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Landscape architecture has a dynamic relationship with public art. While public art may enhance a designed landscape, its 

success is not dependent on it. However, the sensation of how a public art piece is situated in a landscape and responds to its 

audience can be greatly enhanced with the help and knowledge of landscape architecture. Artists can use the knowledge 

and	understanding	of	site	specifi	city	that	landscape	architects	possess	to	situate	respected	and	appreciated	works	of	public	

art located in functional spaces. The purpose of this document is to explore the relationship between artists and landscape 

architects. Public art is an important part of our society. It can enhance the identity and character of communities, creating 

landmarks to be remembered. Public art can inform us about the history and culture of our environment, while evoking thought 

and conversations of community. It can be fun and uplifting, solemn or full of tension, and it can be mysterious and intriguing. 

The collaboration between artists and landscape architects can create new and wonderful spaces in our urban environments. 

By using nature and the surrounding environment, visitors can be completely surprised and engaged by what this collaboration 

can achieve.
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extended abstract       �

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Public art has gone through many transitions in form and situation. Today, it is presented in a diverse number of appearance 

and types, but remains an important reflection of society and culture. A main focus of this project is to identify the different types 

of public art that are presented in our society and how they are situated in their environment. Certain types of public art are 

more successful in specific types of locations, making site specificity a key factor in the acceptance and endurance of public 

art.

The City of Winnipeg has an extensive collection of public artworks. Most are located in the downtown area and are in very 

public spaces. Some of the work has been controversial and either removed or replaced due to reaction from the public. 

However, it is easy to see which artworks users and visitors to the community deem “successful” and which artworks either go 

unnoticed or are disrespected in the community. Winnipeg also has the unique challenge of creating usable urban spaces in 

a city that endures eight months of cold winters. Artworks must complement and enhance these spaces. Using Winnipeg as 

a case study, its current public art projects and programs are evaluated to obtain an understanding of the duality between 

public art and landscape architecture. This relationship has led to a set of considerations that when applied, can assist in 

creating an understanding about the different types of public art and their position in the Winnipeg landscape.

Does it work? Is the location appropriate? Is the scale and function of the work appropriate to that specific 

site? What is the experience and atmosphere created by the work in its specific location?

I hope to achieve a better understanding of how public art is best situated in its environment and to give suggestions on site 

specificity to be considered before a work is even created. By the end of this study I hope to answer the question:

How might landscape architecture and public art mutually inform and facilitate each other?





Landscape architecture is a relatively new profession in Canada. Its roots date back to 1863 with the first use of the title by 

Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux with their winning design for Central Park in New York City (Taylor, 2006). The profession 

has evolved since then through the development of knowledge, experience and education.

According to an online dictionary, landscape architecture is defined as a noun originating around 1830:

the art of arranging or modifying the features of a landscape, an urban area, etc., for aesthetic or practical 

reasons (dictionary.com, 2009).

In his book the Practice of Landscape Architecture in Canada, Taylor (2006) uses The American Society of Landscape Architects 

(ASLA) definition to expand on the idea that landscape architecture “is the art of fitting land for human use and enjoyment” 

(p.13):

Landscape architecture is the profession that applies artistic and scientific principles to the research, planning, 

design and management of both natural and built environments. Practitioners of this profession apply creative 

and technical skills and scientific, cultural and political knowledge in the planned arrangement of natural and 

constructed elements on the land with a concern for the stewardship and conservation of natural, constructed 

and human resources. The resulting environments shall serve useful, aesthetic, safe and enjoyable purposes 

(ASLA Trustees, as cited in Taylor, 2006, p.13).

As landscape architects, we believe that openness and accessibility are essential qualities to public space. We have the 

responsibility to understand how our work affects and is affected by the communities we serve. We have the ability to represent 

ideas, imagine futures and transform the built environment. We can shape physical space and emphasize aspects of history, 

comfort, accessibility, and sociability. 

The definition and role of the landscape architect is constantly evolving. Taylor (2006) furthers the changing role by stating that 

“the profession continues to apply art and science to provide creatively for human needs in our landscape through design, 

planning and management” (p. 13). Landscape architects still strive to create outdoor spaces that are functional and dynamic.

SO…WHAT IS LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE?

so...what is landscape architecture?    3
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OPENING: THE COLLABORATION OF LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTS AND PUBLIC ARTISTS

Landscape architects possess the opportunity to bring art and culture to the urban environment. For millennia art has been a 

part of our society. It explains cultures of the past, creates unity and understanding of our current society and projects optimism 

for the future. Public art is more than a sculpture in the middle of a plaza, or a bronze figure on top of a plinth in the centre of a 

park. Outdoor public art can change a neighborhood. It has the ability to create interest and enhance a community.

Landscape architects and artists can collaborate to produce more interesting and cohesive environments by creating site 

specific and evocative works of art. Public art represents a place and time; by working together with landscape architects this 

bond can be emphasized to create more experiential spaces in our urban environments. Innovative, creative and dynamic 

public spaces can be achieved through this collaboration.

The investigation of how public art has changed throughout history and how it affects us leads to an appreciation of the 

relationship between public art and landscape architecture. Public art can create a profound and uplifting experience for 

a community. It should be presented to the public in a way that is evocates sentiment and is respected. Public artists and 

landscape architects can influence each other to give more meaning to space, art and the public.

By attaining a contemporary definition of public art, evaluating its evolution, and looking at some of the issues and concerns 

of public art today, this paper hopes to produce a series of recommendations that should be considered when situating public 

artworks. One of the main differences between public art and landscape architecture is that the latter has a functional purpose 

while this is not necessarily a concern for public artists. Together, these two professions can use their roles to create more 

engaging places for the public and for art. The considerations discussed in part two of this document are ways to build on the 

relationship between public art and landscape architecture to create functional, responsive and creative public spaces.
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WHAT IS PUBLIC ART?
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1.1: IS IT ART?

How do we define art? How can we define something that has been around for centuries and is in a constant state of change? 

Is art the same in every country? Is it possible to form a universal definition of art?

Philosophers and theorists including Plato, Tolstoy and Wordsworth have been trying to define “art” for ages. There has never 

really been a full and complete definition of the term. According to an online dictionary, there are over 16 definitions of the 

word, each explaining a different aspect of “art”. The most relevant for this discussion is:

the quality, production, expression, or realm, according to aesthetic principles, of what is beautiful, appealing, 

or of more than ordinary significance (Dictionary.com, n.d.).

Looking at cousin words in the dictionary, such as artifact, artisan and article, the root “art” suggests something that is skillful 

or constructed by human artists. But artists have been expanding on these boundaries of the term and challenging the 

preconceptions of theorists for years.

In his article Is it Art?, Steven Krog (1981) summarizes the main aesthetic theories of art by some of the most respected theorists. 

Krog believes that critics are needed so that artists can push the boundaries of these definitions and create richer forms of art, 

“if our critics had not disagreed so violently, our artistic inheritance would doubtless have been less rich and various” (p. 373).

According to Krog (1981, p. 374), there are four aesthetic theories that are recognized and engaged by artists and critics:

Mimetic Theory: all art is imitation of naturally occurring objects and events. The artwork is generated from the 

idea of the object or event, not necessarily the truth. This is apparent in the landscape paintings of 

Lorrain and Poussin, both who attempted to emulate the beauty of the pastoral landscape in their 

work.

Pragmatic Theory: the highest purpose of art is to please, teach and move the audience. Artists not only used 

art academies to learn how to express themselves through at, an in the Renaissance, but used their 

artworks as a tool for educating the public of concerns in current society and politics.

Expressive Theory: the artists has the most emphasis, he creates the product and the criteria in which it is 

judged; the ideas, critiques and understanding of the public audience is dismissed. Some extreme 

“pop” artists like the late work of Andy Warhol was created for the understanding by the artist and a 

select few audience members, others were to understand the artwork on their own, but were often left 

confused.
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Objective Theory: art is not to teach, please or express, but to just exist, “art for arts sake”. This is the belief by 

many contemporary artists who create artwork that is a spiritual and meaningful piece for themselves 

and intended to be appreciated by an audience based solely on the idea that it is art.

In his writings on art and aesthetics, Leo Tolstoy disagrees with these aesthetic theories in terms of “good, truth and beauty”. 

Tolstoy focuses his writings on the emotional link that is created between the artist and the audience, which is of most 

importance in the definition of art (Tolstoy, 1897/1960). If there is no connection between the artwork and the audience, then 

there is no real purpose for the work; art was meant to be seen and to be responded to.

Many societies believe that art is tied to their specific culture and is often tied to religious beliefs as well. Originally, art was 

considered to be primarily artifacts, poetry, illuminations and manuscripts, but this was during a time when the concepts of art 

were very different from those in current society. During the Renaissance, Italian artist Georgio Vasari grouped art into three 

categories: painting, sculpture and architecture. It was not until the middle of the 16th century that music and poetry were 

added to this list and called the “fine arts” (Janson, 1997). These categories of arts were separated from the “crafts” and the 

“decorative arts” because it was believed that the “fine arts” were laden with meaning, originality and content, and were 

able to articulate the shared beliefs and values of society (Janson, 1997). Despite all of these theories, it is not the theorists that 

make advances in art, but the artist themselves; pop art challenges functionalism, environmental art challenges the natural 

environment.

In his dissertation on beauty, art and architecture, Canadian architect Etienne Gaboury (1998) expresses his ideas of what 

makes a work a piece of art and its place in society. He believes that art is a reflection of the mind and is therefore always 

controversial because in our contemporary society, art is an innovation that pushes boundaries. Gaboury believes that the 

appreciation of a piece is the direct result of our knowledge or our experience of it. Creating this connection between a work 

of art and its audience is how it is understood and therefore admired, no matter how controversial it may be. Gaboury (1998) 

furthers this opinion on connecting to the audience:

Art is more than a mirror in which society sees itself as a socio-political statement, it is about evoking the 

magnificence and mysteries of life, of nature, of all that is around us; it is about transcending matter and its 

primary role is to awaken in us a new yet unexpressed facet of reality, to discover new relationships, new order 

and emotionally sweeping us up in the process (p.6).

According to Gaboury, artists have the responsibility to evoke thought and response with their works. They should be social 

activists who can speak for the community and reflect the relative values of the time. Artists have the ability to speak in a 
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variety of languages: verbal, visual, sensual, conceptual, humorous, figurative, rational, etc. They can use these forms of 

communication to break the norms of life and present new perspectives.

Western art is constantly evolving and changing. Almost anything can be considered art, and the role of the artist is in constant 

variation (Goguen, 2000). Art is similar to science and religion in that it fulfills our urge to understand both the universe and 

ourselves. It is usually full of meaning, expression and content:

art is an aesthetic object. It is meant to be looked at and appreciated for its intrinsic value. Its special qualities 

set art apart – so that it is often placed away from everyday life (Janson, 1997, p. 16).

In spite of what has been said about art in the past, in Western society, art is more than just a reflection of our values and beliefs. 

Art includes the role of the artist, the cultural content and our own understanding of issues in society. It is a way to be expressive 

and creative. Art is constantly changing, therefore difficult to define, but it surrounds our everyday lives and makes us more 

thoughtful. Art, in whatever form it may be, makes our ordinary lives extraordinary.set art apart – so that it is often placed away 

from everyday life (Janson, 1997, p. 16).
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1.2: WHAT IS PUBLIC ART?

Traditionally, public art is thought of as sculpture, but it can be much more. It can be an etching in a sidewalk, a fountain to play 

in, an installation that encourages touch and movement, a painted wall or a series of lights projected into the sky. Public art 

can attract people to one place. It can engage people in their community, with issues concerning politics, ethics and culture. 

It can invoke every sentiment possible. It can induce a plethora of emotion and mystery but doesn’t need to be understood by 

everyone. As a simple item, public art is difficult to define. 

Public art doesn’t need to be examined closely everyday to offer a deep experience over time. It changes and alters the 

experience of environment for each specific place. This form of art has the ability to convince the public that there is more to 

the world than just the first visible layer. In his essay Art in the City, Adam Gopnik (2005) describes the influence public art can 

have on the public sphere:

In offering us private experience encoded in beguiling form, in insisting on the primacy of the individual 

imagination even in places of dulled institutional experience, civic art can be big while remaining little. Public 

art, we now know, need be not only the province of the orator, searching for a soapbox, but also of the poets 

whispering their secrets on the park bench, at the water fountain, or in the school hall. To get the message, all 

you have to do is steal a look on your way to life (p. 13).

