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FROM SITE TO COMMUNITY IN NEW GENRE PUELIC ART:
THE CASE OF “CULTURE IN ACTION"

Inthe early mormng hours of May 20, 1293, one hundred targe limestone boulders,
cazh about three fect tall and {ow feet wide and werghing roughly 1.000 to 1,500
pounds, mystericusly appeared on sidewaltks, plazas. street coyners, and parkways
throughout the Loop in downtown Chicago. Thig odd and “spontansous” outcrop-
ping of lumpy boulders on the steets of Chicagoe. each adorned with 7 commermro-
rative plague hononng a woman from the city (a total of ninety living, ten historical),
was masterminded by Suzanre Lacy, a California-based artist best known for her
fernimst performances and protests from the 19702, The event marked the unofficial
nduguretion of the remporary exhibition progiam " Culture in Acton, New Public
Artin Chicago” Sponsored by the ronprolil public art orgamzation Sculpture
Chicago' and conceived and directed by the independent curator Mary Jane Jacab,
"Culture in Action” included seven othor projects dispersed throughout the city at
vanaous neighborhood locanons. all of which remained “on view" throughout the
swmmer of 1993, from early May to end of Septamnber?

Clatnung (o break from previous models of public art. "‘Culture in Action”
foox the entire city of Chicago as its stage and “locused onthe active participation
of restdents m diverse commnities in the creation of the artworks.” According toits
press release, " 'Culture In Achon’ established a new vocabulary within the genre of
urban-oriented sculpture exhibitions 1] tested the terntory of public intorac
tion and participation: the role of the artist as an active social foree: artist driven
educational prograniming as an essential part ot the artwork: and projects that ex-
isled over an extended period of ime, not ust as spectator-criented cbhjects for
brief viewing*

To do s, the eight projects included in "Culiure n Acticn” were structured

as commumty collaborations in which, with the help of Sculpture Chicago's admin-

istrative staff, the artist joined with a local orgamezation or group to conceptualize

Suzanna Lacy and A Coaliton of Cmeagn Weamer, Fulf Circle, 1953 ‘Praws by John Mewilbame. sow tesy

Beulphare Chiagn )
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and produce the art work The results of these collaborations were wide-ranging
and hardly the typical fare of public art. In addition to Lary's commemorative bonl-
ders (which was only one of two parts of her contribution to the program; part two
consisted of a ceremonial all-women dinner). there was a multiethnic neighborhood
parade, by Damnel |. Martinez, VinZula Kara, and the West Side Three-Point
Marchers (Los Desfiladores 'Tres Puntos del West Side); a new candy bar designed
and produced in collaboration with members of a candy-making union, by Simon
CGrennan. Christepher Sperandto, and the Bakery, Confectionery and Tobacco
Workers’ International Union of America Local No. 552; an urban ecological field
station inmvolving twelve high school students, by Mark Dion and the Chicago Urban
Ecclogy Action Group; a storefront hydroponic garden to grow food for HIVAAIDS
patients, by the collaborative team of Haha—Richard House, Wendy Jabob. Laurie
Palmer, and John Ploof—with Tlood, a network of health care volunteers; a street
video installation and neighborhood block party organized with teenagers from
Chicago's West Town area, by li:ge Manglano-Ovalle, the Westtown Vecinos Video
Channel, and Street-Level Video; the production and distribution of paint charts that
reflect the lives of public housing residents, by Kate Ericson, Mel Ziegler, and a res-
ident group of Ogden Courts Apartments; and a telephone survey preject an name-
calling, by Robert Peters with "Mushroom Pickers, Ghosts, Frogs. and other
Others "
Initially conceived by Jacob in 1891, "Caiture 1n Action” foriginally titled
"New Urkan Monuments')” was intended to be a criticque of two institutions: the or-
ganization of Sculpture Chicage specifically, and more broadly the field of public
art. Jacob's assessment of Sculpture Chicago’s 1989 sumrmer sculptare program
showcasing ten relatively traditional sculptures on urban plazas® was not altogether
favorable. Like most public art organizations, Sculpture Chicago's staled goals i
chided demystifying he crealive provess and taking art to the "man on the sireet”
Butits effort to do so by presenting the artists at work in lents set up outdoors—so
that the public could have "access’ to their "creative process’'—seemed to Jacob
still to maintain a strict and rather naive separation between the ariis! and the audi-

ence, hetween producer and spectator. According to Jacob, the board members of

Seulpture Chicago were shocked to be told. “You're focling yourself if you think that
by seeing a sculptor weld two pileces of steel together, somebody has a sense of
what art-making is.”7 In fact, Jacoh's desire to shift the rale of the viewer from pas-
sive spectalor to active arl-maker became one of the central goals of "Culture in X‘
Actior.™

Lauded by some as one of the most importan: public art events n MNerth
America in the twentiath century? and criticized by others for its exploitation of
communities and/or reduction of art to a kind of inadequate and ineffectual social
work, " this project's scale and ambition, and the discussions it generated concern-
ing the defimtion and function of contemporary public art, remain unrivaled in the
post-Tilted Arc eva. But the syriptomalic aspects of "Culture in Action,” particularly
in relation 1o the proklematics of site specificity, are most evident when we compaie
the Chirago program to another public art exhibition of similar scale and ambiuen,
“Tn Public: Seattle 1881 " Organized by Diane Shamash, then the Manager of the
Public Arts Program of the Seattte Arts Commission (SAC). ‘In Fublic” showcased
eighteen installations also sited throughout the aity [s1xteen temporary and two
permanent) '

With funds made available in 1986 through the Percent for Art program dur-
ing the construction of the new Seattle Art Museum, SAC solicited proposals [rom
thirty local. national, end international artists ihat would “address, mtervene in, and
engage the publc life of the city” This kind of approach, zeeing the entire city and
lis processes as a site for artistic intervention, was nol new to SAC. Indeed. it was
SACe formulation of the architect/artist design team conespt for the Viewlands
Haffrman electrical substation project in the mid 1870s that set an influential prece-
dent for the urban design approach to public art throughou: the 19808 "'In
Public." at the beginning of the 1980s, was an attempl 10 1eassess the wisdom of 1m-
posing architect/artist collaborative stracthires, which by then had hecome ex-
remely formulaic and restrictive, on Arlisle wanting to work in the public realm ' So
with the excepiion of the Pler 62/63 ccllaboration between architects Henry Smith-
Miller and Laurie Hawkinson and artist Barbara Kruger, "In Public” granted individ-

ual artists the opportunity o tiate and direct their own projects, in locations of
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their choosing withm the city, without necessarily having to co’laborate with any de-

sign professionals

"Culture n Action” made this feature a rule. eliminating the role of archi-
tects and design professionals allugether from the public art process. To & large ex
tent, many of the stated goals of "Cuiture in Aclion” recapttulated the general terms
ctthe Seattle proaram. “'ln Public' was to e an experimental projoct that woukd
push the boundarnies of puislic art as we have come to xnow il and engage the
1 But

whereas “In Public” focused prirmanly on extending the types of public venue for

public in adialogus abeut the plaze and meaning of art in cur dindy lvos!

artistic inmtervention, finding a broad range of unusual sites in and through the city

vell as traditicnal

(Including newspapers, bus stopas, plers, radio, television, as
public sguares), " Culture in Action” abandoned the prevailing implication that ar-
chitects and design professionals are expert negotiators batween art and urban

o eag! the "eonnmumiy’ as the awtharity

spaces. In effect. "Cullure i Action ™ ins

figure o7 such matters. privileding its role inthe collaborative artistic partnerships
fotgeed by lie= o oogram
Without question, what could be seen and documented as the outcome of

