engagements with public artworks
across various spatial and temporal scales; encounters which do not limit
themselves to the representational aspects of the art, and which are not
necessarily as the artist, curator or sponsor intended. Case studies consider a
broad range of public art, including commissioned and unofficial artworks,
memorials, street art, street furniture, performance art, sound art and media
installations.

Julia Lossau is Professor of Urban Geography at the University of Bremen,
Germany.

Quentin Stevens is Associate Professor of Urban Design and Director of the
Centre for Design and Society at RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia.
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1 Framing Art and Its Uses
in Public Space

Quentin Stevens and Julia Lossau

This book examines the everyday use of artworks in public settings. The
forms and means of art, and of public art specifically, vary considerably
between different national and regional contexts, having followed different
development trajectories. As a consequence, the geographically widespread
studies collected here consider art in public spaces from a perspective much
broader than the ‘plop art’ of large abstract sculptures in corporate pla-
zas and wider, too, than that defined by many official programs of ‘pub-
lic art’, which often determine or imply particular forms, sites, production
processes, audiences, kinds of interaction, and particular preconceptions
about ownership and value (Cartiere 2008). The book examines a diversity
of commissioned and unofficial artworks, including sculptures, memorials,
landscaping works, street art, street furniture, performance art, sound art,
media installations and other hybrid and emerging forms of creative expres-
sion in the public realm. Public engagement with such works varies greatly.
The book’s contributors show that people’s encounters with art are not lim-
ited to passive reception, and they are not necessarily as the artist, curator
or sponsor intended. People seem to make use of art in public spaces on
their own terms. These varied uses reflect the disparate, often unanticipated
audiences that the art is exposed to and the freedoms of feeling and action
that public settings often allow. We feel that an examination of the varied
perceptions of ‘users’ and actions around art in the public realm can provide
fresh insight into art’s purposes, benefits and reception. The diverse formal
and experiential qualities of art, and the distinctive uses these enable, also
shed new light on the design, use and meaning of public space more broadly.

THE ‘FUNCTION’ OF ART

There is something paradoxical in examining the function of art. Avant-
gardist notions of an autonomous ‘art for art’s sake’ that developed dur-
ing the twentieth century defined art in opposition to practical utility. The
modernist idea of art as the medium of a self-determined and autonomous
subject stands in contrast to earlier understandings. In previous centuries,
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artworks were quintessentially useful in that they naturally served the needs
of those who paid for them, be it the clergy trying to strengthen believers’
faith by installing ornate altars in churches, or the gentry trying to impress
the common folk by installing statues and monuments on the streets. Under
such circumstances, artists felt rather like suppliers and less like autono-
mous individuals who produce independent objects with no practical pur-
pose (Warnke 1989).

When ‘public art’ emerged as a distinct form of art practice in the late
1960s, it posed a threat to the avant-gardist notion of art as the expression
of an independent genius. From the outset, and by definition, public art
was invested with a social or communal focus that included processes of
communication with the public. In contrast to a modernist notion of ‘fine’
art set apart from the world and its everyday needs, art in public locations
that was intended for broad public consumption has often been expected
to be ‘site specific’ and socially relevant and offer practical benefits. Such
accountability explains why public art was often denigrated by the official
art world. It also explains why the idea of art being functional seems far less
disquieting when it is applied to art in public space. Public artworks may be
understood as useful in terms of their properties as material objects, sensory
experiences, spatial contexts or representational discourses.

Most writing about art in the public realm comes from art critics and
art historians, and focuses on the aesthetic, cultural and political intentions
and processes that shape its production (Lacy 1994, Kwon 2004, Rendell
2006, Cartiere and Willis 2008). Artworks are often analysed in terms of
their instrumental or symbolic roles within a particular ideologically driven
activity, such as developing community identity; communicating history;
attracting new visitors, residents and businesses; or enhancing property val-
ues. The leading critiques of public art focus on the question of publicness,
highlighting the passive, depoliticised role of citizens as consumers (Phil-
lips 1988). A key ‘politically correct” implication of these critiques is that
good public art involves the public directly in its meaning and its making
(Bishop 2006:181, Sharp et al. 2005). Our primary focus on uses and prac-
tices rather than on artworks differentiates this book from the substantial
recent literature that has examined the public’s participatory or ‘relational’
engagement in the production, reception and evaluation of art, for example
Bourriaud (2002), Kester (2011), and Bishop (2012). That literature mostly
presents artists and curators defining the means and terms of public action.
Situating the art in gallery spaces facilitates this control. At one ‘utopian’
extreme, Bourriard’s relational aesthetics involves participatory art prac-
tices where the artist completely circumscribe both the art’s publics and its
uses; the art is conceived ‘without [. . .| “usefulness” in the world outside
of the social environment created by the work’ (Lacy 2008:23). Participa-
tory art also often tends toward clear functional intentions, as installa-
tions or performances are consciously designed to enable, invite or even
provoke people to engage with them in certain ways (Bishop 2004). The
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title of Bishop’s 2012 book, Artificial Hells, implies a trenchant critique
of the strictures of public engagement within participatory art. But more
affirmatively, she suggests her title also ‘appeals for more bold, affective and
troubling forms of participatory art and criticism’ (Bishop 2012:6-7). We
suggest our book illustrates some such possibilities, if perhaps in indirect
and unexpected ways. Beyond art scholars’ political and aesthetic critiques
of formal collaborations between publics and artists, our book emphasises
the scope that the context of the public realm offers for disconnection or
outright antagonism between artists’ intended outcomes and the public’s
actions in relation to them.