Some of the oldest and most traditional forms of public art are memorials, monuments and sculpture. Contemporary public art 

has evolved to include projections, murals and architectural details. In the few dictionaries and on-line sources checked, most 

do not even have a definition for public art. This is probably because public art is more a reflection of the categorization of a 

piece of art than of conforming to a specific definition. 

According to Hein (1996), in her article What is public art?, a crude and narrow definition of public art could be: “art installed 

by public agencies in public places and at the publics expense” (p. 2). However, as with all complex social ideas, the concept 

of public art has undergone radical changes. The organizations responsible for the creation of public art often create their own 

definition of what public art means.

The Louisiana Division of the Arts is an organization that works with the Louisiana State Arts Council to support art institutions, assist 

individual artists and to foster the expansion of audiences. The Division views the arts as an essential and unique part of the State 

of Louisiana, and they encourage the public’s participation in its many activities. According to the Division’s document entitled 

Public Art for Louisiana (2001), public art is:
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…a mirror that reflects the environment, cultural values, and artistic vitality of a community in which it exists. 

At best, public art is more than just art installed in public places. It is a broadly based process of dialogue, 

involvement, and participation involving all segments of a community (p. 11).

The document continues in an extensive description of public art to discuss the qualities of life that it can provide for a city and 

can be an integral part of a city’s characterization. The Division believes that providing public art creates a heightened sense 

of place and enhances the community’s prestige by enlivening the visual qualities of the built environment. Involvement of 

the community, and their on-going commitment, is the key to creating a successful project, as they are the “public” in public 

art. The resulting art projects have a sense of ownership by their community. For Louisiana, it is the community collaboration 

that drives their public art and generates a dialogue of the social issues that bind the city. According to the 2001 public art 

document by the Louisiana Division of the Arts, the most important factor that makes public art successful is that each work is 

site specific and responds to the concept of placemaking for that community (Douglas, 2001). 

Site specificity is an integral part of public art. How an artwork is presented in its environment can drastically change how 

viewers perceive it. For public art, site specificity is also a topic of much debate. For example, Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc, once 

located in New York City’s Federal Plaza, was scrutinized for the validity of its site specificity (see section 2.3: site specificity for 

more). Had it been shown to be specific to that location, it may have not been removed from its environment and subsequently 

destroyed. Developing site specificity is one of the most important roles for a landscape architect when collaborating with an 

artist on a public art project. In Part Three: Selecting and Investigating Site, the role of the landscape architect in the creation of 

successful public art works is more fully addressed.

One of the key characteristics of public art is that it is presented to the public in the public sphere. One can choose to enter a 

gallery to see the works of an individual artist, but once the works have been placed in the public’s domain, the artist has no 

control over the audience that might view the piece. In 19th Century Germany, when art was first being presented to the public 

as an attempt to establish “the people as patrons”, the crowds reacted with hostility to the work they did not understand. A 

creative interaction between the artist and the viewers was needed to further develop public art (Lewis, 2003). Hilde Hein (1996) 

looks at the public transformation of the term:

Public art is an oxymoron according to the standards of modernist art and aesthetic theory. Modern 

philosophical aesthetics focuses almost exclusively on subjective experience and a commodified work of 

art. Art is taken to be the product of an individual and autonomous act of expression, and its appreciation is, 

likewise, a private act of contemplation. By contrast, as a public phenomenon, art must entail the artist’s
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self-negation and deference to a collective community…It is interesting to observe that the recognized art of 

nearly all cultures, … embraces just such a collective model, indulging the differences among individuals as 

variant manifestations of a common spirit (p.1).

Historically, the celebrated treasures of Greece and Rome found in public places conveyed images of the shared values 

of the community and their cultural convictions and were displayed in the places that commemorated those same values 

(Hein, 1996, p.1). Moving forward to the Modernist movement, public art began to take on a more site-specific dimension. 

Since these relationships exist in the eye of the beholder, the public audience began to take a more active role in public art 

and on occasion became a necessary component of the piece itself. The audience was no longer a passive on-looker, but a 

participant in the creation of public art.

A contemporary artwork located in Chicago’s Grant Park demonstrates how today’s audience becomes a part of the 

work itself and creates its own meaning to individuals. The piece is called Agora, and was created by sculptor Magdalena 

Abakanowicz for the Southwest corner of the park in a large grassy field (Figure 1). It is considered the largest group of figurative 

sculptures in the world. The artwork consists of 106, hand-made, 9-foot tall cast iron figures with no arms, or heads: nothing but 

a rusting, shell-like torso. Each figure is similar but no two are the same. They are arranged apparently randomly and create 

a powerful presence. The artist feels that her work is metaphorical. As people walk through the space, the sculptures evoke 

thoughts and feelings that give it meaning (Figure 2). Abakanowicz describes her work as:

not a monument but a metaphor. What someone is able to see in a metaphoric work depends on the 

background of the person, on personal experiences, circumstance of life and character (as cited in Huebner, 

2007, p. 130).

Although the artist’s own intentions are to evoke ideas of wartime Europe, freedom and tyranny, her real aim is to allow people 

to bring their own meaning to the piece. After walking through the space and facing the odd slightly sinister figures, a visitor 

may feel like they are brainless organisms of technology, or the faceless figures in a crowd. Agora is a traditional Roman word 

for marketplace. With this work, however, Agora is not meant as a marketplace but a meeting ground or public forum where 

discussion of meaning could ensue. As with many public works of today, the artist is encouraging visitors to take part in the work 

and attach their own meaning and message to it, rather than looking at it from afar (Huebner, 2007).

CASE STUDY: PARTICIPATION IN THE MEANING OF PUBLIC ARTWORKS
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Figure 1. The headless figures of Agora, Grant Park, Chicago (2009). Photographer: Lana Warantz. 

CASE STUDY: PARTICIPATION IN THE MEANING OF PUBLIC ARTWORKS
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CASE STUDY: PARTICIPATION IN THE MEANING OF PUBLIC ARTWORKS

Figure 2. Agora with the downtown skyline, Grant Park, Chicago (2009). Note: Copyright John Picken (made 
available under Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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Today, many art pieces are constructed with the notion of artistic independence as well as an element of social commentary. 

A combination of the two is used to create dialogue and understanding in the community. It is important to note that art is 

not public just because it is publicly accessible, nor because it is funded by the government. It encompasses far more than 

just location and sponsorship. Public art is the development of a series of conditions that reflect the values of local public, the 

audience and the artist. Hein (1996) explains: 

the sheer presence of art out-of-doors or in a bus terminal or a hotel reception area does not 

automatically make that art public – no more than placing a tiger in a barnyard would make it a 

domestic animal. The object, artwork, or animal, does not derive its identity from the character of the 

place in which it is found. Public placement does, however, make the work available to more people 

than might otherwise experience it (p.4).

Figures such as the monumental bronze horses on pedestals in the middle of a Roman plaza are no longer considered the only 

forms of public art in our society. Public art is now more connected to its community and responds to it in its form and meaning. 

Hein (1996) furthers this:  

Conventionally, the term “public art” refers to a family of conditions including the object’s origin, history, 

location and social purpose. All of these conditions have changed (the artworks) meanings in a world of 

evolving technology, secularization, cultural migration, and economic restructuring (p. 1).

Cultural commentator and public art critic, Eleanor Heartney (2005), divides public art into three main categories: “plop art”, 

“city beautiful”, and “critical”. “Plop art”, is a dismissive term for work that is dropped into a city’s square or plaza with no regard 

for its context. Public works that stress functionalism, Heartney refers to as “city beautiful” (not related to the City Beautiful 

Movement of the 1890s and 1900s). She sees these works as an extension of architecture or landscape design, and as a way 

to add more artful benches, fountains and bus shelters into cities. The last category Heartney labels as “critical”. These are 

public art works that are usually temporary but are proactive and designed to oppose its surroundings and evoke thought and 

commentary. According to Heartney, the purpose of public art is to “not assume the pre existence of a public but must help 

produce one” (Heartney, 2005, p.15).

The contemporary definition of public art is a combination of elements, where the concept of “the public” is a debate in itself. 

John Dewey (1958), American philosopher, psychologist and social critic defines the public as a “temporary protopolitical 

aggregation of persons, neither the whole of a community nor officially appointed by it but defined collectively by the indirect 

effects upon it of certain events or large-scale transitions” (p. 26). Public art consists of a series of components, including “public
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space, public ownership, public representation, public interest and the public sphere” (Hein, 1996, p.3). While public art is 

created for the public, it is not owned or commissioned by the public. A trust or committee acting on the public’s behalf usually 

chooses the artworks. Complete consensus as to what or who should decide on public art is impossible because the public is 

comprised of many different spheres, organizations, and institutions, each made up of a variety of races, ethnicities, genders, 

demographics, sexual orientations and classes. Rarely does any work satisfy all of these constituencies, but rather focuses on 

one or two in order to be deemed public art. Instead of seeking consensus, the debate and dialogue of how to represent these 

multiple characteristics should be the mandate of public art (Kelly, 1996). 

According to Balfe and Wyszomirski in their essay in Jordan’s (1987) Public Art, Public Controversy: The Tilted Arc on Trial, there 

are three major parties when it comes to public art commissions (p. 18):

1. The artist: he/she desires artistic freedom and recognition for the work.

2. The Commissioning Agency: they are responsible for the promotion of the long-term interests of society and must be 

concerned with all political and procedural expectations.

3. The Public: must assent to the funding and give community acceptance.

Working together, the collaboration and balance of power of these three groups represent the general public in an attempt to 

satisfy the majority of residents and visitors of the community.

Public art aims to speak to the local public and bring them together. However, public art is not universally acceptable but is 

built of popular expression alongside the people’s demand for social inclusion. It exposes the ordinary, provokes criticism and 

is subject to questions, therefore releasing fresh ideas. Public art is meant to encourage experimentation and the freedom of 

expression in an attempt to entice the general public. Public art is a part of the physical, mental and social realm. Hein (1996) 

believes that public artists can enlighten and propel the social conscience, “it is an art which is absolutely engaged with the 

work and this engagement often invokes spirited disagreement. …Absolute consensus is not necessarily a happy state” (p. 5). 

The difficulty in the definition of public art arises because there are so many people and items to consider in contemporary 

western society: 

Public art today seems to engage more abstract concerns and more ephemeral interpretations of site, 

memory, and meaning. Space and time continue to play a definitive part, but like most philosophical 

categories, their meaning has grown attenuated. They no longer refer to simply ‘where’ and ‘when,’ but have 

become symbolic and relational indicators, far removed from the coordinates that once sufficed to situate 

things (Hein, 1996, p. 2).
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In defining the term public art, the discussion often returns to a debate over what is good and bad, or what is a successful 

or unsuccessful work of art. But it is difficult to achieve this type of universal validity, as it is derived from individual sensibilities. 

Prussian philosopher Immanuel Kant suggested that the sense of beauty is not a distinct and independent thought of the human 

mind, but is comparable to our moral and scientific understanding of it (Scruton, 1979). According to Kant, we can judge if a 

work of art is good or bad because of our experience, knowledge, and connection to it. Our acceptance and appreciation 

of a work of art is based on individual understanding and perception of the subject. There is no universal definition of successful 

and unsuccessful works of art. 

Public art is not only about a specific work of art, but also the experience that the work creates. Dewey (1958) argues that 

experience is a process with several phases, not a single moment. Experience is a fusion of the person, the subject and the 

object. This includes environmental conditions, subjective thoughts, and emotional responses. According to Dewey, each of 

us is the culmination of the experiences we have accumulated over our lifetimes. Perhaps it is the experience that the artwork 

creates that determines its “success”. Scrunton (1979) sees public art is a means of expression and its appreciation is dependent 

on our understanding and experience of it, “the change in enjoyment here is a response to thought … this dependence 

between the sense of beauty and intellectual understanding is exhibited by all the arts” (p. 72).

Experiencing evokes memory and perception. In this way, when we are engaged with a piece of public art, we are actively 

engaged in its meaning and can see its “beauty” or its “ugliness”. Simply stated, beauty and success is based on experience. 

Therefore, to create beautiful and “successful” works of public art, the artist must involve the viewers. Public art in itself should 

simply be an experience.

Public art gives artists the opportunity to work outside of the studio or gallery and present their ideas and comments on culture 

and society to the public. They have the opportunity to use the public realm to explore new thoughts and challenge people’s 

expectations. Public art encourages us to consider our surroundings differently and allows us to experience our own culture in 

new ways.
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1.3: PUBLIC ART AS PLACEMAKING?

Placemaking is closely tied to public art. Simply defined, placemaking is giving a community a slightly unique characteristic 

or identity that makes it different from other communities. Public art is a way to create and sustain “place” in our cities. It can 

make an open plaza a city attraction and it can reflect layers of history, politics and decorative richness to a community. 