‘Culture in Action”—a candy bar, a neighborhood parade, a block party. a paint
chart, a hydropenic garden, etc.-—was m stark contrast to Chicago's own familiar
forms of public art. Picasso's monumental cubist senlplure Heard of & Waoman (1985}
on Richard |, Daley Cenler Plaza (also known popularly as the “Chicago Pi-
cass0"). % and the recent design of Pritzker Park by artist Ronald Jones (12913 17
served as local prototypes against winch " Culture in Action ™ established 115 new
ness and dilference. Its thfference was especially pronounced when one recog-
nized that much of the work in “Cuiture :n Action™ was defined not in terms of

malterial olyects hut by the ephemeral processes ol lnteraction hetween the local

participants and the aitists. Furthermore. these interactions were not resiricted, at

least in principle to the time frame of the exhibation itself. '
The 1993 presentation of “ Culture in Action” thus exemplified on a grand

scale what Suzanne Lacy defined as "new genre public art™: ¥

Dealing with some of the most profound issues of our ime—toxic
waste, race relahons, homelessness aging, gang warfare, and cul-
tural identity- -a greup of visual artists has developed distinct

maodels for an art whose public stralegies of engagement are an
—

urportant part of its assthetlc language. . We might describe fhis
as "new gente publc art] (o distingoish it both form and intenton
from wiar hag baon callerd "pubilic art’--a term used for the past
twenty-five years to desenibe sculpture and instaliations sied

public places. Uniike much of what has heretofore heen called
-

public art new genre plnlie ) eyl Jhat s byt o
anel nontr e el el O SoITIImIIe i L et e WL o
FT IR R TR C ¢ Joe et bt el

-

Hves—s hased o0 ongagesneil,
O NSE L Ae
CCulture in Acticn’ afirmed Lacy's clanmm that "what exists it lhe space between the
words public and art 15 an unknown relatic ship between arnst and audience. a e
lationship that may iseifbe the artworld™!

The works in the exmibiton alsc corresponded to whal art eniie Ar.ene

Raven has identified as “art in the prblic mterest’ Tomanhng 1w Tirven art 1 the

public interest 15 activist and communitarian o spiet s rnades of exprass.on en-

ragiional meaa including paming and seulpie, s well a

SO el o vallely

rila theaier, video, page art billboards.

i de ol LA shgel art, @

proftest acnions and demaonsiralions, aral hislories, dances, cnvironmments, poslers,
rrrals - Mostimpertantly, she has argued. syt the public interest loiges direct
inlerseciions with social issues. It encournges commilmty coaition-hulding in pur-
suit of gocial justice and atlempts to garner greater instituhicral empewerment for
fiele to act as snoal agents, Artists engaged n such art "aspire 1o reveal the
plight and plead the case ol the dizenfranchized ana disadvantaged and to ern

[N

rmody what they [tho artists] view as Wuranilarian values' ™ Additonally. ‘hey "de

; e ertation of
mand more artist invoivement i1 mstituticnal decision-making, represenislion ol
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minorities and women artists, and use of the influence of museum and funding
agencies to change government policies on soclal issues”* -
Interestingly, the majority of those nvolved in such endeavers do not see
thelr work within the historical framework of public art. Rather, they inscribe their
practice—a contemporary form of socially conscious, activist political art—into the
history of the acsthote avant-garde. Raven. for example, cites Russian construoc-
tivisim and the German Bauhaus as precedents for art in the public interest. She sit-
uates grassroots, artist-initiated activist groups from the 1860s (such as the Art
Workers Cealition, Log Angeles Council of Women Artists, Foundation for the Com-
munity of Artists) as well as the alternative art movements from the 1970s within the

same lineage. [posing art in the public interest as a revitalization of the historical

avant gardlass efforts o integrale art and everyday hife.

Loy likewise proclaims an alternative history for new genre public art Dis-
assoclating it from the public art movement that developed thraugh the 1970 and
1880s, she links 1t instead 1o the development of "various vanguard groups, such
as fominist, ethnie, Marxist, and media artists and other activists .. . [who] have a
cammaon interest in leftist politics, social activism, redefined audiences, relevance
for communities (pariicularly marginalized ones), and collaborative methodol-
agy“f According 1o Lacy. such interests lead to an attack on aesthetic categories
bound to specificities of media, as well as the spaces of their presentation, and
challenge the established criteria of cultural value based on aesihetic quality and
individuahstic notions of artist:c competence. Thus, "draw(ing] on ideas from van
guard forms"—.e., installaiion, perfermance, conceptual ar:, mixed -media art-—

new genre pubklic art 'adds 4 developed sensibility about aurkence, samal strategy,
and effeciiveness that is unicque to vigual art as we know it today™’ In so dowa. 1t B
shufts the focus from artist 1o audience, frem object to process. fram production o

e

receplion, end omphasizes the mupcrtances of a dect, apparently nnmediated an-

gagemernt with particelar 2

1dzally through shared authorship in
collaborations). /

ording tu Lacy these artists. hersell among them eschew the

constricing Urartatans not onply «

artstic corventions but of the ‘raditional institu

lional spaces « 17 produciicn and repro H
spaces of el producien and reproducuor, such as stardes, rmesenms, and

v choose instead the “freedom’ of working in "real” places, with ﬂ%"

" iggues. In a move one critic has dubbed

“real” peopls, addressing “everyda

“postmodern sarial realism,” new genre public art also msists on a move away [ror
the universalizing tendencies of modernist apsiraction. o celebrate mstead the

partionrar ealiles af vepiinary people and their Ueweryday’ eX0er lences. 4

Foundational tc this rhetoric of new genre public av! i@ o poliicdl aspiration
toward the greater ~democratization” of art {a liberal humarust urpulse that has al-
ways fueled public art] Qualities such as pluralist inclusvity, mullicultural repre-
sentation, and consensus bullding are central to the conception of democracy
espoused by the praciiioners and supporiers of new genre public art.* Rather than
an object for ndividual contemplation, produced by a distant art specialist for an
exciusive art-educated audience equipped to undersland its complex vigual lan-
Guaye, new genre publio arlists seek 10 engage (nonart) 1ssues in the hearts and
minds of e average man on the sureet” or Crenl people ! ot e art wiorld. In
doing s, they seelkto empower the avdience by diecty ‘nvelving them in the mak-

wluoers it e By ex

gy of e wic enlhny as aubjocts or B
tending the hitherts speciaized privilege of a1 l-naking and art appreciation fo a
larger number and broader range of people (not restricted te the privileged minar-

1ty of the dominant class, gender, race. and sexual o) jentation), new genre public

it s ondy

artis's hope 1o make art more familiar and acoresble (Decadn

for the “publhc” but by the pubhe ). Tor the proponents of new genre public 4rt,
this cwnership of art. or more generally cullural representalion, 18 the basis for the
integration of art and everyday life and a power{ul force toward social and politcal
change.

This effort to distinguish a 'new genre” in public art might be approached
critically as another form of aesthetic vangquardism, & renewed mode of social and
political activism, or @ new strategy of urban reform and reviialization. For some
critics and artists, however. it represents neither a new movement in the fleld nor a
newly politicized aesthetic sensibility, but rather a moment of arrival in which a
well-developed mode of practice that bad been undervalued in mainstream art fi-

nally receives broader cultural acceptance, According fo Mary Jane Jacob, for
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examnple this "new public art is not so much a movement of the ninclies, a new way
of working, as a way of working that has found its rime " Similarly for critic Eleanor

Heartney, the maor shift in public art 1s represented by “Culture in fchion” is nict

so rnuech 4 radical turs u practice as it :s a belated turn in instiutiona oo o bon

Cring Late Fricson and Mel Ziegler, who olamoed that “art has the aplity to e a
valuable secial tool” and described their art as intending "to he pragrnatic, to deal
with pre-existing social systems and to carry on a dialogue with the pulslic” Heart-
ney hus written with some enthusiasm: ~Of course, such concepts have been part of

certaln ailigls' thinking and practice for vears Now, however, the

lave corne out
mite the open. bacoming stock-in-trade for art administratars, cura‘ors and oritics as

wall!