The contributions gathered in this book show how people respond to
artworks after they have been released into the public realm. In some of
the cases explored here, there is no original guiding artist, curator or spon-
sor; aesthetic and experiential outcomes develop through the cumulative
actions of many members of the public. This book thus explores forms of
public agency that are largely independent of the art world and its ideas. In
doing so, we aim to challenge the oppositions between ‘active” and “passive’
spectatorship and singular and collective authorship that are wrapped up
in the trope of ‘the spectacle’ (Bishop 2012). We agree with Lacy’s asser-
tion (2008:24) thar ‘It is time for critical unpacking of the stereotype use +
art = bad art’. The research reported in this book decouples any specific
value relations between art and its use. But we suggest Lacy’s ambition can
be pursued further than Kester’s (2004; 2011) and Bishop’s (2006; 2012)
re-theorisations of public participation in the creation of art. Our contribu-
tors focus on the actual uses of art and the effects of those uses on what
precisely is done or achieved. In this context, rather than abandoning the
spectacle as a framework for interpreting the relationship between artwork
and audience, this book explores the possibilities of Situationist détournement
of the spectacle and of its implication of passive audience reception, a
‘reversal of perspective’ through which audiences find new uses for received
images and other aesthetic forms (Vaneigem 1983:137, quoted in Plant
1992:86).

FUNCTIONS OF ART IN PUBLIC SPACE

Even the most critical studies of public art typically accept that such art
is an inherently worthy investment, affirming its multiple cultural, social,
aesthetic and investment benefits (Mitchell 1992; Miles 1997). But existing
research generally lacks evaluation of such claims, and rarely even suggests
a critical framework for doing so (Hall and Robertson 2001). What has
remained relatively understudied is the ways the public responds to art-
works once they are installed and what kinds of amenity, functional or oth-
erwise, public art contributes to public spaces. Very few publicly funded
artworks are actually evaluated after installation, and there is thus little
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evidence about the reception and impacts, positive or negative, that public
art has (Senie 2003; Cartiere and Willis 2008). Several contributions in this
book question the basic presumption that public art even provides aesthetic
enhancement to public spaces.

Following the emergence of public art in the 1960s as a distinct form
of art practice, and the subsequent explosion in its varieties of medium,
form and location, social scientists began examining the complex aspects
of public art’s conception, production and reception, and in particular
its relation to the wider social uses of the public realm. The theoretical
and empirical link most commonly made between art, functionality and
the public realm sees artworks as almost inevitably being instrumentally
deployed or appropriated—that is, made use of—to serve agendas of eco-
nomic, physical and social transtormation of urban areas (Deutsche 1996;
Miles 1997; Hall and Robertson 2001; Ley 2003). Artists are, in Smith’s
(1996:195) classic formulation, the ‘shock troops’ of urban gentrifica-
tion, and public art is one of their most penetrating weapons. Deutsche
(1988:15), writing about ‘Public Art and Its Uses” in relation to the con-
troversy over Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc, notes that

proposing aesthetic uses for the space, isolated from its social func-
tion in specific circumstances |[. . .| ignores questions recently posed in
a number of disciplines about differences among users and about the
user as producer of the environment |. . .] discussions about the work,
despite the prominence they accorded to questions of use, remained
aloof from critical public issues about the uses of space in New York
today: oppositions between social groups about spatial uses, the social
division of the city, and the question of which residents are forcibly
excluded from using the city.

In contrast to utopian approaches to art, where social engagement is her-
metically confined within the process of its making, Lacy (2008:23) points
to ‘those who are building a case for art’s usefulness in regeneration’, for
whom ‘functionalism is [. . .] prioritized’. Public artworks are often commis-
sioned to meet functional needs of open space users ‘that in the past were
the domain of landscape architecture or city planning’ (Senie 1992:245).
Like many concepts in public art, this continuum of engagement with func-
tionality can be unfolded in other dimensions. ‘Functional’ art interventions
can be seen as unsatisfactory compromises because they constrain artistic
freedom and quality, because they do not function as well as ordinary street
furniture but cost significantly more, or because the ‘functions’ they serve
in fact constrain the potential social uses of their site (Deutsche 1988). The
commissioning of functional public art can be seen as instrumental: an
ambition by governments to justify their public expenditures and manage-
ment controls on public space and an ambition by artists to access budgets
allocated to public space development.
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A partial counter to the materialist critique of public art sees social inclu-
sion in the making of public art as a prospective antidote to the alienation of
economically and culturally deprived social groups (Sharp et al. 2005). Cri-
tiques of gentrification and praise of community art both draw on another
important thematic link between public art and social science research,
looking at how artworks in public might connect to memory and sense of
place (Hayden 1995; Kwon 2004). This, too, is under-researched from the
perspective of actual uses. This book seeks to go beyond the prevailing read-
ing of public art in urban gentrification and to open a range of other ways of
understanding art and its value by exploring a range of uses of art that are in
many cases more immediate, tangible and individual and which go beyond
prescriptive ideas of function.