Although public art cannot solve the problems of poor urban conditions in a neighborhood, it has the potential to reduce the 

feeling of placelessness that haunts many cities. In his book Placemakers: Creating Public Art that Tells You Where You Are, 

Ronald Flemming (1987) describes the need for “small directional signals deliberately inserted in the monotony of most places to 

help us know we have arrived somewhere” (p. 2). Inserting public art into our cities can create connections that the public will 

remember, and encourage community pride and involvement. By including public art as part of the urban design process, we 

are creating a stronger connection to the community and the urban landscape. According to Flemming (2007), “place is not 

merely what was there, but also the interaction of what is there and what happened there” (p.14). According to his book on the 

topic, Flemming lists four objectives that can give placemakers a fundamental role in urban design (p.19): 

Direction: they can help the public to navigate through space.

Connection: they can connect a space to its community or bind a space together through a matrix of 

meanings.

Orientation: they strengthen the identity within a place.

Animation: they encourage specific activities within an area.

Public art functions as a placemaker and contributes to these objectives. It has the ability to create cohesiveness within a 

community as well as let visitors know that they have arrived at a special location. Flemming (1987) furthers his discussion on the 

connection of placemakers to the urban landscape by listing four categories or levels that they can achieve. Flemming places 

these levels on a continuum as follows (p.10):

Placemarker: the simplest level. It is a piece of art that has no specific reference to the physical or 

social context of a site. It is merely marking a node, or a certain location in the community. This 

may be a large, brightly colored sign for a local building, or an interesting node on the corner 

of a busy intersection (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Placemarker: Calgary Rootball, marks the node of this downtown Calgary intersection, but its content does not 
specifically relate to the site, Calgary (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Generic Placemaker: a work of art that responds directly to the content of what it celebrates, but has 

no reference to that particular location. An example of this may be a sculpture than honors 

the major industry in the city, but is not specific to that particular location. This sculpture in 

Calgary recognizes the achievements of the “Famous Five” Canadian women who altered 

the female role in politics. It commemorates an important event for Canadians but has no 

significance to its location in a park in downtown Calgary (Figure 4).

Specific Placemaker: design elements that respond to a particular location, unique event or distinct 

peoples. This level of placemaking is most closely integrated to its location and concentrates 

on human interest because it appeals to specific circumstance. An example is the markers 

now embedded in the ground at the original site of Mewata Stadium. The stadium was used 

for major football matches for the university football team. When the stadium was replaced 

with a large park and events stage, the original ten yard markers were all noted with bronze 

plates placed into the ground  (Figure 5).

Place Enhancer: decorative elements created by artists that reinforce the identity of a place and can 

impart richness and define the character of that space. This includes items that would also 

be considered street furniture like benches, bollards and decorative fences. Some cities and 

communities have instituted programs to create cohesion among streetscape design to tell 

something particular about that location. Cities with areas like “Little Italy” or “Chinatown” or 

the “Exchange District” tend to demonstrate this best. Here in Calgary, a sculpture of a chess 

player doubles as a bench for pedestrians, changing a simple bench into a more interesting 

piece of street furniture (Figure 6).

If we interchange the word “placemaker” with “public art” we can recognize how placemaking and public art are related in 

their impact on a community. 

Genius loci is a term related to “specific placemaker” in that it is used to describe the spirit of a place that interacts with the 

human mind and stimulates emotion, perceptions, memory and curiosity about a place:
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Figure 4. Generic placemaker: The Famous Five is a sculpture dedicated to the five Canadian women who questioned the 
female’s role in government in 1927. The sculpture include Nellie McClung, a female Albertan politician, but the artwork could 

be placed anywhere in Canada and still relate to Canadians, Calgary (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 5. Specific placemaker: at Mewata Stadium are a series of bronze markers set in the ground, marking the yard lines of 
the football stadium that once housed all major football games in Calgary. The area is now used as a park, but the markers 

commemorate the historical stadium that no longer exists, Calgary (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Applied in its broadest sense genius loci recognizes the importance of context to the creation 

of places that provide utility and beauty. …landscape architects need first to understand the 

places that they are involved in changing. They need to understand, at the very least, the 

social, economic, geological and climatic forces that determine their current status (Tate, 

2005, p. 61-62).

“Site specificity”, “specific placemaker”, and “genius loci” are all terms that define how public art can be a connection to the 

local environment. The role of the landscape architect is to help realize these concepts when collaborating with the artistic 

community. Creating public artworks or placemakers that emphasize and enhance a specific location for its specific local 

features encourages public involvement, appreciation and connection.

Public art plays an important role in the urban realm by providing connections to the past and to specific locations. As we will 

see in the next section, its form and role has changed throughout the years. These changes reveal how public art is a reflection 

of society, and should therefore be considered thoroughly in its creation and placement.
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Figure 6. Place enhnacer: The Winner is a sculpture of a chess player in downtown Calgary, but also acts as an unique bench for 
pedestrians, Calgary (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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1.4: PUBLIC ART THROUGH HISTORY

If we examine the evolution of public art we will see how it is actually a reflection of changes in society. Since public art has 

the ability to transcend and comment on local conditions, we may interpret the values of previous communities based on an 

inspection of remaining artifacts and markers throughout historical sites (Flemming, 2007).

Wall paintings and ancient cave art discovered in southwestern France contained hundreds of images. Some believed these 

were instructional guides describing the ways of the culture from one generation to the next, or possibly storytelling and 

decorations appreciated by that culture. The cave paintings of Lascaux, France are thought to be some of the oldest mural-

like paintings in the world (Figure 7). The images depict numerous prehistoric and mythical animals, with themes including 

horses, unicorns and cows; most in the act of hunting (The cave of Lascaux, n.d.). The wall paintings show a sense of life and the 

importance of animals. Most researchers believe that these caves were not for residential use, but were sanctuaries used as part 

of a “hunting magic” ritual. These prehistoric murals seem to depict some of the values and cultural practices in that society. 

However, since it is believed that they were restricted in their use to the creators of the piece, they are not considered a form of 

ancient public art. 

The Neolithic Period had forms of public art that were used in the creation of religious and spiritual festival spaces. These 

structures were oriented towards exact points in the solar system, probably serving as sun-worshiping rituals (Janson, 1997). 

Although these forms were primarily for spiritual and worship purposes, they also contained an artistic and creative element that 

allow it be categorized as ancient public art. The layout and form of these spaces enlighten us about the rituals of the society in 

which they were created. Earth mounds dating back to 200 B.C. in South America have been influential on today’s earth artists. 

Again, the public works were intended for a more spiritual and religious purpose but were still creative projects that involved the 

community and reflected the values of that society.
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Figure 7. Wall paintings found in the caves of Lascaux, France (2008). Note: Copyright JackVersloot (made available under 
Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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CASE STUDY: PUBLIC ART AND PUBLIC RITUAL

Ancient standing stones, also known as menhirs, are believed to be the first artificial elements placed into a space. The massive 

stones are simple structures placed vertically as the first human act of physical transformation of the landscape (Figure 8). The 

stones were considered part of the desire to stabilize the vertical dimension of space, in comparison to the horizon (Careri, 

2002). Standing stones are usually connected to a ritual of sun worship or fertility, although others marked boundaries, property 

lines and the location where important people died. 

The menhirs were commonly used for three purposes. Some were used to draw symbols on, displaying stories and beliefs of the 

culture. Others were used to mark the land as an ancient form of placemaking. These would have been indicators for travelers 

and visitors to various communities. The stones also marked the paths and spaces for rituals and spiritual spaces. In many ways, 

these arrangements of vertical stones were the first monuments and public displays of man-made structure: the beginnings of 

architecture and sculpture (Careri, 2002).

Collections of standing stones have been found all over the world, but the most famous are the ones found in southern England, 

known as Stonehenge. This arrangement of menhirs consists of a great outer circle, two inner circles and an altar-like stone in 

the centre (Janson, 1997). The entire space is oriented towards the sun rising on the day of the summer solstice, and is thought 

to be part of a sun worshipping ritual. Stonehenge is believed to be a ritual or festival space, but it was undoubtedly a public 

space used by people in the surrounding areas. It is possible that the standing stones of Stonehenge were a form of ancient 

monument, but it was definitely part of ancient culture and public display (Figure 9).

The largest grouping of menhirs is found in Carnac, Brittany. These stones have been dated back to the 7th Millennium BC, and 

consist of 3,000 stones arranged in parallel rows (Figure 10). There were probably closer to 15,000 stones during their original 

placement, all placed in a northeastern direction (Careri, 2002). The arrangement and astronomical orientation suggests 

that Carnac is a huge stone calendar, a place where different communities would occasionally meet in a pseudo open-air 

temple. Local tradition claims that the reason for their alignment is that the menhirs were the Roman Legion turned to stone by 
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Figure 8. Menhirs/Standing stones, Scotland (2003). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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CASE STUDY: PUBLIC ART AND PUBLIC RITUAL

Figure 9. Stonehenge, England (2003). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

Merlin the Wizard (Carnac, n.d.). Another belief is that the stones were added by consecutive local generations to honor their 

ancestors (Carnac, n.d.).

Although each grouping of stones has its own associated legends and rituals, they were all part of ancient landscape 

architecture and public art. By moving each menhir into a specified arrangement and purposefully placing them vertically, the 

people of this Neolithic culture were displaying their rituals and cultures in an open and public form. Today, the standing stones 

give us insight into the cultures and beliefs of the past.
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Figure 10. Standing stones of Carnac, Brittany (2003). Note: Copyright “Ilja” (made available under Creative 
Commons License: Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).

CASE STUDY: PUBLIC ART AND PUBLIC RITUAL
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As mentioned, the treasures of Greek and Roman civilizations were found in open public places where people would regularly 

gather to celebrate their shared values. According to Janson (1997), there is no certain explanation for the rise of monumental 

stone sculpture around 650 B.C., but it was probably due to an association with Egyptian works. What is known, however, is 

that these works were strongly tied to the existing beliefs of the time; many sculptures dedicated to deities or divinely favored 

persons. The Romans created large quantities of sculpture that were adaptations and variants of the Greek models. These 

massive stone monuments were in the indoor and outdoor realm of their communities and were highly refined works of 

craftsmanship. The Roman style was based on portraiture, narration and had a mythological significance for each community 

(Janson, 1997).

Ancient Rome and Italy formalized public art by erecting iconic structures like Trajan’s Column in Rome and the Arch of 

Constantine (Figure 11). These mammoth sculptures and architectural structures were very elitist, representing the values of the 

ruling class and the political notions of the time. Works often included interpretive elements and were placed around Roman 

cities. Plaques, coats of arms and inscriptions displayed the achievements of the men of the community; it marked their turf and 

defined their version of great events (Flemming, 2007). 

Classical cities soon expanded their public art from huge monolithic pieces, to include carved reliefs, entablatures and other 

forms of ornament throughout the architecture (Figure 12). The stories of the city’s evolution and development were integrated 

with the current architecture and street furniture (Flemming, 2007).

In European cities and older North American cities such as New York and Chicago, public art is a tradition (White, 2008). Public 

art in North America was based largely on European precedent, and was seen as elitist until the late 19th Century. In both 

Canada and the United States there was a feeling of artistic inferiority, encouraging both countries to attempt to emulate 

European paradigms of the past. People came to expect art in the public sphere. In North America the idea of displaying art 

in the public, with the help and sponsorship of the government, was a way of showing progress and placing a mark in history 

(Senie, 1992). Architecture, painting and sculpture were often seen as a whole, with the architect as the lead, allocating 

appropriate spaces for public art. 

More commonly, art was seen as a way to memorialize an event, person or place (Flemming, 2007). Freestanding sculpture 

depicted civic heroes and virtues while architectural sculpture continued in the form of ornament (Senie, 1992). The 

monumental bronze sculpture became a typical and traditional form of public art in the urban realm. This tradition still continues 

today as a way of representing people and events forever in our memories.
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Figure 11. Arch of Constantine erected in Rome, Italy (2003). Note: Copyright “azured00” (made available under Creative 
Commons License: Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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Figure 12. Entablature and reliefs used as a form of ornament in Italy (2007). Note: Copyright “jennconspiracy” (made available 
under Creative Commons License: Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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CASE STUDY: MONUMENTS AND MEMORIALS

During the Medieval Ages, bronze statues were a common way to exhibit wealth and power. Their over-sized figures depicted 

the divine grandeur of the current leader. One of the most famous bronze monuments is the equestrian statue of Marcus 

Aurelius (161-180 A.D.) (Figure 13). The poise of the statue shows Aurelius as the conquering lord of the earth, a tradition begun 

earlier by Julius Caesar. The monument is meant to symbolize the leader as ever victorious. By carrying no weapons and the 

jovial positioning of his horse, Aurelius is represented as a “bringer of peace” rather than a military hero. This is how he viewed his 

own role in society. According to Medieval accounts, there may have been the figure of a crouched enemy under the raised 

hoof of Aurelius’ horse to emphasize his power and dominance as a ruler. The sculpture was in predominant public view for 

many years, and was moved to the Campidoglio (Capitol Hill) in Rome during Michelangelo’s redesign of the plaza (Janson, 

1997). This large monument is just one of many that represented the power and influence of the ruling class and officials 

throughout history. Many copies have been made and are still in public locations throughout Italy. 