Whether undersiood as the development of something nesw or as the msitu-

tional acceptance of something old. the aszendance of this cateqary of nublic art

Tepe

sgmbicant shift within e puslic art feld. for new genre public ar not

enly nsists on a reconsideration of {publicy arts values and priorities alone with al

teraticns in its methodology and procedures; i : serts aomajor rothinking of
site spedficity as a means to achieve its goalz. 0 fact, advoos

I

existing approaches (o site specificity The self-proclaimed radicality of *Chitare

new genle

Cartdevalie or atfimes expliotly reject, received definitions of the site and

in Action” In particular. and by extension the rhetoric and practice of new Jenta
puslic artm general, depends on a fundamental redescription of sile specificity's

aesthetis necessity its concoprual parameters. s soeial and poliical effi

4y Ine argumerls posed against the earlier site-ndifferent medels

Slrangely ac
of art-in-vublic-piaces and art-as-public-spaces many artists and critics now TegIs-
ter their desire 1o better serve and engagce the public, to further close the gap be-
tween art and life. Iry expressing a deep dissatisfaction with site specificity.
According to art eritic Jeff Keliey, for example. “site specificily was really

maore ke the imposition of a kind of disembodied musewn zone onto what already

had been very meaaningful and present before that, which was the place Kelley 1
concerned here to corceptually distinguish “site” and "place, the forme: signify-

ing an abstract location and the latter an intimate and particularized culture that is

bound to a geographical region.™ In associating the “site” with previous models of
public art and “place” with new genre public art. Kelley means to highlight the him-
ited social consciousness of site specificity as evidenced partcularly in the art-as-

public-spaces made of practice.? At the same tune, he registers the extent to which

5 where 1 was

sile specificity has experienced a radical reversal i recent vea
once a means to betler integrate art nto the spaces of the everyday, 1o betler en
gage and accommodale the public, it as becomes & means L overrun the public
and the meamngfulness of local places and cultures

Such recent reassessments of sie specificity, representing a fundamental re-
thinking of how an art work is to (or should) enguge with its "plblic. turmon acru
cial stnft m which the "site " 1s dispiaced by notions of an "audience,” o particular
socizl “lssue’” and most commonly a Ccommuning Aro T e e Senarancho,

for instance. speaking or. bebialf of fhe collaborauve team Sf et and Buonal

e ek e i

dio fone of the participants in° Culture in Action ) 5

they have abandaned the limited framework cfthe "l spea o’ m loor ol A4 more

xpansive nolion of e anunily specitic’” ™ For Spetandioe. e e sl

qenrial and molics a space B belongs 100 someons else”

registers ol

fulion. A Ccommunity” in contrast, @ apparenly more speciliz and

]

sell delarmis
In o shnilar vein. Mary lane Jaccb hag alternately described the: projects In
“Culture o Action” as bath issue-spealic” and “zudience-speaiic” According to
Jacob, the mave away from site specificity is a logical step toward a moere nfumate
and meaningiul relationzhip between the arust and nissher audience, & wiy of
shrinking the distance beiween the nadinonally separale poies of productior and
reception. "'The cominissicned works in Culture in Aztion” grow out of the alterna-
tive spaces and public art strategies of the 1960s They evolve as well from site-
specific’ artworks that, while tailored to particular locations, often remain discrete
artworks within convenrional exhibitions. in Culture i Acticn] howeven the arnsts’

projects refer not primarily to sites, but 1o social issuesz that are ¢f common concern

deosam toowark ! Further-

and to the comunitiss in wahich they Reave

to the ar
Wi A lees) community and

more, Each [project] s created in ditect partners!
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addresses such urban issues as low-income housing, HIV/AIDS research and care.

workers' rights, minority youth leadership, ecology, and women's achievements

Such temporal isste soecilo aotworks are a form of artimaking that grows out of the
desire of artists to reach audiences in ways that are more direct and unexpected
than 15 possible ina museumn or gallery setiing”™

Crites involved in the current public art debate have offered varous con-
jectures on the nature of these changes. Dan Cameron, for example, has described
the shift primarily as a stage in the development of a particular artistic genre. For
Carneron, “Culture in Action” and other public art programs like it exernplify the
general transformation of sculpture away from site specificity toward "post-site

sculpture,” toward an increasing dissipation of art as a culiural categaory.

"Culture in Action' falls into the category of those sculpture exhibi-
tions which have foltowed the logical progression from the model of
site-specificity toward the apparent next stage. the dissolution of the
language of "art” altogether, in favor of activities and interventions

which take place directly in the commumnty, away from the museum'’s
watchful eye. .. The work in " Cullure in Action” set cutto navigate

that murky zone where social activism and post-site seulpture have

begun to intersect.**
v A A — T

In contrast, Eleanor Heartney has characterized the current trend not so much as a
logical progression in the development of sculpture but as 4 dramatic reversal in
approaches to public art. Her argument positions the Tilted Arc controversy of the
1980s as a counierpoint to “the {recent] discussion [which] shift[s] away from the
notion of site- specificity as a response to the formal dynarmics of the site toward a

concern with commu:ity as context.”" As she put it. “Before the construction of Tifted

Are, Serra announced that 'alter the piece is built, the space will be understood prl
marily as a function of the sculpture” Today, more often than not, the reverse seems

to be true. Sculpture is seen as a function of the space or the context Public artists
. e r—

tand to spest bt e A sty paricipation, ermporarnness snd the limitation

ofthe awinollal role of the arust ™
This last comument 1s more n keeping with Jacob's own conception of ”Cul-
ture in Action” According to Jacob. the trajectory of the modern puklic art move-

ment, within which her program marks a major turning oot plays out as follows:

As public art shifted from large-scale objects. 10 physically or con-
ceptually site-specific projects. to audience-specific concerns (work
made 1 response to those who occupy a qiven site), it moved trom.
an aesthetic kimction, 1o a design function, to a social function Rather
1han serving to promete the economic development of American
cities, as did public art beginning n the late 1980s. il is now being
viewad as a means of stabilizing community development through-
oul arhan cenlers. in the 1990s the rale of public art has shifted from

that of renewing the physica o7 oo al i o

ety [rom promoling aesihelic quality to contributing to the quality of

life, from ernriching Yves 1o saving lves ™

Which is to say that, having logt its longstandimg faith n the power of architecture
and urban design to positively aftect the quality of life 1n social terms. public art has

reaffirmed its desire 1o Inpact the lives of (nonart) consutuencies by other means

Instead of addressing the physical condition: <fthe S BTG

ing the coneerng of " e shn QI £ eaven s ReT e e nds, definred in
relation to social issnes ~homelessnass, urban violence, sexism nomopholya,
racism, AlDS—ostensibly offer a more gemune point of contact, a zone of mmitual
nterest, between artist/art and community/andience, The new formulation of com-
munity-based public art proposes a new parmership in place of the partnership
petween arlist and architect valorized in the design team collaborafions of the
1980s. The dialogue is now o occur between an artist and a communty or audi-
ence group that is wdenbfied as suchm relation to some social problam (which itself

is oftent assaciated with marginalized and disenfranchised cammunities).!

m
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The stide om sile-specific tossue-specific in public art can be seen as yet
another exarnple of the ways in which the concept of the site has pioved away from
ona of concrete physicai location, as | argued in chapter 1. The invocation of the
community-specific and 1the audience-specific, in which the sile is dizplaced by a
group of people assumed to share some sense of commaen/communal 1dentity
based on texperiences of) ethnicity, gender, goographical proximity, political aifl
ation, religious beliefs, social and economic classes, ele., can be described as an
extension ol the discursive virtualization of the site, at least to the extent that iden
tity itself is constructed within A compiex discursiie field

But the partcular digplacement of the site-specific by the community-
specilic in new genre public ar’ requires specil altention along & differcnt rajec

tory of Inquiry. because the proisinence of community based, participatory modes

of art practice in recent years coincides with the frequent invocation of the «o

nity in many arenas owside the art context. Indeed, the commumity, gencrally un-
e e s

derstood as a collective body that mediates betw

een individual subjects and
society, has become & highly charged and extremely elastic political term. Itis de-
ployed equally by the left and the right to muster public support for certain social

programs political candidates, and legislative 4 gendas it carries weight in debates

ranging from educanon and hea'th care tc housing policies and zening regulations

O the one hamed the tern Meomrme? s aanooaied with disenfranchised social

apotps that have been syslematically excluded from the political and cultural
processes that affect, if not determine. their lives. It defines coalitions of peopls

soeking foc counter

h processes of exclusion and repression by colleciively

clizirniding ecual rights, greaiar S0’ FeCegnilion. eConcIia “uppait, aned poht-

cdl power, such 15 the gay and iesbn community, the Asian American COMmULLY,

worlkang cormrranitie:s, e Adcan Amerioan comumimiy e 'S groups

[ RS SO I F ER )

riens. enc. On the ather hand, quuie untitnencally, the terms

1zl

frecently & vipe departiculavizod idennlies of dominart soc

erCnoIIe P

‘eal and culluras forces, such as the business comrrmity, e enter

rainement communty, the

cal comrnrnty, ine scenlifie o

vt 2 i nadenal

and inferrational commuiuties Furthermore among necconger vatives the "com

munity 15 repeatedly conjured in efforts to instigate new exclusionary policies in
housing. health care, social services, and education. In its drive toward the greater
privatization of public institutons and services and the decentralization of state au-
thenty, the right has appropriated the concept of the commmumty as well The dis-
mantling of certain state-sponsored social and cultural programs at especially
henefit the poor and the il for instance. are carried out now in the name of cormmu
nity activism anc commumty self-determinahen.