Accepting that art has one or another function typically involves pre-
suppositions about the wants, needs and capacities of particular publics.
In a keynote speech to one of the symposia that generated this book, Jane
Rendell notes an important distinction between the idea of ‘function’ and
that of ‘use’: use, with its connotations of ‘being used’, ‘manipulating’ and
‘taking advantage of’ something, implies power relations among people
and objects. Focusing on use involves a shift in power dynamics away
from an artwork’s sponsors and makers, who intend specific ‘functions’,
and manipulate audiences so that they will perform what the artwork pre-
scribes. ‘Use” moves the locus of attention and power to the public, who
find their own purposes in the aesthetic objects and experiences presented
to them. Rendell draws on Winnicott (1971:108) to argue that ‘use’ thus
suggests a ‘potential space’ beyond ‘function’, and beyond the control of
the maker, offering the individual ‘an opportunity [. . .] to move from
dependence to autonomy’. Rendell notes that while a public artwork
may quite conventionally be seen as a transitional object, something that
‘helps us adjust to the mismatch between inner and outer worlds’ (fol-
lowing Winnicott 1953; 1967), Winnicott later emphasised that ‘usage
implies that the object is part of external reality’, beyond the projective
desires and omnipotent control of its maker or its audience (Winnicott
1969:716). Using an object requires that the subject ‘must have developed
a capacity to use objects’ (Winnicott 1969:713). Rendell notes a range of
artist-architects, including muf, Apolonija Sustersi¢, Transparadiso and
atelier d’architecture d’autogérée, who explore art’s potential use value by
critically engaging the public in wider processes of social and urban devel-
opment. Rather than producing objects, what these art practices produce
is ‘radical subjects’.

The contributions in this book highlight that even within the scope of
overtly strategic applications of public art, different actors can have very
different goals. The many unanticipated uses of art by members of the pub-
lic challenge implied understandings of what effects such art is supposed
to have, who the audiences for such artworks are, and how people should
respond to them. Unsanctioned, unofficial artworks and non-object forms



6 Quentin Stevens and Julia Lossau

of art often resist alignment between art’s economic and social capital and
property values.

In her analysis of the role of public art in gentrification in Glasgow, Sharp
(2007:282) notes a fundamental difference between art criticism and urban
studies scholarship in terms of how they interpret art in public spaces. She
highlights within public and expert discussion of public artworks ‘the ten-
dency to concentrate on the works as “art” in the moment of their creation
or opening rather than seeing them, more mundanely, as artefacts in the
urban landscape’. Her own finding is that public artworks ‘gain meaning
through use, or just by being there, whether or not this can be articulated
(verbally) by those who interact with them’. She notes that most analyses
ignore the public’s ‘unreflective, prediscursive, bodily responses’ to public
art, which were ‘perhaps never anticipated by the architects, artists and
designers.” Beyond Lacy’s (2008:22) conception of new genre public art as
supporting ‘multivocal criticism’, we are interested in public use as a kind of
unconscious criticism or testing of art through action.

USES AND USERS OF ART IN PUBLIC SPACE

This book’s focus on the uses of art in public settings contributes to inter-
disciplinary knowledge about the design of public space, in terms of its
meanings and everyday uses for a variety of publics. There is a grow-
ing trans-disciplinary literature exploring the rich diversity of informal,
unplanned public activities that occur in urban spaces, examining the diver-
sity of actors and their actions, and how these change the meaning, history,
function and form of the urban settings that they occupy (Chase et al. 1999;
Mitchell 2003; Franck and Stevens 2007; Hou 2010). This work explores
the opportunities for use that are presented by particular types of urban
sites and specific physical features. Much of this work tends to emphasise
users’ interventionist roles in physically transforming public spaces to better
suit their needs. Our book, by contrast, concentrates on people’s behav-
ioural and social responses to urban settings and their artistic contents as
they already are. The studies presented here complement a growing body of
research into specific individual activities and groups that make use of pub-
lic spaces in a range of new and unanticipated ways, many of which engage
with artworks encountered in those settings. These activities include skate-
boarding (Borden 2001), parkour (Lamb 2014), cycling (Spinney 2010),
yarn-bombing (Moor and Prain 2009), guerrilla gardening (Reynolds 2008),
dancing (Chen 2010), and vandalism (Gamboni 2007).

What unites many of the studies mentioned above is that understand-
ing of users and of uses develop oppositionally or dialectically in relation
to the intended, programmed ‘functions’ of public spaces (Stevens 2007;
Franck and Stevens 2007). In both theory and practice, the ‘use’ of objects
or environments is often examined in opposition to some other, more