The tradition of victorious figures in public spaces continued for years. By the mid-20th Century, the idea of monuments and 

memorials as public outdoor sculpture began to erode. Contemporary society seems to have somewhat lost the concept of 

what ought to be publicly remembered. Part of the problem is that, in our era, there is no event, no uniting of our fragmented 

world, and no universal language that is readily agreed on (Janson, 1997). A recent example of this is the monument dedicated 

to Arthur “Bomber” Harris (Figure 14) that was raised on The Strand in London in 1992 (Britain unveils monument, 1992). Harris was 

well respected and had the loyalty of his crews. He is credited with leading the British bombings on Germany in World War II. 

However, there was controversy over the “saturation” bombing he implemented. The bombing caused the deaths of countless 

civilians and the complete destruction of several German cities  (Historic figures, n.d.). Protesters, who believed Harris’ bombings 

on Germany were immoral, surprised the loyal Veterans who were proud to finally see the official monument dedicated to Harris 

unveiled. As with the “Bomber” Harris monument, it is still difficult to agree on which events and people should be memorialized. 

This is a clear reflection of the diversity of today’s modern communities.
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Figure 13. Equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius in Rome, Italy (2008). Note: Copyright “valix” (made available under 
Creative Commons License: Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).

CASE STUDY: MONUMENTS AND MEMORIALS
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Figure 14. Statue of Arthur “Bomber” Harris, London, England (2008). Note: Copyright “Redvers” (made available 
under Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).

CASE STUDY: MONUMENTS AND MEMORIALS
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CASE STUDY: MONUMENTS AND MEMORIALS

In modern society, the notions of memorial and monuments have changed focus to testimony of universal tragedy, rather than 

the reminder of the event itself. Memory-inducing sculptures, focused more on the victims rather than the heroes, invite visitors 

to engage in contemplation. By creating more interactive and reflective spaces as memorials, there is a stronger emphasis on 

walking through an experience rather than reflecting on only the negative impacts of the events (Senie, 1992). 

The confusion between heroes and victims is a difficult topic for memorials. The statue of the Unknown Soldier that has 

permeated our cities in the late 20th Century is a popular example of this confusion (Senie, 1992). The creation of the sculpture 

is a practice performed by many nations in which the remains of an unidentified soldier are placed in a central memorial to 

represent all of the unknown dead, wherever they fell. In Canada, The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier is located at the National 

Memorial in Confederation Square in downtown Ottawa (Figure 15). The monument is the focal point of commemoration for 

all memorial events in Canada. Mary-Ann Liu, a Canadian sculptor, designed the tomb (Ottawa kiosk: Unknown soldier, 2009). 

It is an important sculpture for all Canadians who participated in war, no matter the circumstance. In all examples found of the 

Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, there is no distinction made between those who were heroes of war and those who were the 

victims. 

The need and desire for heroes still remains, but they are getting more and more difficult to define. Victims are often mistaken 

for heroes, making it complicated for the viewer to distinguish between them. Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial in 

Washington broke the boundaries and traditional meaning of monuments by creating a work that Lin defines as “a memorial to 

human beings, not a military symbol” (Senie, 1992, p. 37). Lin’s ambitious work changed many of the traditional ways memorials 

have been understood. It sparked a revival of thinking about memorials as a viable contemporary art form, rather than a literal 

monument dedicated to people and events. This memorial is also a strong example of engaging visitors in memory and having 

them walk through an experience. It is a living memorial, a testimony to the power of memorials to help us to remember, rather 

than a way to create more heroes. The Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial is discussed further in the section 2.2: integrating art into the 

existing environment, but it is important to acknowledge that this piece is not just a dedication to victims, but a unique place of
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Figure 15. The tomb of the Unknown Soldier, Ottawa (2008). Note: Copyright “ashwin kumar” (made available under 
Creative Commons License: Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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contemplation. It evokes memory and thought in addition to mourning and grief. Maya Lin accomplished this goal through her 

inspiring and contemporary new look at memorials and her refreshing presentation of form and idea.

Lin’s design of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial may have inspired other artists and landscape architects to use a minimalist 

approach towards monuments and memorials. Some critics believe that this change in form is failing to provide meaning and 

communicate the tragic sense of loss and despair that memorials should provide in their tradition of public art. In an editorial in 

Landscape Architecture Magazine, Editor Bill Thompson (2008), questioned if memorials are fulfilling their role in society:

While seemingly universal, minimalism fails to provide the meaning people look for in memorial because, given 

its stripped-down abstraction, minimalism can’t convey a message – it doesn’t ‘say’ anything. A prime example 

is the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin, which fails because of its absolute silence about the 

events it purports to memorialize…Memorials should move a visitor with the solemn grandeur of sacrifice of the 

sorrow of losing loved ones or comrades. But do designers know how to make that happen? (p.13).

Although Lin’s work may have begun this trend in minimalist memorial design, she still managed to convey the grief and pain 

associated with the event. With contemporary memorials focusing more on experience of grief and loss rather than the events 

themselves, memorials may not be fulfilling their traditional roles as public art. If memorials are now striving to emphasize other 

social issues, this raises the question of whether memorials are still part of the public art tradition. If designers are no longer 

providing the traditional meaning that people look for in memorials, the meaning that once made them part of public art, then 

maybe they should not be considered as part of this category. Memorials have provided lessons to artists, sculptors and society 

throughout history, but their new commentary and intention raises questions about whether they fit the contemporary definition 

of public art.
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After World War II, the narrative approach to public art disappeared from North American cites altogether; public art became 

largely abstract. Although it was still being placed in comparable spaces to previous monuments, without its recognizable and 

memorializing content, monuments could no longer fill the traditional role of public sculpture. This ultimately left few hospitable 

places for public art (Senie, 1992). Hein (1996) explains this change in the connection between local environment and the art 

that was tied to it by claiming that “public art became first an object in public space and then a sculpting of that space as 

objects too evaporated, leaving only relations behind” (Hein, 1996, p.3).

In the past, sculpture found its way into the urban environment as an add-on to architecture in the form of reliefs etched 

into buildings, or as small carvings placed nearby in a symbolic or allegorical way. Modernists took the role of public outdoor 

sculpture to a new level; art was seen as an extension of the architect’s plans. Walter Gropius, founder of Bauhaus and one of 

the masters of modern architecture, wrote extensively on how the arts (including public art) and architecture should relate. 

Gropius, and many other modernists, believed that the purpose of all forms of art was to complement the aesthetics of the built 

architectural form. Gropius wrote in the program for the Staaliche Bauhaus in Weimar (1919), that:

The ultimate aim of all visual arts is the complete building! To embellish buildings was once the noblest function 

of the fine arts; they were indispensable components of great architecture. Today the arts exist in isolation, from 

which they can be rescued only through the conscious, cooperative effort of all craftsmen. Architects, painters, 

and sculptors must recognize anew and learn to grasp the composite character of a building both as an entity 

and in its separate parts. Only then will their work be imbued with the architectonic spirit which is as lost as 

‘salon art.’ … Architects, sculptors, painters, we all must return to the crafts! … Together, let us desire, conceive, 

and create the new structure of the future, which will embrace architecture and sculpture and painting in one 

unity and which will one day rise toward heaven from the hands of a million workers like the crystal symbol of a 

new faith (Senie, 1992, p.63).

The idea of collaboration between artists and architects was revived, but remained unrealized for many years. Gropius believed 

that collaboration would emerge from the Bauhaus environment, but he had no plans or ideas on how to better integrate the 

arts, only a utopian fantasy (Senie, 1992). It took many decades, but Gropius’ ideas of collaboration may have been realized 

with the success of many projects between architects, landscape architects and artists (see section 2.3: site specificity for the 

Allegheny Riverfront Park collaboration project). 
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During the 1960s in the United States, cities attempted to re-create open spaces comparable to the European plaza as a 

way to encourage economic and cultural revitalization such as the Federal Plaza in New York City or Fountain Place in Dallas 

redesigned by Dan Kiley. It was thought that public spaces and how they were used was a reflection of the city as a whole. 

The purpose of these large-scale spaces was to humanize architecture and create a more understandable environment for 

ordinary citizens. These spaces were usually in the form of plazas located in front of high-rise buildings, with little to no urban 

amenities such as benches and planters. However, public art was still subordinate to architecture in form and expression. 

Even freestanding sculpture was thought of as a way to define and punctuate spatial voids. Public sculpture could not be an 

alternative to urban renewal, and it could not redeem the mundane architecture of the built city. The shared and cherished 

values of the collective community were no longer being displayed, as with traditional public art. Instead, public art became 

disconnected from society.

CASE STUDY: PUBLIC ART IN THE PLAZA

The placement of public art in urban plazas was becoming common in various parts of North America during the 1960s. Art was 

still seen as being second to architecture and its main purpose was to enhance the built environment while drawing attention to 

the space created. 

Isamu Noguchi, a Japanese-American artist and landscape architect, was chosen to design a sculpture for the plaza of the 

Marine Midland Bank in New York City. In 1968, Noguchi unveiled his Red Cube (Figure 16). The sculpture was a bright red 

elongated cube, precariously sitting on a corner, with another corner pointing towards the sky. Surrounded on three sides by 

skyscrapers, the bright sculpture contrasts the blacks, browns and whites of the buildings. As well, the diagonal placement of the 

cube counters the vertical and horizontal lines of the surrounding environment. The sculpture adds to the “upward pull” of the 

surrounding environment, drawing the eye of the viewer to the sky (New York City Public Art, n.d.) 

The cube is not completely solid. There is a hole in the centre, painted grey with evenly spaced lines. Looking through this hole, 

the viewer’s attention is drawn to the connecting buildings. Noguchi believed that outdoor sculpture was not merely an add-on 

to the architecture, but could be an interesting enhancement. He attempted to connect his artworks directly to the space he 

was working in:
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Figure 16. Isamu Noguchi’s Red Cube contrasts this plaza and its surrounding buildings in New York City (2005). 
Note: Copyright Rob Young (made available under Creative Commons License: Attribution-No Derivative Works 2.0 

Generic).
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the spaces around buildings should be treated in such a way as to dramatize and make the space 

meaningful… the sculptor is not merely a decorator of buildings but a serious collaborator with the architect in 

the creation of significant space and of significant shapes which define this space (Noguchi, 1994, p. 52-53).

Red Cube adds a feeling a energy to the static plaza. It contrasts with the surrounding buildings but evokes the ideas of 

technology and the built environment. Although the sculpture creates a connection between the surrounding buildings, sky and 

ground plane, its lack of content and meaning to the public creates a sense of disconnect between the artist, the sculpture 

and the viewing public. 

Also located in New York City is the work of Jean Dubuffet titled Four Trees (Figure 17). This sculpture was also placed into a 

downtown plaza during the 1960s. This project, like the Red Cube, was intended to contrast with the adjacent buildings in the 

plaza in an attempt to draw attention to the surrounding space. David Rockefeller, a member of the art committee responsible 

for the space, felt that the plaza was lacking, “(it) needed a vertical counterpoint to stand against the assertive personality of 

the Chase building and at the same time offer informal relief from the severe lines of the immediate architectural landscape” 

(Rockefeller as cited in Senie, 1992, p. 116)

The sculpture is of four enlarged trees with canopies tilting in different directions and in different sizes. The trees are all white with 

thick black outlines made to match the adjacent buildings, and are made of synthetic plastic over an aluminum frame (New 

York City Public Art, n.d.). The organic lines of the trees, their tilted canopies and stark outlines contrast with the strictly vertical 

buildings and add a feeling of movement to the plaza. The oversized trees are not meant to look real, but are intended to 

evoke thoughts of whimsy and wonderland. According to the artist, the sculpture is a “feverish intoxication”, complementing 

what he believes is the “intellectual machinery” of this plaza.