One example will suffice to illustraie the ways in which commurity-based
rhetorte has become a flexible political 1ool for necconservatives Int ap article ent-

Jed ~The New Communisy Activism: Social Justice Comes Fuli Circle,' Heather Mac

Denald describes the political struggles in the Lower East Side and the Upper We
Side of New York City over the cily'a plans to locats in those neighborhoods new
social serviee facilities for drug rebabilitation. mental ilness, and AIDS reatment. ™
Detailing the cpposition of a group of residents in each nelghnorhood to the aity's
plans, Mac Donald's narrative 13 marked throughout by har overniding concsrn o

oramunity activism. She be-

celebrate, as the title of her article indicaies, a "ne
ging her article with the cminous claim tha "tolerance for the breakdawn of pullic

order under the banner of compagsion and civil iherties s threatening ihe very

survival of some New York communities ' Aganst this percewved threat, she dent-
fles "a new wave of community rebels who represent & revolution m the making
Citizens are rising to dernand that the government stop dumping social problems
anto their streets and start demonsirating a cOMMONsense Concern with the quality
of 'ife in the city's neighborhoods "¢ Thus, new GOMUIINILLY ACTVISTL LS character-
1ved as a reclamabon project—citizens taking back “their” streets and nelghbot-
hoods from both an meffoient government (the "therapeutc state”) and those who
sonstiture the sooial problems. who “gan meney from the contimued cycle of Tstate]
dependence’ ™ Rather than address the abaoluie necessity of sceial services for
certain groups, Mac Donald writes only about the unfairness of social services bhe-
ing concentrated in particular neighborhoods

For Mac Donald, the objectives of new community achvISI are rwofold. Tirat

is the insistence that local commurities, Not government bureaucracies, have the
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right to determine the use of neighborheod spaces. for social services or other-
wise, and that the community shouid be able to 'control deviant behavior” within its
purview without government interference. In other words, the community should
have exclusive jurisdiction over the management of the spaces and resources of the
neighborhood and be free to police the neighborhood against "unwanted” ele-
ments, such as drug addicts. AIDS pauents, the homeless. and the mentally ill. But
the larger battle is ideological. For Mac Donald's comrmunity activism is not only
against government interference in community issues; it 1s about "bucking a long
political tradition . . . that champions radical indwidualisin, disparages middle-class
values, and reserves particular contempl for ‘gentrification "

In a hyperbolic rendering, the liberal left is characterized as dangerously
radical and oppressively dogmatic, either too sentimental and idealistic, thus irra-
ticnal, or toc corrupt and unreliable te offer any satisfactory solutions to deal with
many of ioday's soclal problems. This is why new community activists must reclaym
the tarm "community ' from s supposod Tisrenresentaiions and nusappropria-

et bers) lelt jeadership. According to Mac Donald, "When social-service
advocates talk of ‘community, they are using a code word that has absclutely no ref-
erence to real communities*® Not surprisingly, Mac Donald’s notion of the “real”
communtty 1s based solely on ownership of property: those who own (or sometimes
rent) housing and real estate in the neighborhcods are the only legqutimate members
of the "real” community who can speak for its needs, mmanagement, future direction
and hopes. Consequently, the "real” community does not include or recognize the
voices of others who might have contingent, nonproprietary relationships to the
neighborhood, and 1t is delimited in finite rather than relational terms

Much of the current effort of public art is in some measure a resistance to
the strengthening forces of the right as exempilified in the case cutlined above. In
fact. participants n “Culture in Action” and propenents of new genre public art ex-
plicitly position themselves i1 opposition to such exclusionary tendencies. The
highlighting of marginalized and disenfranchised social groups in commminuty-
based collaborative art projects 1s indeed an attemnpt to counter (If not compensate

for) these groups' lack of soctal visibility and political power And the endeavor 1o

give voice to underrepresenied and disempowered groups, often by engaging
them in the very process of creating their own cullural representations, 1s under-
stood by most of its practitioners and supporters as nof simply an artistic experi-
ment but a strateqy of political importance

According 1o crific Hafthor Yngvason, for instance, who participated in the
December 1992 symposi. . o wuilule i Action, 7 the political unplications of
the shuft from site specificity to a collabaorative, participatory mode of commnity-

based practice are profound

As public art has developed over the last two decades, its emphasis
has been on techniques of imMegration—nct just to incorporate art
physically into buildings and parks but also to foster social assimila
tion. While "sie-specificity - —privileged in public-art circles as the
public form of art---has provided a means tonfroduce art inte
neighborhoods without the glaring irrelevance of what has been
called "plop art” it has rarely gone heyond the jdea of regponding to
establizshed deas or “facts” abou! communities to parlicipating 11 &

pulbsin sube v Wi - such facts can be exarmimed and zantested

Yngvason assoclates contrasting sociopolitical models with the "integrationst” and

"participalory” modes of public art practice. Citing feminist political theonst Seyla
Bernhabib he claims that the former is predicated on a vision of sotiety as " 'ocom-
mumnities integrated around a single conception of the human good'—1 ., 4 concep-
tion that can be responded to i an unproblematic fashion and revitalized through
simple design, such as a public plaza.” The latier is based instead on a notion of s0-
ciety as *'marked by a "plurality” of visions of what is good, and of the good of as-
sociation itsalf, " For Yngvason and others. to pursue the kind of participatory art
practice that "Cuiture in Action” advocates 1s not only 1o critique the “medieval”
notions of public art {understood as & coherent representation of a comynunity per-
manently installed in a public square or public gathering place) bt to resist the in-

tegrationst ideology in a political sense.
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T test Yngvasons hypothesis, that is, 10 examine more concretely the aes-
thetic shifts 1 new genre public art in relation to their political implicaticns for the
comrnunity. we will turn 1o the specific conditions of the eixght projects in "Culture
Action” and of the exhibiticn program as a whole. A critical interrogation of thelr
various mobilizations of the term “community” will serve 1o elaborate on the func-
tion of the concopt within new genre public art 4s it appears 1o engage the larger
pelitcal debate concerning the future of democracy,

It will become quite clear that, despite the efforts of many artists, critics,
and historians to unify recent rends in public art as a ccherenl movement, there are
numerous Incensistencies, contradictions, and variations within the field, even
within the ~Culture in Action” program itself. In fact, the narrative of new genre
public art's newnese, as developed in significant part in the prometicnal rhetoric
and critical reception of “Culture in Action, has continnously obscured or glossed
over some of its most consequential inconsistencies and confradictions. For in-
stance. while the wide range of artistic media and tormal approaches in " Culture in
Action” has been acknowledged, even celebrated. as a distinctive attribute of new
genre pubilic art's aesthetic “freedom " as evidence of ils "cxperimental " nature,
the fundamental differerces in the social and pohtical imphcations of the separate
projects have largely been ignored.

Contrary to it curator's overarching program description, the projects in
‘Culture in Actuon” each present a divergent approach to the central problem of
community engagement. But the differences amaong the projects in terme ol their vi-
sual presentation reveal Lttle of then conceptual and theorotical diferences. These

are ermnbeodded instead in the specific (invisible) processes of their respective com-

]'TT]I']!I'

colaboraddiona, inthelr enactment of the necassary siinhonal and indvid

ual exchanges and compromises (as opposed to thewr rhetorical descriptions of
them). many of which have been carried out in improvisalicnal ways We turn now
o these processes and exchanges-—the complex set of relations and negotiations
within the particular parameters of "Culture in Action”—in order to pose the follow-
ng guestions.

In acial practice, how does & group of people become identiied as a com-

munity in an exhibition progranl as a potenhal partner in a collaborative art proj-

eot? Who identihes ther as such? And who decides whal st 1 5] wall be ad-

¢ tho

dressed o represered by/fthrough them. the T 117 e Commmunity (rot
curater? the sporsoring insututon? the fundig organization? Does the partner

comumunity preexist the art project, or 1s )t produced 0y {17 What 1s the nature of the
collaborative relationship” If the identity of the commurty 1s produced through the
making of the art work, does the artist's identity also depend on the same process?
How does the cotlaboranon unfold, and what precisely is the role of the artist within

it? Does the partner cammuniiy comncide with the audience? if now pablic art en

gages the audience as active partaipants i ther production of dii o sk, winch 1o

a dedros 1coaders thaen subieets of the work, too then who e the cudience [or this

production” What criteria of success and farhre are posed now, especially to the
artists, in this major reconfiguration of public artthat moves aesthotic practice

closer to social services? " And linally, through it all. what avo the political implica-

gl e e eements of

tiors and consequences of now gante pubhe art

the erchilect and the sile fonce undeTtsiood as a geograpc Jocation) by the com-

munity, the atdience, ond the social lssue, as themselves different kinds of spac

Tre eight projects in "Culiure in Action ™ can Le grouped into four distinet cate-
gories based on the kind of interactions between the artist{s) and the respeciive
community partner(s). The projects reveal varymg degrees of intervention from the
curatar ancdior Sculpture Chicago some projects are fully dependent on mnstitu-
tional involvement: others are more able to cversee their own development Each
category also defines a different role for the artist, offering aliernatve renditions cf

the: collaborative 1elationship. All in all. the: va:iaticns among thase callaborative

models reveal the extont 1o which the “coruraumiy” remams © Fa ey ambiguous

and probictieie concept in pubhe art ioday
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Community of Mythic Unity

The first model is best exemplified m Suzanne Lacy's project Fuli Circle, with its
hundred commemorative houlders. Here it is difficult to discern any community
more particular than the social category of Women, despite the artist’s effort té
honor specific individuals from the city of Chicago. In preparation for the project,
several committees of women were established by the artist and Sculpture Chicago
to oversee the nominating and selecting of one hundred local women who would
eventually recelve a boulder commemeoration. Buf the committees did not function
as active creative pariners in the overall conception of Lacy’s project (at best, they
were sounding boards for the artist’s ideas). Instead. they were convened 1o per-
form and sigmfy the decentralization of the artist's authority i defining the "con-
tant” of Full Circle—i o, the names of individual honorees.

On the one hand, such a move seems logical, even commonsensical, as lo-
cai residents would likely be mere knowledgeable than the artist (from Cabifornia)
In agsessing the social and cultural contributions of one of their own. On the other
hand, Lacy's committee structure. employed as a means to humble the artist's voice
and elevate those of local women, seems to confuse raticnalized hureaucratization
of the decision-making process with creative group participation. The artist's dele-
gation of decision-making duties 1s not really the same thing as sharing of authority
Only those with authority in the first place are in positions to delegate; that 15, the .
act of delegating is in itseif an act of authority

The committees, however, did infuse a sense of regicnal relevance to the
project insofar as their focus was on Chicago residents. Lacy hersell emphasized
this aspect when she noted that "the invented nature of the nomination process
grounded the project in the community and with the women selected s This im-
plies a locational delineation of the community But what conceptually gathered all
one hundred women into a coherent “community, or at least an extension of 1t, was

not their common place of residence and work—the city of Chicago-—or their pre-
sumed allegiance to it. Rather, according to Lacy, they shared a transhistorical,

transcultural. and gender-specific “sensibility’: "As the idea . . grew, the issue that

seemed to connect ther was service—and a sensibility, whether through culture or
nature, that seemed particular to women. ‘Service, an inadequate word, often chal-
tenged throughout the project, still seems the bast way 1o describe a quality of sup-
porting, nurturing, correcting inlustice, promoting equality’#

Following this logic, Lacy orchestraied a conceptually coherent umty for all
wormern, presumably identfied with one another in the service aclivines of “sup-
porting, nUruring, correcting njustice, and promoting equality” Granted, the
model of unity here was not that of a cultural melting pot, with particulariies of mi
nority constituencies effaced or assimilaed into the likeness of dominant social
farces. In facl, Lacy emphasized the distinctnass of individual identities—one
woman, one houlder-—over the importance of a sing'e coliective image. She made
a concerted effort m Fuil Circie to model & unity of women that encompassed 2
wide diversity of professional backgrounds, sthnicilies, social standings, ages. and
religious affiliations, paying special attention to the inclusion of underrepreserited
and marginalized groups. such as Alrican American, working-class, and older
women. But whasever the indrvidual differences, all were subsumed in ihe end by
the artisl's search for a common denominator that celebrated an abstract gender
umty, delimited in this case by a set of service-oriented characteristics that were in
effect naturalized as innate attribuies of women in general. This was further empha-
sized by Lacy's symbolic all-women dinner, which augmented the project.

Within such a framework. the specificity of each woman's life drops outto a
large extent (as does rhe specificity of Chicago), because diversity and difference
are emphasized only to the degree that they can be overridden by a comman prin-
ciple or theme of uniication. For example, the differences among the women 11
terms of their geographical aitachmeris. socioeconomic position, cultural back-
ground, racial herilage, sexual orientation, and so on were absorbed by Lacy's no-
fion of ~service '—without 1aling inte account the different relatior.ships (social,
economic, spiritual, ermctional) that each woman might have to the very prospect of
“service " Fermnimst sccial theorist Iris Marion Young has warned against reductive
tendencies that would unite all women as nurturers and caretakers, especially when

such characterizations are extrapolated mto a gender-specific political vision.

119

LMY D1780d IHNIS MAN NI ALINRWKWOD DL ALS wWoud



120

Despite our [feminists] critical attention o much of the male tradi-
hon of potitical theory, many of us have retained uncritically an anar-
chist, participatory democratic communitarianism (o express our
vision of the ideal society. Indeed, many of us have assumed ihat
women and feminists can best realize this 1deal. because women's
cullure is less individualistic and less based in compelition than
men's culture, &nd because, we claim, women are psychologically

and politically more oriented toward care and mutuality

Ag the arnstic unpresario of Full Circle, Lacy rendered an image of comimu-
nity that is an overgeneralized and abstract projection of commonality, a mythic
urity that gathers into its folds a range of particular persons and their CXPeTIENces
While her version of communily diverges somewhat fran the tradificnal ideal of a
completely homogeneous and coherent social body diversity and difference are
articulated here only to be overcome or excecded by a universalizing common

goal.