Both sculptures, made in the 1960s, were intended to add a creative feeling into these stark urban environments. But they were 

also created with the purpose of countering the architecture in order to bring attention to the buildings and the surrounding 

space. These sculptures were created to have the visitor become aware of their surroundings, but create a weak connection 

between the artwork and the public. They had little to do with cultural significance of the time.

CASE STUDY: PUBLIC ART IN THE PLAZA
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Figure 17. Jean Dubuffet’s Four Trees contrasts the surrounding environment, New York City (2008). Note: Copyright 
“Karlina – Carla Sedini” (made available under Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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By the late 20th century, artists, architects, planners, historians and citizens were all starting to question the cultural impact that 

modernism had on urban design. Narrative designs returned, as did works based on the memorial tradition, but with more 

rebellious considerations than the conservative decorative elements of the past (Flemming, 2007). The “pop artists” were 

expressing humor, irony and absurdities. The old modernist theories of “less is more” were beginning to be replaced by a more 

exuberant idea of “less is a bore”; “messy vitality” replaced “obvious unity” (Wolfe, 1986). Pop artists and expressionists were 

attempting to add energy and character to their cities, giving each a unique sense of place rather than the uniformity of 

modernism.

Lipstick (ascending) on Caterpillar Tracks is the work of pop artist Claes Oldenburg as one of his many large-scale sculptures 

of everyday objects (Figure 18). It is situated at Yale University. Some students and anti-war protestors at the University wanted 

a piece that was a revolutionary aesthetic. Oldenburg’s sculpture followed in the spirit of Andy Warhol’s pop art culture; it 

was intended as a platform for public speakers. The sculpture is a large lipstick placed vertically on tank treads. The lipstick is 

enlarged to the original size of the caterpillar so that the two objects are given equal status:

Our normal picture of lipstick as a means of enhancing beauty is quite remote from images of war machinery, 

such as the tank. Their combination, however, clearly shows that they are linked by the power of aggression, 

including sexual aggression. … An impersonal machine in concert with a private luxury article – together, they 

look like a lethal weapon (Osterwold, 2007, p.194).

The sculpture was originally made of red vinyl that was inflated for visibility in an upright stance, but was refurbished with Cor-Ten 

steel and aluminum after it began to deteriorate and was vandalized in 1974. The giant lipstick is typical of the humor and irony 

presented by pop artists of the time like Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein and Jasper Johns. It was presented in the public sphere 

to attract attention towards its commentary on society and create a unique space for the University.

CASE STUDY: THE HUMOUR AND IRONY OF POP ARTIST CLAES OLDENBURG
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Figure 18. Claes Oldenburg’s Lipstick (Ascending) on Caterpillar Tracks at Yale University, Connecticut (2008). Note: 
Copyright “vige” (made available under Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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The pop artists were praised for establishing a tie between high art and popular culture. Their work was uplifting and refreshing 

compared to the austerity of modernism. However, pop artists were not rebelling from the strict rules regarding flatness and non-

illusionism of the modernists, but returning to a new form of realism in their work (Wolfe, 1986).

The new genre of public art invited everyone to interpret and be part of the works, not just the elite and politically aware. As 

public art became more accessible, the “public” in public art became a crucial part of the piece of work itself. The audience 

was invited to participate in the work by interpreting art and in turn connecting the audience to their social and natural 

world (Hein, 1996). Issues, problems and comments concerning society, as well as the patterns of architectural, economic, 

environmental and social development were translated into physical form (Flemming, 2007). Public art even began to derive 

from the traditional memorials to take a more figurative role, representing people and events literally in their form. These new 

perspectives, interpretations and viewpoints created a new dynamic between the designer and the community.

George Segal is an American artist known for his figurative sculpture. He developed a technique of creating three-dimensional 

life-sized artworks of people and objects in real situations. Segal uses live models and wraps them in plaster, then keeps the stark 

white material in the final work in order to remove it slightly from reality (Janson, 1997). The artist Segal has been grouped with 

the genre of “pop artist”. However, he believes that his work is different because it deals directly with the places around him and 

places that are familiar to him (George and Helen Segal Foundation, n.d.). Many of his works are of normal, everyday situations 

but placed in public settings such as Couple in an Open Doorway, The Breadline (Figure 19), 3 People on 4 Benches, and Man 

Sitting at a Table. Each project is exactly what the title implies. 

Some of Segal’s work has been condemned for being too effective in its reality. Critics have claimed that instead of evoking 

thought and curiosity, some of his artworks create a guilty conscience. One of these works is simply titled, Holocaust (Figure 

20). It was made in 1982 for the city of San Francisco as a way to honor the victims of the event. Segal studied photos of death 

camps for inspiration. He wanted to create a “visual hook” to change the gruesome images into an artwork (Senie, 1992, p.43). 

Segal used his friends to make the casts of ten figures that would “make a heap of bodies that was expressive of this arrogance 

and disorder” of German military and the murder of millions of Jews (Senie, 1992, p. 43). The bodies are arranged on the ground, 

each with a gesture to evoke some ideas of death: the crucifixion, Adam and Eve, the story of Abraham and Isaac, etc. The 

sculpture is a strong reminder of the past. Its bold white figures and simple gestures leave a solemn impression on viewers.

CASE STUDY: FIGURATIVE ART
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Figure 19. George Segal’s Breadline shows the figurative content of the sculpture and the unique plaster 
techniques used by the artist (2008). Note: Copyright “martinstelbrink” (made available under Creative Commons 

License: Attribution-No Derivative Works 2.0 Generic).
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Figure 20. George Segal’s Holocaust is a controversial figurative sculpture in San Francisco, USA (2008). Note: 
Copyright “bastique” (made available under Creative Commons License: Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).

CASE STUDY: FIGURATIVE ART
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Another controversial figurative sculpture by Segal is one commissioned to honor the subject of the gay rights movement, made 

in 1979, Gay Liberation (Figure 21). The work was intended to be placed in Greenwich Village, an area with a large homosexual 

population. Commissioners of the work were very direct in what they wished for the piece: “it had to be loving and caring, and 

show the affection that is the hallmark of the gay people – it couldn’t be ambiguous about that…and it had to have equal 

representation of men and woman” (Senie, 1992, p. 41). Segal used his plaster technique to create a sculpture of two men 

standing in front of a bench, with two woman seated on it. One man has his hand on the shoulder of the other, and one woman 

has her hand on the other’s thigh. The gestures are gentle but suggestive of intimacy. According to Segal, “the sculpture 

concentrates on the tenderness, gentleness and sensitivity, as expressed in the gesture. It makes the point that gay people 

are as feeling as anyone else” (Senie, 1992, p. 42). Although the sculpture was approved by City Council, several community 

groups rallied for its removal because they believed it to be a poor representation of the community, and inappropriate for the 

location. It was moved to Stanford University in 1985, and has moved to a number of locations since. However, now that it is no 

longer in the Greenwich community it was commissioned for, it has no relationship to the location.

A less controversial artwork that demonstrates the figurative sculptures being presented in the public sphere is by Canadian 

artist and musician Michael Snow. Installed in 1979, Flightstop has become an iconic work in Canada (Figure 22). The sculpture 

consists of a group of life-sized Canadian Geese in flight, hanging over an entrance of the Toronto Eaton Centre mall. The 

work is simple, interesting and engaging, and very hard to miss. One year the geese were decorated with red ribbons for 

Christmas, Snow publicly objected, as he thought they made his natural geese look “ridiculous”, and the ribbons were removed 

(Snow, 1995). This was a major turning point in the rights of artists so that their work and its intent would not be altered without 

agreement. Snow’s sculpture was meant to be realistic, simple, and natural.

Figurative sculptures are meant to engage the community and visitors in realistic discourse. They are simple artworks that 

depict realistic situation in life-sized proportion. Their simplicity and natural presentation in the public sphere is what makes them 

interesting. They make the viewer reflect on everyday life and question real situations.

CASE STUDY: FIGURATIVE ART
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Figure 21. George Segal’s Gay Liberation sculpture was considered too controversial for the intended location, it 
was moved to a number of different locations and is now in New York City (2008). Note: Copyright “Tony the Misfit” 

(made available under the Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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Figure 22. Michael Snow’s Flightstop features Canadian Geese flying overhead at the Eaton’s Centre, Toronto 
(2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.



54       1.4: public art through history

Functionality also became a popular topic for artists and designers. Creative and sculptural forms of seating were seen as a 

way to make public art more “user friendly”, as did the transformation of bus stops, bridges and gates. New artistic and public 

forms of street furniture were popular, making works both useful and visually welcome to the community. In the late 1970s artists 

like Isamu Noguchi were even bringing art forms to the playground in an attempt to treat the earth with a multi-level experience 

and involve children in public sculpture (Senie, 1992).

Recently in Calgary, Alberta, a new pedestrian overpass was added to a southwest community. The bridge features a number 

of artistic enhancements that describe the function and unique features of the overpass to users of the space. The artwork 

was designed by artist Adam Kuby, and is called Bridge, Abridged. The overpass is constructed of concrete, metal, acrylic 

and paint. The artist explains unique engineering on the overpass in the form of words and engravings. “FLOATING” is painted 

under the feet of pedestrians, and on the floating centre span balanced on the anchors, as there is no centre support for the 

bridge (Figure 23). “TENSION” is engraved on the giant rods that connect to the counterweights buried deep underground 

(Figure 25). The large structures supporting the overpass use words like : COMPRESSION, ANCHORING and EXPANSION JOINT to 

explain all the functioning parts. On the wall used as a sound barrier to the adjoining community, words are painted on glass 

and engraved on bricks to demonstrate their use, and the opposing terms like: ALLOW, UNMASK, SHIELD, EXCLUDE, PERMIT and 

REVEAL. (Bridge, Abridged, n.d.) (Figure 24).

The overpass is dramatic, humorous and educational all at once. It describes where you are and the amazing engineering feat 

that was accomplished. Words and shapes realize the engineering principles at work. Without the artwork, the technical abilities 

of the bridge would go unnoticed. On his website, Adam Kuby, the artist explains the connections he makes between the built 

community, the natural environment and the people that use it:

My artworks are collaborations with the built and natural world that aim to foster a sense of connectedness in 

our increasingly fractured environment. Each project provides an opportunity to explore how human activity 

and natural systems can better coexist and how the symbolic power of art can help shift environmental and

CASE STUDY: FUNCTIONAL ART
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Figure 23. Pedestrian bridge uses a “pop art” style to enhance the space and explain its structural engineering, 
Calgary (2007). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 24 (top) and Figure 25 (bottom). Pedestrian bridge in Calgary uses sculpture and text to create a more 
interesting space and explain the engineering behind the structure (2007). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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cultural perspectives. Each project also offers a chance to animate the ordinary, the unnoticed and the in-

between all around us. I begin by “unperceiving“ any established notion I might bring to an object, landscape, 

building or city. I then try to tap into that place’s essence, the forces at work there and the processes that have 

shaped it (Bridge, Abridged, approach, n.d, para. 1).

There is an elementary school nearby that uses the bridge as a “fun” educational tool for the students to learn about science 

and engineering. Walking across the bridge, a visitor becomes completely involved in their surroundings. Without extra 

explanation, one can learn about the forces at use in the creation of the overpass. An engineer can cross the bridge with his 

child, and use the parts of the work and the text to easily describe the physics and science at work. The bridge is an original 

artwork exposing the possibility of providing entertainment, interest, education and art in a functional form.

CASE STUDY: FUNCTIONAL ART

By the 1980s, some artists and critics were beginning to question the skill and intention of “contemporary” public sculptors. The 

ability of skilled sculptors to change stone and metals into the flowing body movements of detailed figurative sculpture that was 

still being produced (but in declining numbers) was challenged. Contemporary sculptors began to change their style to focus 

on arranging materials in order to show its “objectiveness” and the true nature of that material. In his play, Artist Descending a 

Staircase, Tom Stoppard sharply noted that: “imagination without skill gives us contemporary art” (as cited in Wolfe, 2000, p.1). In 

his article, following the death of figurative sculptor Frederick Hart, Tom Wolfe (2000), used examples of artists from the 1980s to 

emphasize this point. Wolfe claims that artists no longer show their skill for sculpting as they had in the past.

By 1982, no ambitious artist was going to display skill, even if he had it. The great sculptors of 

the time did things like … prop up slabs of Cor-Ten steel straight from the foundry, edgewise 

(Richard Serra); or they took fluorescent light tubes straight out of the box from the hardware 

store and arranged them this way and that (Dan Flavin); or they welded I-beams and scraps of 

metal together (Anthony Caro) (Wolfe, 2000, p.1).
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The intentions and skills of sculptors were beginning to be questioned by members of the art community. Meanwhile, the skills of 

talented figurative sculptors were becoming a distant tradition, replaced by new abstract and expressionist works.