“Sited” Communities

"The second model of cornmunity, perhaps the most prevalent in communily-based
public art today, 1s evident in the project by Simaen Grennan and Christopher
Sperandio and that by Kate Ericson and Mel Ziegler In both cases, the artists
paired with exasting Chicago organizations, o1 “sited communities'* that already
had clearly defined identities in the sense of having established locational bases,
modes of operation, or a shared sense of purpose. For Grennan and Sperandio the
community parther consisted of membears of the Bakery. Confecticnery and To-
baceo Workers' International Union of America Local No 552, For Ericson and
Ziegler the community parmer consisted of representatives from the Resident
Counci] of Ogden Courts Apartments. Being outsiders 1o the Chicago area, both
arlist teams required the assistance of, even became dependent upon, Mary Jane

Jacob and the staff of Sculptire Chicago to provide jocal knowledyge and access to

such specific commumty groups.® In the end, Sculpture Chicago was not only n- 2

strumenital in forging these partnerships; it served as the indispensable mediator

hetween the artists and the local groups, espectally during periods of the artists’

absence from Chicago (which wag most of the time of their yearlong affillations with
Culture :n Action'']

The point of departure for these types of collaborative pairings is most often
signaled by the artst's project proposal. More precisely. the dorminart thematie
concern of the project as defined by the artist. and interprated By the curator and
the sponsoring institution, sets into menon the scarch for the “right” match. the
“right”! community group shat can best fulfill the particular goals of the project. Fo
instance, Grennan and Sperandio’s coliaborative llason with the candy-making
union restlted from a long search by the artists and curator for an approprate part-

ner who could fulfil] the artists desire 10 produce an “interactive artwork invelvitg

a commurnity of Clucage-crea manufacturing employeas i the developinent ana

i the Baikery, O snul Umen
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marketing of a commercial produci'™® While Grennan and Sperandio conceded the

o A ‘
need for further modifications to the project depending on the "specific nature and

conditions of the hosting institution and workforce." the proposal specifically identi-

fied the outcome of the proposed collaboraticn—the production of a four-ounce

chocolate bar, including iis design and pack -

in Ericson and Zieqier's case as weil, the goals of the community collabora-

tion, both in terms of material results and conceptual armbiiion, were established

: ) - - ]
ong before the engagement with any specific community group In fact, inthe pre-

Iiminary outline for their project proposal dated June 14, 1992, months hefore a
commuuty partner was found, the artists described the overali contiguration of the
project in great detail, |

As we discussed our project still consists of creating a “color char:”
i conuncton with a group of tenants from perhaps one or a few fed-
erally fanded housing projects around Chicago. . .. Our plan would
be 1o work with this group of tenants over the next year and develop
this chart with the convention of other pamt charts in mind. T would
be a usable paint chart. distributed in paint stores throughout the
US. ... The chart would deal with some specifics about tederally
funded kousing demographics. eto. It would of course hopefully
ralse 1s8ues that are of concern to the tenants but it would also ques
tion the validity and morals of the suburbs which these charts often
cater to. .. Anyway the charts soul [sic] purpose will not be to sell

paint and these details will work themselves out during our collabo-
ration.”

Within this model of commumty interaction, the artists in ffect specify their
community partners—in the case of Ericson and Ziegler, “a group of tenants from
one or a few federally funded housing projects around Chicago ™ The curator
and the sponsoring organization {here. Sculpture Chicago) function as middlemen

In facuitatin <hio The arfiste )
g the partmership. The artists can either {ind themselves assigned to a

certain community group by the sponsoring agency of be given a list of groups to
choose from. Thus, contrary to the promotional rheteric that describes communily
collaborations as the result of an organic and dialogical relationship between the
arlist and the community, representing a set of mutual interests at the origin of the
collaboration, the overall structure, procedure, and goals of the projects, includmyg
their conceptualization, most often precede the engagenent with any such comimu-
nity. Jacob has claimed. for example, that "unlike other exhibiticns of site-specific
installation ariwarks that have merited recent attention. this project | Culture in Ac-
tion'] is the result of a fundamental collaboration among participating artiste, com-
munity residents and civic leaders This collaborative process has to an unusual
degree shaped the conception as well as the realization of these artists’ projects,
and has led 1o a new dialogue between the arhst and audience for public art”* But
il is clear, at least 111 the cases of Grennan anc $perandio and Ericson and Ziedier,
that the conceplual framework of the projects was fully articulated prior to any con-
versations wiih potential collaborators: the commumnty parinets instead came to fill
the predelineated blank spots within that framework. The contribution: of the comn-
munity partners, 1 other words, was limited to the realizaton of projects that fuly
prescribed the nature of their participation in advance.® Elaborating on this partic-
wlar point, many critics of nCulure in Action,® in fact, have charged some of the
artists, Jacob. and Sculpture Chicago with exploitation, even abuse. of local com-
murity groups.

It is irmportant 1o note in this context that Grennan and Sperandio mformally
proposed several different projects as viable options to Jacob. each proposal in-
volving a different type of community group. According to Sperandio, it was Jacob
who made the final selection amonyy the list of six possibilities, in effect determning
the project for them as well as praactively detining the community partner and the
type of somal issue that would be addressad by the project (in this case, blue-collar
labor politics). This is again in contrast o Jacob's ¢laim that the cormmunity collabo-
rations in "Cuiture in Action” emerged organically through the initiatives of the indi-
vidual artists working without specific guidelines or intervention. She nas stated

many times that the defining characteristic of "Culture i Action.” including jts tesi-

123

AuY O(18Nd IBNID MIN NI ALINNWNOS OL LIS wWodd



124

ing of interactive commuruty collaboraiions as a new model of public art, came mio
belng in response fo artists’ Own Inferssts in socially ariented art projects, and that
she and Sculpture Chicago, aching as disinterested agents, merely accommodated
the ariists’ wishes and followed their lead. However, correspondences and offical
paperwork cancermng the early planning of "Culture in Action” reveal that this was
not completely true. Jacob and Eva Olson {executrve direcior of Sculpiure Chicago]
directed. even insisted on, certain types of collaporations as an UnpoTHant Theansa to
eslablish “he exhibition's Wdentity. They not cnly sought out arhists whoe wanted fo do
community colaborations bul played a central role w1 defimng the nature oi these
collaboratons

Some view this kind of interaction between the artist and the curator/insitu-
tion as a form of artistic collaboration inits own nght (as Jacol: continues to do)
And it certainiy can be, But it can also be viewed as an example of the curator s 1n-
creasing, though often unacknowledged, involvement In deterrmning the parame
ters of an art project. a shrearnlining of the creative process that leaves the artst
with what Mierle Laderman Ukeles has called the “curatorial assignmeri) = The
facl that Sperandio was unwilling to divulge o the author the plans for other pos-
sible community collaborations rejected” by Jacob, on the grounds that these pro-
posals will likely be realized in other cibies within the comtext of other exhibitions ™
further reinforces the view that commuruty “collaborations” are often artist-driven
and curatorially directed. Despite the pubhe foregrounding and rhetorical elevation
of the community in the discourse. In such cases the: specific communify group
seems to perform a relatively incidental role,

The exchange between Sculpture Chicago and Flaine Reichek, a New York-
basad artist who was approached for possible inclusicn in "Culture in Actien.”
helpe ciarify 10w the exhibition tried to define “comrmunity collaboration”
Reichek's preliminary proposal, dated August 7, 1992, dascribed a project in which
she would produce a number of embroidered samplers and a set of bisque com-
memorative pots in an installation at the Chicagoe Historical Society The content of
the samplers and the pots was to highlight local Native American history emphasiz-

ing the voices of Native American women. who would be comacted by the ariist via

a local facilitator {Carol Becker of the Chivago Historical Sociaty). These WOITIEn's
discussions of thewr personal histories and their thoughts on traditicnial museologi-
cal represemations of their culture were 10 be the basis for the content of the pleces
in Reichek's mstallation

Subsequently, aftempts were made by Sculpiure Chicago 1o forge a partner-
ship between Rexchek and a local Native American wamen's group led by Faith
Smith of the Native American Service College. but withoul success. Perhaps unsur-
prisingly. the Native American women guestioned Rewchek's proposal with some
suspigion, requesting the artist, if she was truly interested in their lives, (o spend
more tme with thern on their torfie develop a more inmmale relahonship before
procecding 1o represent them in her project. Reichek's proposal. winch assigned
the decision-makimg and ‘creative’ parts of the installation (the selection of content
as well as the determination of the final form and the actual act of producing the

pols dnd samplers) solely to herself, was deemed by Jacoh and Sculpture Chicago

o be at worst self-serinng, and at best too inflexible to accommodate the needs af
the potential commurity partners. Congequently, Reichek was disinvited to parhcl-
pate in “Culture in Action” in September 1992, In a lettey written by Jacob o
Reichek around that lime. the curalor explained that the proposal did not allow for
enough interaction between the artist and the comrnunity orgamzation. Or, more
precisely, it did not allow for a particular kind of interaction that " Culture in Action”
wanted 1o sponser. Jacob wrote, "1 is essential 1o the exhibition of 'Culture in Ac-
tian that artists develop a work out of a commumnity dialogue and imvclve others in
the ‘creation’ of these public works. At the moment. | feel like we are at a deadend
[ adrmre your work but do not warnt to force a change when the 1dea may be better
execiled by you alone "™

This early exchange with Reichek reveals the general arabiguity surround-
haa T

1ng the very idea of collaboralion: does the “creation” of a work mean the actual

physical labor of making an art object for component parts 1o a larger instalianon/
event}, or does it mean the conceptualization of a project? This crucial question re-
mained unanswered even at the end of “Culture in Action” There seems (o have

been an implicit division of labor 1 which the artist serves as the management
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1> the CONMMITANITY fdy NeTs’ actual physical laboy

(roncepiualizing and crganizing)
snth Reichek highlights Jacob's

on the "produchon lipe " In any case, he incidern

wle m determining the lype of collaborations ihat would be supported within the

conlexl of "Culture in Action Ceven if al tmes the ralionale for her decsions seemm

vagne and thelr results appear contradletory to her stated geais

Invented Communities {Temporary)

The third modes of community interaction, exernplified in Mark Dions and Damel .
one i which a commuily Group o1 o ganization 13 NEW ly

e coordimation of the art work itseif

Mariinez s projects, 1s
conatituted ard rendered aperational through th
such an appreach

Also qriite: prevalent in cat rent corrrnunity-based prac

imagines the arl work in larde part as the effert jrrolvad in forming sueh @ cormmils
raty group arownd & sel of colleclive actities ana/or sommunal events as defined

by the artist. In IMon's case, (he inleraclion wis more or less based on a cenven-

nional pedagogical or aducay waradigm His Chicage Urban Ecology Fction
Croup, which convened on a weekly basig during he one - year period of the artist's

conumitment to* Culture in Action’ was set up 48 an extracurricular educationa

soned ag (pe teacher/iearn leader of

program with o local ngh schoels. Dicn fun

this special ervironmental stuay group of twelve stndents, whose activities, wclud-

ing a beld ripto Belize, became synonymous with DION's own arlsic production

Similarly, Martinez courdinated a new community group aroundias bis pro)

ot Side Three-Point Marchers. the group: Was compossd of a net-

ect Named the W

work of members from several existing comununily organizallons: from the West

Side area of Chicago (including sehoel groups. commumty and religious centers,

theater groups, neighborheod arts conters’ who gathered for the single purpose of

planning, organizing, and periorming in & one-1ms evert that Martinez snvizioned

far them——a carnival-like parade throudh three West Side neighborhoods on Jur.e
]

13 19823 (This was cne of twa projects Marinez completed for Culture in Action .}

Iy contrast to Dion's, Martinegs roke in 1el

was more hke that of an artistic director, delegaling ceriain logistical (and some-

ation to the West Side Marchers

hicigo Utk

tlarms

COUTIES

ton Groups The Chicago Urban Ecology Act

opture Chicige !

jon Group. 1953
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timeos creative) dutles to others, akin to Suzanne Lacy's mode of cperation Mar-
tinez's overall conception of the parade as a public event on the theme of immigra-
tion history and (dentity politics, within which local Afnican American and Latino
residents would represent themselves (1o themselves), was the driving force be-
hind the acuvities of the West Side Marchers, and this activily defined thelr group
wdentity The actual labor of forging the cooperative halsons between the members
of the various local organizations, however. was accomplished not by Martinez ch-
rectly but by two local wornen, Angela Coleman and Elvia Redriguez, residents of
two key neighborhoods (one predominantly Afrncan Amernican and the other pre-
dominantiy Latine), who also oversaw the preparations for the actual parade itself.
Whereas Dion conducted his classes more of less autonomousty In response 1o the
stated and perceived needs of the students, Martinez did not live in Chicago and
had limited direct contact with the people who would be involved in his project.
This meunt that he was not only dependent on the institutional support of Scutpture
Chicago lo make the necessary contacts bul was fully indebted to the sustained
medhation of local msiders like Coieman and Rodriguez. These women's mierper-
sonal skills, their famuiarity with the residents of the neighborhood. and thelr will-
Ingness to cucperate with Marunez were all indispensahle to the successful
preseniation of the artist's work.

Fven more than projects that engage “sited" communines. those mvolving
invented conumunity groups such as these depend a great deal on the adminisira

twve and institutional intervention of the curator and sponsoring agency. Of course,

mpp———

the laiter's intervention and support can open up unpredicied avenues for an artist
to develop histher project. Dion acknowledged this in a preliminary pubiic state-

ment about his projact. for example;

Why plan a project so complex that 1t spans several states and even
countries and includes negotiating |with] organizations like The Be-
lize Audubon Society, Arts International, The Brookfield Zoo, Provi-

dence 5t Mel and Lincoln Park High Schooel, World Wildlife Fund,

The Department of the Environment. The Mayan Indian community,
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The Parks Department, The Belize Zoo and Tropical Education Cen
ter, The Field Museum, and the awrlines? Why —at least partially be-
cauge I've got the Sculpture Chicago 'ogistics team Iromn hell hehind
me and that knowledge has at least partiaily determined the realm of

possikility for the provect’s scope.”™”

But thus means that the logistical support can alse loreclase pessibilities for
the project as well Insofar as mvented cormmunity groups are conceptually and fi
rancially dependent on the art prejoct for their operation as well as their reascn far
being, they have severely limited life spans. their meming and social relevance are
circumseribed by its framewerk ag well. Without the exhizition, their cortinuahicn
becomes untenable i most cases. Indeed, the groups that orgamzed around Dion's
and Martinez's respective projects, while suggesting a model for potential develop-
memn: in the uture (especiaily Dinn's high school environmental study group). dissi-

pated rather quickly at the close of "Culture @ Action” in Septomber 1953,
Invented Communities {Ongoing)

The fourth model of commurnty mteraction iz an offshoot of the third, the difference
being in the community's sustainabiity beyond the exhibition contest and its mstiti-
tional support. Two projects in "Cuiture in Action,” both (coincidentally?) by
Chicage-hased artists, fit this category Haha—the artist team of Richard House,

—
Wendy Jacobs, Laurie Palmer. and John Ploof—{ormed a volunteer greup called

Flood, dedicated to the building and maintenance of a hydroponic garden tor the
production and distribution of foods for AIDS patients. [n addition. Flocd trans-
formed the storefront space in which the garden flaurished inte a kind of cornmu-
mity center for AIDS education, networking with other healith care orgamzations
around the city to program weekly discussien meetings. puliic lectures. and spe-
clal events,

figo Manglano-Ovalie networked with existing community organizations

and high school programs in his own predominanty Latino neighborhood

Haha nnd Moad, A V!
s, COULNSY
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Chicage's West Side to form Suget Level Video Composad of Ifteen teenagers,
Street-Level Video was set up in cooperanon with a local public aecoss tejevision
atation and an after-school program as an ongoing video workshop in which parfics-
pants would worle with the artist in creating videos that represent thelr own lives
and concerns Their collaboration on the videos exlended from conception, pre-
preduction, and pestproduction to exhuiition and presentation. During the public
viewing period of " Culture in Action” for instance, Manglano-Ovalle worked with
the Sireel-Level Video kids to plan a block party that mmcluded an owdoor video -
stallation. The project was conceved as a semieducationsl inner-city youth pro
gram. with an emphasis on developing the participants’ video production skills.
Mangiano-Ovalle introduced theoretical questions into their creative process. o
cusing on the studerits' relationships to urhao territor talism, identity poiitics, cul
tural representations of youth culture, and manstream media.