Some artists looked to a “synthesis” of art and nature as a new form of expression by relating to maps rather than the urban grid. 

They created a new form of public art called “Earth Art” or “Land Art” (Senie, 1992). This form of art is more than a depiction of 

landscapes that many painters were striving for. Earth art is part of the landscape, a fully engaged element of the environment. 

It provided freedom from the limitations of the human scale, and encouraged works that stretched over many miles (Janson, 

1997). Sculpture is not just placed into the landscape, but the landscape and the artwork are inextricably linked:

 The artist of the 20th Century no longer sees himself as the inspired creator of the reality living behind the visible 

world and perceived through the senses. Instead, he analyses reality and his own existence and experimentally 

explores new mediums, new perspectives and new forms of communication between man and the 

environment (Weilacher, 1996, p. 11).

Today’s earth artists are the successors to the mound-building sculptors of Neolithic times, but they have the advantage of 

modern earth-moving machinery. Materials used in these projects are the same rocks, stones and water from the earth, used to 

restructure the landscape with ecological sensitivity. These artists focus on non-urban environments, incorporating the land and 

surrounding nature directly into the work as a part of its contents. Eventually these ideas would transfer to the urban realm of 

public art.
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Located at the new gateway to west London, England is the newest, largest park in the city for a century. The 18.5-hectare 

park is called Northala Fields. It is located in Northolt and Greenford Countryside Park and is part of a 100-hectare open space 

network. The park is an example of how waste can be turned into an economic and environmental opportunity (Figure 26). 

100,000 cubic metres of imported clean fill were used to create its massive earthwork. It also uses human made materials for 

new wildlife habitats (Northala Fields, n.d.). According to Rob Cairns, the project manager at the time, the requirements for the 

design of the park focused on sensible, ecological elements, but with an artistic interest: 

the brief concentrated on the practical elements for incorporating the necessary fill, using water, offering flood 

defences, and featuring an ecological focus. The general feeling was that there should be an artistic approach 

to the earth forming, but the direction was not specified to competition entrants (Coulthard, 2009, p. 96).

FoRM Associates collaborated with EDAW ecologists and LDA Design to create the park. It was previously used as a sports field 

for the adjoining communities and local schools, but started to attract antisocial behavior and was prone to flooding. During the 

eight years it took to complete the design, FoRM Associates was constantly researching and consulting with the community so 

they fully understood and were interested in the new park. In 2006, funding was cut from the landscape budget, meaning that 

the original design intentions would not have been met. The community, along with the design team, fought for the park and it 

was eventually reinstated. Without the support and knowledge of the community, it may have not been completed (Coulthard, 

2009).

Northala Fields was opened to the public in the spring of 2008. Its key features include a number of ecological enhancements 

including water features for wildlife, fishing and the collection of groundwater, new intersecting path networks, playgrounds, 

educational habitats and the introduction of new ecosystems. The largest, unique feature of the park are the four conical earth 

mounds bordering the site and acting as a noise screen to the adjacent A40 Motorway. Smaller mounds are covered with turf 

and wildflowers to provide vibrancy, while the largest mound features a spiral path and seating that leads to the peak and 

provides excellent views of the city (Figure 27). The mounds were created with recycled rubble from historic landmarks such as 

Wembly Stadium and the Terminal 5 building at Heathrow Airport. 

CASE STUDY: EARTH ART
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Figure 26. Northala Fields at sunrise, Ealing, England (2007). Source: www.ealing.gov.uk. Used with permission by 
Ealing as per www.ealing.gov.uk/footerlinks/copyright.html on May 28, 2009.

This earthwork is an example of what can be achieved by designers and artists in the 21st Century. Years ago, earth artists did 

not have the technology and power to create such large-scale projects in a short time. Without the income generated from 

the clean fill, the project may not have been completed. As well, this project exemplifies how political will and public support 

changed the outcome of the project. The design team had to educate and inform the local public so that they wanted and 

supported the project. Collaboration, ecological design, and strong community attachment is illustrated in the modern-day 

earthwork of Northala Fields.
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Figure 27. The large mound at Northala Fields, Ealing, England (2009). Note: Copyright “araqnid” (made available 
under the Creative Commons License: Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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Robert Smithson was the first artist to initiate a new perspective of nature. He believed that landscapes were a place of 

constant change, revealing the deterioration of our cultural, physical and urban systems. He recognized that humans are 

culturally and physically bound to the earth and the continual changes of nature’s conditions. In one of his essays in The 

Writings of Robert Smithson (1979), Smithson enforces his belief that earth artists have actually been working for years, but were 

never really noticed or appreciated. He believed that landscape architect, Fredrick Law Olmsted was the first earth artist with 

his formation of Central Park. According to Smithson, Central Park was originally thought to be nothing; settlers cut down its 

trees with no thought for the future. But Olmsted set the example for earth artists by having a vision for the creation of a huge 

“picturesque” park, and then re-creating it without disrupting the ecology.

Smithson (1979) believed that earth art should be a reflection of the genius loci. He understood that in order to enhance earth 

art, it had to be drawn from the best characteristics of the site, and designed in conformity with nature. According to Robert 

Smithson’s own experiences:

the best sites for ‘earth art’ are sites that have been disrupted by industry, reckless urbanization, or nature’s own 

devastation…such land is cultivated or recycled as art (Smithson, 1979, p. 124).

Smithson found the spot for his own work when he discovered Rozel Point, on the shore of Great Salt Lake, Utah. It was here that 

he created one his most seminal works, Spiral Jetty.

Moving 1500 linear feet of black basalt, limestone rocks and earth in the shape of a counter-clockwise spiral into the Great Salt 

Lake made Spiral Jetty (Figure 28). The salt crystals that coat the rocks on the water’s edge form the shape of the spiral. The 

spiral shape of the earth mound refers to microscopic, macroscopic and mythological references to the site, and contrasts 

Smithson’s initial response of “shattered, fractured and corroded” to the location (Beardsley, 2007). To Smithson, the direction of 

the spiral was seen as a look to the future and inevitable natural disaster. It symbolized destruction and deterioration, “the end 

of civilization by global warming” (Weilacher, 1996, p. 28).

CASE STUDY: EARTH ART AND THE GENIUS OF THE PLACE
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Figure 28 (top). Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (2009). Note: Copyright “zaui” (made available under Creative 
Commons License: Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).

Figure 29 (bottom). Close view of water, limestone and basalt of Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, Great Salt Lake 
(2007). Note: Copyright “fodness” (made available under the Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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Smithson has noted in his writings on his artwork that he always searched for a correspondence between the art and the 

particular site. At Rozel Point, Smithson was attracted to the industrial remnants and abandoned vehicles marking the site where 

efforts to extract oil had previously failed. He thought this combination of objects showed the “evidence of a succession of 

man-made systems mired in abandoned hopes” (Smithson, 1979, p. 111). He analyzed the topography and the current natural 

features of the site for inspiration for the work:

Irregular beds of limestone dip gently eastward, massive deposits of black basalt are broken over the peninsula, 

giving the region a shattered appearance. It is one of the few places on the lake where the water comes right 

up to the mainland. Under shallow pinkish water is a network of mud cracks supporting the jigsaw puzzle that 

composes the salt flats. As I looked at the site, it reverberated out to the horizons only to suggest an immobile 

cyclone while flickering light made the entire landscape appear to quake. A dormant earthquake spread 

into the fluttering stillness, into a spinning sensation without movement. The site was a rotary that enclosed itself 

in an immense roundness. From that gyrating space emerged the possibility of the Spiral Jetty. No ideas, no 

concepts, no systems, no structures, no abstractions could hold themselves together in the actuality of that 

evidence. My dialectics of site and non-site whirled into an indeterminate state, where solid and liquid lost 

themselves in each other (Smithson, 1979, p.111).

The width of the spiral does not change; it remains a constant 15-feet wide, but appears to fluctuate as it sinks into the lake. The 

apparent scale of the work varies depending on the visitor’s location from multiple viewing points around the lakeshore (Figure 

29). 

Spiral Jetty was created in 1970 when water levels in the area were low due to a drought (Dia Art Foundation, 2009). For thirty 

years the artwork was submerged in water, but re-emerged in 2004 for almost a year. Since then, the work has once again sunk 

back into the lake. Controversy about the project has recently arisen when it was proposed that new basalt rocks be added to 

restore the original color of the artwork. However, in his own earlier writings, Smithson has noted his admiration and intention for 

natural deterioration and respect for the natural process of the earth (Dia Art Foundation, 2009).
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Artists were now including nature and its public use directly into their art, rejecting the museum as the only artistic centre for 

creativity. Public art went far beyond its traditional role and welcomed an audience beyond that of the art world. Artists invited 

visitors to use their outdoor spaces and enjoy the outdoor artworks. Some earth artists chose to deal with ecological and social 

issues, while others chose to emphasize the remediation of cultural practices that focus on the earth (Beardsley, 2006). Public 

artists were taking on enormous political, economic and environmental issues as they arose. Earth art became a link between 

the ecologist and the industrialist; it was a way of dealing with environmental issues and bringing their attention to the general 

public.

CASE STUDY: LAND RECLAMATION ART

Land reclamation as an art was present in some of the early earthwork projects of the 1970s. Earth artists were very direct in 

their intention. They wanted to use the earth as their palette to draw attention to the environmental issues of the day. Artist 

Robert Smithson proclaimed that: “art should not be considered as merely a luxury but should work within the process of actual 

production and reclamation” (as cited in Senie, 1992, p.164). As with architecture and landscape architecture, the earth is often 

used to enhance these projects. Land art characterizes an environment using only a few means – the surrounding land. In this 

form, natural materials are equal to artificial ones. By using the natural elements as the palette of materials, earthworks and land 

art become a form of communication. They create symbols and subtle gestures made of the earth (Aymonio & Mosco, 2006).

The first major artwork to be a public, government supported, land reclamation artwork was Robert Morris’s Grand Rapids 

Project in 1973. Its design involved re-contouring a hill with two asphalt ramps in the form of a visible “X” to stop hillside erosion 

and protect the existing recreational facilities below. Some visitors to the park suggested that it would be much “nicer” if “pretty 

flowers” were planted on the site. The work raised the issue of whether reclamation art should mask its environmental function 

by focusing on purely aesthetic attributes. Morris addressed this issue at an exhibition called Earthworks: Land Reclamation as 

Sculpture, in 1979:

The most significant implication of art as land reclamation is that art can and should be used to wipe away 

technological guilt … Will it be a little easier in the future to rip up the landscape for one last shovelful of 
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non-renewable energy source if an artist can be found (cheap, mind you) to transform the devastation into 

an inspiring and modern work of art? Or anyway, into a fun place to be? Well, at the very least, into a tidy, 

mugger-free park? It would seem that artists participating in art as land reclamation will be forced to make 

moral as well as aesthetic choices. There may be more choices available than either a cooperative or critical 

stance for those who participate. But it would perhaps be a misguided assumption to suppose that artists hired 

to work in industrially blasted landscapes would necessarily and invariably choose to convert such sites into 

idyllic reassuring places, thereby redeeming those who wasted the landscape in the first place (Smithson as 

cited in Senie, 1992, p.165).

Generally, land reclamation projects and sculptures are intended to bring knowledge of the past destruction of the location 

to the immediate attention of viewers. Sometimes they will leave markings or symbols to represent the content of the site. The 

purpose of these land art reclamation projects is to teach and involve the public. Covering it up would no longer “reclaim” the 

land, but mask it. 

Herbert Bayer also created a major land reclamation work in 1982 in the City of Kent, a suburb of Seattle. The project was part 

of the Mill Creek Canyon Earthworks, a 100-acre park that needed a solution for the excessive flow of a creek caused by nearby 

development. The city needed to contain the water, and allow it to flow at a slower pace through the community (Beardsley, 

2006). Bayer wanted to harmonize the dam with its setting by creating a group of earthworks and a storm water retention basin:

My intent was, to give the dams a natural appearance conforming to the landscape (surroundings) and to 

become integral parts of the landscape being created (Bayer as cited in Beardsley, 2006, p. 94).