It the cases of both Haha and Manglano Ovalle, the auspices of “Cultwre in

Action’” only served as the means to newly organize 4 sustanable community orga

nization The framework of the exhibition program provided the iImpetus for the cre-
e

Flood and Street-Level Video --and

ation of neighborhood and volunteer alliances
helped to establish their internal struciures and identilies, bul had little impact oni
their eperation both during the sponsorship of Sculpture Chicago and after its ter
mination. In fact, during the exhibihon run, Flood and Street-Tevel Video main-
tained far greater independence from Sculpture Chicago than dic other projects
And in outliving "Cuiture in Action,” they exceeded thewr given status as comimu:
nity-based public art projects: their meaning and valuc delied the specific art-
oriented contextualization of the exhibition.

One of the key reasons for their sustainabilily was the artisis’ intimate and

direct knowledge of their respective neighborhoods and those living n them As

long-time resjdents of Chicago and as members of local community groups them-
selves. Haha and Manglano-Ovalle approached thewr projects with a realisiic (rather
N ——_—
than a hypothetical) sense of possibiities They relied on preexisiing persomal ties
A A
o many of those who became participants in their respective art projects. And

since the artists’ collaborative relationships o the community partners were based

4
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on friendsiips and netghlzorly familianty the groundwork (o7 a Senas of trust and a
fluid, dialogical mode of comamnication was already in place. Haha and Marngiano-
Qvalle began, in other words, as nsiders with what one ¢t itic has called a "home-

“t

team advantag
This advantage treed faha and Manglano -Ovalle frem the kind of institu
ticnal intervention of assistance that many of the other projects in’ Culre in
Action” required. including |he neea {or intermediary, third- party jnswders 16 com-
mumicate wath the arists’ regpective communily groups. especially m thelr al-
sence. The advantage of SoNIIIOUS apd consistent contact hetween the artist anc
the community group ihroughout the year Aliowed for greater trust anonug the par-
ticpants, permating jmprovisational and spontaneots reacticns to changmng cir-
Aumstances around the project Pragmatcatly speaking, these local arfists were
able 1o address daily problems and misunderstandings mMore cjuickiy and collec-

nvely (not intermittently v1a long distance), bettal ntegratndg the art project imio the

How of the everyday hfe of the PATICIPAIS. Through such a relaticnship, the ar
and the community groups enjuyed a greater SeNse of coliective ownerstip of the
project, predicated on theijr capacity 1o ketier control the processes ol thelt conlab-
aration. the unfolding development of the project. and (heir final public presanta
nons

However, sugiaining these projects after the withdrawa of financial anc insti-
tutional support from Scalplwe Chicago was not ai easy 1ask Haha and Flood bad
to relocate the garden wiih he expiranon of heir lease on the storetront space at
the end of the summer of 1943, which had a profoundly destabilizing effect. They
never fully recovered, although other volunteer activities besides the mainienance
of the garden continued for many momths, At the time of writing. thers 2 taik of
restarting the garden with the cooperation of 4 local church. Manglanc-Ovalle ard

Sireel-Level Video had an gasiel rrangition thanks (o the foresight of the artist. Typi-

cally, eguipment such as CAMEras, elevision monitors, and editing machmes ars
loaned to artisis or art nsnunons by corporations far the dutation of a public art

program or event. Pamiliar with such arrangements, Mangiane-Ovalle successtuly

negotiated permancnt donallons of equipment 10 found an operalive, ongoing
e T

video production studio With the necessary eqUIpMEeTntin hand the participants of

were able 1o continue ther work after the conclusion of "Culture

Sreel-Level Videc
n Action' The project exists i1 2002 as Sireet Level Youfh Media, incorporated
since 1695 as a nonproflit ans organization i its own right, with some of the onginal

participanis from 19973 serving as codirectors

This is not to say that collaboralions condurted by local arusls are pionnd o be
more successful o1 meaningaul than those 1y artists from elsewhere, or that only ‘o
cal artists can credle sustainable projects peyoud the temporary framesacrk of @
public art progranmt. ot st sustainabiity i itsell is b insicaliv of greater mern.

ertainly, the quality of the internersonal exchanyges betweern s tists and their Coin

Uity pATINEers Caliio be measured n zuch terms Nether can fhe value of non

collaborative efforts, which do not aspire 10 addre acial or polingal conditcns

directly Itwulnisis nave a head start interms of *helr fapularity with

their area of ope1abon-—is geographiz

soutees, s constituencies. 2unone of this guarantees the suecess of a community

siory, its avanable re-

conflguraion, s

bazed project. DOT 15 8 pormanent preject necessarily more effective o vajuahle

than a tempolary one. [ maly ns ances. it mav be the outsiders perspective that
provides the more COgent aned inclslve coreritilon or mtervenicn o whatever
comrnunity issues are at handd.

with the 1dea of an arist’s “home-tean advantage,” sits specihicity teeniels
{he discusslon 1 8 NEw Way, a3 the sitedness of the artst hocomes one of the cen-
tral points of comention in comimupity-i asad public art. For some critics the sua-

sed art project rests precissly cn the ariisi's status

cess ot Tallure of a cornmunity-h:

as either a sited insider (= success) or an unsited outsider (= falure), Buithe pro-
RS _._-_,_,,,__.-—--‘-—nﬂ";,m---w-——"'

et .
cess 13 {ar more complex than can be accounted for by such a forrmLale reduchon
o be sure, the artist's relationship to & group of people & particular neighbeorheod,
or a city plays a crucial olen the type of cotlaperations that are logisticalty and

creatively possibie. Butin each case the pariicuiarmy of this relationship—of the
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artist's connection to the area and its people through geographical ties or past per-
sonal experiences—strikes a different balance in the triangulation (of power) be-
twoen the artist, the sponsoring inslitution, and the chosen community group.

When the artist is from out of town. the sponsoring instiution serves asa
matchmaker and mediator, becoming the primary scurce of information and guid-
ance for the artist. Spensoring insttutions like Sculpiure Chicago and their repre-
sentatve in the figure of the curator or artstic director, make the il effort to
mtroduce the artist to the potential local parmer arganzatons. articuiating to the
latter the prolable berefits of an artistic collaboration. ™ Often such an effort trans
lates into selling a particular artistto a particular community group fusually by em-
phasizing certaln aspects of the artist's exhibition history and his/her arey of artistic
irterest), and vice versa. Even after a good working relationship has heen estab-
lished hetween the artist and a partner group, the agency continiuss to function as
the conduit between them, helping balance the wishes and needs of the artist and
the capacities and desires of the community partner

In the casze of a local artist. the artist usually functions as the primary poln
of mediation between the sponscring institution and the community partner.’!
Whereas ontside arhsts are most often associated with the mshlution {botly are seen
as oulsiders to the commumty). local artists are usually identified with lhe cammu-
nity. Sometimes an artist will readily take up the role of community spokesperson.
In other cases, the artist will function as a translator hetween the cultural reaims of
the ar: world and the local community group, shuttling back and tor th between the
two: here the artist performs the lask of introducing or selling the public art agency
and its programming agenda to his/her commumty pariner group. dand vice versa
In doing so. the artist engages 1n an onNgoing process of describing and enacting
hisiter allegiance and commitnent, constructhing and maintaining a dual identity
(a5 Artst here, as COTNTIILILLY member/represemative there).

Such a stuation can leave the artist with a sense of 1solation and estrange
ment 10 that hiafer identity cannot be fixed to either side (there is always a Iemain.
der) But this is not to romanticize the rols of the artist as a lonely outcast cr 1o

presume that the community and the art world themseives have stable 1dentities. In

. . .
fact, the uncertainty of identity expenenced by the artist is symptomatic of identi-

ties of all parties involved in the complex network of activities comprising commu-
nity-pased art, including the comimunity, the curater, and the institution };.nd‘ of
course, all subjects within this network are internally split or estranged as well, con-
tinuously negotiating a sense of identity and subjectivity through differential
encounters with the other. But this dees not foreclose the possibility of generative
discuszsions between contemporary art and the necds and interests of nonart con-

stituencies. In tact, this instability of identity and sublectivity can be the mjost pro-

ductive source of such explorations. in the next chapter, we will review the most

salient critiques posed to community-based public art in recent vears to further ex-

plore the ambiguous discursive power of the ~community”
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