The new design consists of a series of earth forms that are submerged during high water season, slow the movement of water 

during flooding, and are a grassy park in the dry season. The creek is forced to meander through the newly designed landscape 

along a stone lined path in an attempt to discourage erosion (Figure 30). The water from the creek passes by a 100-foot 

diameter ring of mounded earth, breaking the solid earth as it passes (Figure 31). It then passes by a berm and conical mound, 
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Figure 30. Herbert Bayer’s Mills Creek Canyon Earthworks, a land reclamation project in the City of Kent, USA (2009). 
Photographer: Tricia Wasney.
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Figure 31. Herbert Bayer’s Mills Creek Canyon Earthworks, earth ring separated by creek. (2009). Photographer: 
Tricia Wasney.
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followed by a mounded earth ring surrounded by water. During the dry season, the water drains, exposing the full height of the 

mound. Finally, the creek passes by a higher berm with another cone and an oval mound (Beardsley, 2006).

Mills Creek Canyon Earthworks has become the focal point of the park. It functions as a storm water basin, public park and 

recreational area. Most importantly, it solves the previous problems of the community. Before development in the area, the 

creek flowed at a reasonable pace. However, due to man-made changes to the environment, repairs were needed. Land art 

was a reasonable and efficient solution to the problem and fit the needs of the community. The city and the users of the creek 

were very proud of the solution provided by Bayer’s design (Beardsely, 2006). More importantly, the design by Herbert Bayer 

was a clear expression of his desire to strive for a understanding of art with everyday life through technology and function. Bayer 

believed that art should have social utility and be engaging to the public (Baird, n.d.). His design of the Mills Creek Canyon 

Earthworks was a glimpse into the future of landscape architecture where designers strive for synthesis of art and ecology.

The incorporation of nature into public art is an acknowledgement of deficiency of our urban spaces. Using natural elements 

such as water, rocks, and vegetation as sculpture creates a new form of art that takes on an ecological mission. Land 

reclamation, conservation, and other important concerns of this generation are being addressed through public art. Parks are 

often the direct result of this new interest in public art, with nature as its material. Lucy Lippard, an author, feminist, and curator 

of contemporary art observed that “the park is probably the most effective public art form there is – the park itself is an ongoing 

process, the domain where society and nature meet” (Lippard as cited in Senie, 1992, p.155-156).

With much of today’s emphasis being on nature, land, and the environment, it is inevitable that some public art will start to 

reflect these concerns. Through the endeavors of the earth artists, public art and nature are interconnected. Earth art is a 

relatively new type of public art that is becoming more common in modern society. Not only are these artists making use of 

industrial land outside cities, but their work is becoming prevalent in urban realms as well. Contemporary concerns of society, 

such as sustainability and the decline in available resources, are being strongly reflected in public art today. 
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Painted walls and buildings are fairly common in dense urban environments, and to some, may be considered the most 

common form of public art. Murals come in a variety of forms, the most common being acrylic paint on brick or concrete. Other 

forms of mural have appeared in urban landscapes including removable signs, billboards and digital media projections. Murals 

fill urban environments with color, vibrancy and interest; changing the walls of neighborhoods into “works of art”. However, 

murals are often separate from the formalized institution of public art, as many mural projects are supported privately or from 

foundation grants (Flemming, 2007).

The tradition of mural painting started years ago with drawing on walls as a form of storytelling and decoration. The Lascaux 

caves in France and the decorative paintings of the elite Pompeian’s in Italy, communicated their society’s deep cultural 

values through their own form of mural. The tradition of wall painting evolved to its own art form, the modern mural, based on 

current cultural practices. As an example, the African American Mural tradition came into the public sphere during the grass 

roots movements of the 19th century in the United States. This mural movement has attempted to represent the idealized values 

of an under-represented segment of the American population (Flemming, 2007). South of the United States, the Mexican mural 

tradition promotes the artists as individuals with a political agenda. Many muralists follow in this Mexican tradition, but with a 

contemporary and local take on their society. Political muralists believe that their work can teach the history of their culture and 

help share their values with future generations as will be discussed with the murals of Belfast, Ireland.

However, there is new competition for focus in types of public art in the urban realm. Sculpture, street furniture and architectural 

decorations are competing with many new types of public art, and there are additional advances in art everyday. 

Murals are very common to the streetscape of large cities. When planned appropriately and with community involvement, 

murals can be a colorful, descriptive and playful form of public art. Some are very beautiful and detailed artworks, but they can 

often be confused with commercial advertisement and elaborate forms of graffiti. According to the earlier definition of public 

art, as works of art that are presented in the public sphere, murals should also be included. However, because they are often 

informal, spontaneous, and unplanned, they confuse our built environments with visual and disruptive noise.
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Figure 32. This image on a building in downtown Calgary looks like an elaborate mural painting. However, the 
small label in the corner indicates that this is actually an advertisement for Red Bull, Calgary (2009). Photographer: 

Tamara Marajh.
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Murals add a certain amount of interest to a neighborhood, however, they are rarely part of a streetscape strategy. They 

sometimes disregard parts of the visual field that should be taken into consideration. With corporate advertisers, business and 

road signage, graffiti, and large murals all presented at the same scale – much visual noise is created. Businesses are known 

to hire muralists to complete their advertisements because there is more sincerity and honesty in these paintings than in a 

traditional billboard advertisement (Figure 32). As such, people tend to be more open to this form of message than a normal 

large-scale advertisement (Flemming, 2007). 

According to Flemming (2007), murals have emerged in two main forms in Canada and the United States: they are methods of 

social protest, and a form of civic boosterism in smaller cities and towns.

Social protest and commentary is a very common intention of murals. Some of the most famous are the murals in Belfast, 

Ireland, which shockingly mark the history of segregation of the city at a dominating and intense scale (Figure 33). The murals 

were used as a form of social and political empowerment in Belfast during a time of political despair. They depict the history 

and political views of both traditions and were a way of marking territory. The paintings are intimidating, displaying soldiers 

carrying guns, some pointed at the viewer. However, in recent years, they have become more of a tourist attraction, but are still 

a reminder of the past. 

Community programs and the creation of “mural towns” are popular ways to increase tourism and enhance downtown areas 

through the use of public art. Karl Schultz started the concept of “mural towns” for the town of Chemainus, BC in the early 

1980s. Since then, the concept has been replicated across Canada and the United States, drawing tourists to small towns that 

would otherwise be completely forgotten. For Chemainus, the murals draw about 40,000 visitors a year creating tourist income 

and a sense of civic pride (Flemming, 2007). Some critics believe that using this form of art distorts the history and authenticity 

of a town. For Chemainus, with a population of 4,000, it is the legacy of the community (Figure 34, Figure 35 & Figure 36). For a 

town or community to be successful with these murals, the organizers must consider some of the same characteristics that are 

successful for public art in general. The murals need to address the desires of the community, present a “wow” factor to tourists, 

create a narrative of history and most of all, commemorate the character of the town. The murals can sometimes be

CASE STUDY: MURALS
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Figure 33. Murals in Belfast are very intimidating and carry strong political messages, Ireland (2004). Photographer: 
Tamara Marajh.
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controversial, as it is difficult to portray history without some debate. They are often only one version of a story and consequently 

only represent one view of the community. When done in collaboration with the artist, the community, and a strong organizing 

committee, murals can reflect the shared values and history of the community. In this respect, murals can be rich forms of public 

art. 

Government and formal public art institutions tend to shy away from murals in their urban environments. The line between a 

mural being seen as a work of public art, elaborate graffiti, or a corporate advertisement, can sometimes be unclear. As well, 

elementary schools often have their students paint on school walls, creating a stigma that associates murals with poverty and 

children’s programs. 

Some cities encourage mural paintings as part of anti-graffiti initiatives. Graffiti pieces can be elaborate and exciting works of 

art that explore the artist’s individualism, but are often an esoteric form of “tagging” (Flemming, 2007). Cities (like Davenport, 

Iowa) that were offended by the tagging and profane language seen in graffiti, have implemented mural projects to combat 

the unwanted images. Davenport calls it “planned graffiti” (Gray, 2008). A response team is commissioned by the city to cover 

up the negative graffiti with more positive murals to clean up its image. Although these programs do not stop the many visual 

distractions on the framework of a city, they are becoming a more common form of dealing with the problem of graffiti. 

Not all graffiti is negative!  The unknown artist “Banksy” has been displaying his art on exterior walls of various cities around 

the world, especially Britain, his supposed home (Banksy, 2009). His work is not common graffiti, but is evocative, political and 

provides social commentary in a way that is respected by most viewers (Figure 37). His art is so detailed and clever that they 

question whether Banksy is an artist or a vandal. Due to the secrecy of his identity, Banksy has achieved a cult following and 

often is featured in gallery exhibits. To most, Banksy began with a form of graffiti and has changed to an unusual form of public 

art.

Due to the confusion between murals, billboards and graffiti, formal public art programs tend to remove themselves from mural 

projects in a city, and leave the projects as community initiatives. 

CASE STUDY: MURALS
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Figure 34 (top), Figure 35 (bottom left) and Figure 36 (bottom right). Murals in Chemainus, BC depict the history and 
legends of the town (2007). Note: Copyright “Satoru Kikuchi” (made available under Creative Commons License: 

Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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Figure 37. Banksy is a famous (unknown) graffiti artists in England, his works often makes a social or political 
statement, London (2008). Note: Copyright “badjonni” (made available under Creative Commons License: 

Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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Murals are an important part in the storytelling of the history and values of a community through public art. Even graffiti, when 

executed in a positive and artistic form, describes the social values and interests of that society at the time it was created. It can 

be a strong way for artists to express their beliefs and gain support for their causes. 

One of the most recent and crowd attracting forms of public art is the temporary installation, situated in an urban realm. These 

artworks are presented to the public and can be elaborate in their display and message. Their intention is to draw people to 

a certain location and at a certain time. Temporary installations can take a variety of forms including performance art such 

as busking, poetry, mime, dance, as well as temporary gatherings of people carrying a message with art as their medium. 

The message of the project, or its comment on society and visual impact, are remembered for far longer than the physical 

installation itself.

Jenny Holzer, an American artist, uses technology and text to relay her beliefs and concerns to the public (Figure 38). She began 

her work in the 1970s, using posters and billboards displaying words and phrases that were significant to her and intended to 

provoke thought for the viewer. In Truisms, Holzer displays a series of short statements. Some are common myths and some are 

random phrases or subjects in the form of slogans. Most make profound statements about advertising and consumer society 

(Jenny Holzer, 2009):

a sense of timing is the mark of genius

an elite is inevitable

all things are delicately interconnected

a single event can have infinitely many interpretations

Holzer uses text in a variety of forms to display her work, and often uses repetition to draw the viewer into closer consciousness. 

She is always attentive to society and politics. In a recent public work titled Protect, Protect displayed in various parts of New 

York City, Holzer took the opportunity to project her opinions about war. The short phrases and statements repeated in moving 

CASE STUDY: JENNY HOLZER’S POLITICAL AND SOCIAL CONSCIOUS
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Figure 38. Jenny Holzer uses projected text to share her beliefs and concerns of society (2006). Note: Copyright “Jef 
Nickerson” (made available under Creative Commons License: Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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LED lights and billboards spoke of looking at war with concern for protecting the citizens caught in battle. For Holzer, Protect, 

Protect was also about individuals protecting themselves from themselves. Her work is often displayed to the public, by 

mimicking the advertising and messages that she objects to, as a way of educating the public (Jenny Holzer, 2009). 

Holzer is also known fro projecting her work in unexpected outdoor spaces to draw attention to her phrases or “truisms” to an 

unexpected crowd. She uses everyday objects like cars and building facades as her canvas to catch attention and bring local 

residents and viewers into unexpected conversation.

Temporary installations bring together crowds of people that were once strangers to bond together over an intriguing and 

interesting work of art. Sometimes it is not the artwork but the joining and fellowship of the public that creates a unique and 

memorable experience. The team of Christo and Jeanne-Claude has recently executed some of the most famous and popular 

temporary public art installations. Their works are usually at a large scale that includes huge portions of a landscape or a 

popular urban area. The installations often involve a team of artists, government representatives, community members and 

local artists, all working together to make the works very, very public. 

The art is its gestation, history, the public it gathers and reactions it evokes, and the memories it leaves behind. It is a process, not 

a thing. Like Christo’s earlier wrappings, constructions, and curtains, this environmental transformation is a cultural drama whose 

meaning attaches to all the political, economic, social and environmental issues of our time. The spectacle affects us without 

text or aesthetic manifesto through every sense and instinct, recalling the forms and histories of all art (Hein, 2006, p. xvii)
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The Gates was a temporary public artwork created by environmental artists, Christo and Jeanne-Claude. It was displayed in 

Central Park, New York City for 16 days in February 2005, and is thought of as “the biggest public art event the city had ever 

seen” (Hein, 2006, xvii). The New York City Mayor approved it in 2003 with the expectation that the highly public project would 

generate millions of dollars in tourist revenue. 

The project was based on an idea from the original design of the park by Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux. They had 

originally planned to install steel gates at the entrances to the park, simply called “the gates”, that would lock nightly. Upon 

seeing the design for the proposed gates, Olmsted instead chose to leave them open (Christo and Jeanne-Claude, n.d.). 

Christo and Jeanne-Claude, frequent users of the park, wanted to enhance and emphasize the design of the park, and 

encourage more people to visit. According to John Beardsley (2006), they managed to achieve this goal with their elaborate 

design:

…the effect was fabulous, especially in the middle of a New York winter. From the air, Central Park ran with 

rivers of color; from the ground, The Gates offered the spectacle of swarms of people seen through billowing 

drapes. … Oddly, what was most appealing about the project was how much it revealed about Frederick Law 

Olmsted’s and Calvert Vaux’s park; its richly varied topography, from high rock outcrops to shadowy glades; its 

combination of geometric and serpentine pathways in varying width; and its democratic social dimensions as 

a place where all kinds of people come together and mix in unscripted ways. The Gates reinforced the value 

of the park both as a design space and a social space (p. 207-208). 

The Gates was made of 7,503 “gates”, each straddling the existing pathways of Central Park and varying in width. Free hanging 

panels of saffron-colored fabric were suspended from the top of each structure, coming down approximately 2m above the 

ground (Figure 39). The “gates” were spaced at even intervals (except in low-branched walking areas), and followed over 37km 

of pathway through the park. In order to maintain the integrity of the park, the structures were constructed to avoid leaving any
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Figure 39. Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s The Gates, New York City, February (2005). Photographer: Karen Wilson 
Baptist.
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holes in the ground. When the installation was removed, the park appeared untouched. Hundreds of workers were needed to 

complete the construction of the project and provide answers to questions from the curious public (Christo and Jeanne-Claude, 

n.d.). Christo and Jeanne-Claude saw their project as a meeting point for people in the city:

The geometric grid pattern of the hundreds city blocks surrounding Central Park was reflected in the 

rectangular structure of the commanding and sculptural saffron colored vinyl poles, while the serpentine design 

of the walkways and the organic shape of the bare branches of the trees was mirrored in the continuously 

changing rounded and sensual movements of the free-flowing nylon panels moving in the wind (Christo and 

Jean-Claude, n.d.).

The project was completely financed by selling their existing personal artworks. They refused to accept donations or 

sponsorships. The installation received both positive and negative criticism from the people of New York City, but will always be 

remembered.

The project was not created for an existing community, as with many public art projects, but rather ended up creating a 

community. The Gates created such interest and curiosity in just a few days that it created its own “public”. People were 

joined by the experience that the installation created. All visitors could participate in the experience of The Gates and the new 

atmosphere it generated:

 …visitors joined a celebration that continued into the streets and whose ending is indeterminate. One grew 

sensitized to ripples, street noises, tones and patterns ordinarily unnoticed, vernacular reminders, oddly Zen-like, 

that divulge possibilities still un-contemplated (Hein, 2006, p. xviii).

The Gates was both accepted and disliked by the residents and visitors to New York City. Some thought it was a distraction to 

visitors of the park, but others saw it as a “golden river appearing and disappearing through the bare branches of the trees and 
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Figure 40. Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s The Gates, seen with part of the New York City skyline (2005). Photographer: 
Karen Wilson Baptist.
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highlighting the shape of the meandering footpaths” (Christo and Jeanne-Claude, n.d.) (Figure 40). The saffron-colored fabric 

was praised for creating a “golden ceiling” and “warm shadows” during the day, but critics complained that it was “a little too 

acidic, more emergency flare than serene saffron” (Beardsley, 2006, p. 207). 

The public artwork was only on display for a few weeks, but it attracted great attention. It created a community from a group of 

strangers. The project made people happy and added color to a normally mundane New York winter landscape. When asked 

why Christo and Jeanne-Claude produce temporary public works, they responded by saying:

The temporary quality of the projects is an aesthetic decision. Our works are temporary in order to endow the 

works of art with a feeling of urgency to be seen, and the love and tenderness brought by the fact that they will 

not last. Those feelings are usually reserved for other temporary things such as childhood and our own life. These 

are valued because we know that they will not last. We want to offer this feeling of love and tenderness to our 

works, as an added value (dimension) and as an additional aesthetic quality (Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s The 

Gates, project for Central Park, 2007).

The public artwork will be remembered for not just the burst of color and change in the park, but for the experience the project 

created for 16 days in New York City. The project was successful at bringing large groups of people to the park during its 

installation and attracting attention to the design of Central Park by Vaux and Olmsted. It enhanced the designed landscape 

and temporarily brought together art and landscape architecture in a very public display.

CASE STUDY: TEMPORARY INSTALLATIONS - CHRISTO AND JEANNE CLAUDE
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Today, public art is a reflection of changing attitudes towards the public realm. Throughout history it has taken this role, and it 

is still very apparent in society today. Public art reflects who we are, our values, our memories and our ideals. There has been a 

shift in public art from monumental works, to studio work made monumental in order to fill outdoor plazas, to activists attempting 

to reflect the promise of urban renewal, to cities changing their overall plan to include public art in their communities. The trend 

for artists to collaborate with other specialists is increasing, allowing another form of public art to develop. As new technologies 

and techniques arise, we continue to elaborate on what the definition of public art is, and how we experience it will continue 

to change as well. There are still barriers to having public art as a form of communication because the public does not always 

understand the art, and whom “the public” is can also questioned. Problems arise when people approach art with a negative 

attitude or immediate distrust. There will always be controversy when it comes to art in the public sphere. For public art, the 

critical question may be: how much can or should one expect or demand from its audience? 

As we have seen throughout this section, public art has changed its form and intentions multiple times. Yet, it still remains a part 

of our culture and society. The success of a work is difficult to measure in quantitative terms. Consequently, how the community 

identifies and connects with a work becomes a more important consideration. There is often a split between the artist’s 

intentions and the public’s perception. This split can be reduced when the artist includes the public in the development of the 

work’s form, intention and approach. Problems and concerns relating to controversy around public art will be discussed further 

in section 1.5: controversy in public art.
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1.5: CONTROVERSY IN PUBLIC ART

Art and controversy have always coincided, but more so when art is placed in the public sphere. As soon as art is removed 

from museums it begins to face non-art issues: safety, purpose, placement, funding, etc. According to American politician Mike 

Steele, when scrutinized by an open public new concerns arise that were never previously considered “problems”:

What has been art to museum goers (a relatively small elite) became to the public such things as insults, 

irrelevances, fire hazards, anti-people, bomb threats and insidious threats to security (Mike Steele, Senie, 1992, 

p.216).

Traditionally, art showed the values, politics and intentions of the ruling class. As political parties changed, so did the art. With 

the modernist movement, focused on abstract style, art was placed in the public sphere but primarily only understood by the 

art-educated. The misunderstanding or miscommunication of the value of art in society is often what caused controversy.

Public art is vulnerable to both physical and verbal attack, with misunderstanding at the centre of the problem. The general 

public often has difficulty understanding the artist’s aesthetic and approach to their art. This includes the interpretation of 

political and moral content as well as the appropriateness of both subject and site. One of the largest misunderstandings with 

contemporary public art is that is has taken the place of the traditional monument and yet does not always fulfill the memorial 

functions that were expected in the past. Even pieces that were never intended as memorials are accused of not conveying 

commemorative content. The confusion lies in the understanding of the work, its purpose, and its relationship to site and the 

public.

One of the dominant concerns with public art is who is providing the funding and how that money could be more “effectively” 

put to use. Money has and will always be an issue when it comes to public art. There will always be those who understand the 

importance of art and how public art can enhance and strengthen a community. However, there will also always be people 

who think art is a waste of money and believe that other societal issues should be given more public funding. Art can generate 

hostile experiences and is often one of the first items to be cut from budgets (Senie, 1992). It is important to remember that 

funding a public art project doesn’t necessarily stop after the piece has been installed. Maintenance and security fees are 

usually put towards a project years later. Taxpayers often question the value of contributing public funds towards art, rather than 

using the money to take care of other needs in the community. 
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The history of unhappiness with public art reached a climax with Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc in the 1980s. The debate was mainly 

focused on two issues, whether the work was “art” and how it had affected the public space it was located in. Yet, during the 

trial and through the surrounding media coverage the question was often asked why this money was put towards art instead 

of doing something for the community such as providing shelters for the homeless. With the Tilted Arc controversy, spending 

the money on the work was not the primary issue, but inevitably, the topic was still raised (Jordan, 1987). (see section 2.3: site 

specificity for more on Serra’s Tilted Arc).

Controversy can also arise because of the content and intent of the work itself. Contemporary artists often push boundaries 

in an attempt to draw attention to topics and issues that they feel need to be addressed in society. Despite the debate that 

may arise, these works can be interesting and stimulating. These public artworks must be selected and located appropriately to 

reflect the interests of the community.

The sculpture created in 2005 for the fourth plinth in Trafalgar Square called Alison Lapper Pregnant, raised much controversy 

about the appropriateness of the topic of the piece for that specific location. The sculpture is a nude 12-foot marble bust 

of artist Alison Lapper, who was born with no arms and shortened legs, depicting her while 8 months pregnant (Roth, 2006). 

Made by Marc Quinn, the sculpture was intended to bring attention to disabled people. Quinn felt the disabled were 

underrepresented in art and wanted a new model for female heroism (Figure 41). 

The topic of disabled people being represented in public art was not the controversy. The problem was the location of the 

work. Some critics believe the fourth plinth in Trafalgar Square should be reserved for sculptures of those who have helped built 

the British nation. Others felt that the sculpture, though beautiful, just did not fit in with the other three plinths which host the 

permanent sculptures of three British Generals (Fourth Plinth, n.d.). Alison Lapper Pregnant shows how a work of public art can 

be controversial for a multitude of reasons. This work, although controversial in topic, was not debated in public for its content 

but rather for the appropriateness of the location.  

CASE STUDY: FINDING APPROPRIATE LOCATIONS
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Figure 41. Sculpture of Alison Lapper on the Fourth plinth in Trafalgar Square (2007). Note: Copyright “uzvards” 
(made available under Creative Commons License: Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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One way to lessen controversy is to have the artist work with the community before the piece is even created. This is a dual 

relationship. The artist should understand the needs and desires of the community as well as the specifics of the site. For its part, 

the community should be made aware of the rationale and goals of the artist so that there is a relationship of understanding 

and respect. 

Controversy, whether justified or not, tends to leave a negative impression. For public art, as with the case of the Tilted Arc, it is 

the controversy that is often remembered rather than the work itself. Our culture seems to have a love-hate relationship with art. 

Museums are respected and admired, but public art on the street is often vandalized and questioned. Putting art in the public 

realm emphasizes this tension. The public space can also cause controversy. There is often a co-existence of multiple purposes 

within a single location, causing debate on how that space should be used. If a work of public art is not understandable in 

context, it is emotionally and intellectually threatened and unease persists for the public. This tension can be reduced through 

art education. Perhaps all finished works should include information about the artist and the purpose of the piece. Alternatively, 

the media could be informed of the process from contemplation to completion. 

Now, this is not to say that controversy is always bad. Sometimes controversy can draw attention to a public art piece and 

make it more known. It can also increase the level of understanding by the audience. Works considered controversial can also 

entice viewers to think and reflect on topics related to the piece. In her book on public sculpture, Harriet Senie (1992) points out:

Television and the popular press thrive on controversy. A good story (one of conflict) often takes precedence 

over correct reporting of facts. Art in any form and public art in particular, makes a better story as an object of 

controversy than as a subject of serious discussion or criticism (p. 35)

According to Senie, controversy whether political, economic or intentional, always makes a work more interesting. This is true 

even if the only thing the controversy does is draw attention to the work and the artist. 
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Figure 42. Dennis Oppenheim’s The Device To Root Out Evil, now moved to Calgary due to controversies at its 
original location (2008). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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An interesting example of controversy is a small public sculpture built for the City of Vancouver in 2006 called The Device to 

Root out Evil (Figure 42). Created by Dennis Oppenheim, the upside – down church, with its steeple dug into the small park 

of its waterfront location was removed in 2008 for two reasons. Firstly, it blocked the view for harbour residents. In addition, 

it was perceived by some as being disrespectful to the church (Simpson, 2008). The artist, upon hearing of the controversy 

commented that “asking to have a work removed because it blocks a view or damages a view is probably more insulting than 

having it removed for its content (Oppenheim as cited in Simpson, 2008, p.22)

The controversy created interest in the City of Calgary, resulting in the sculpture being leased to the city later that year. 

The sculpture has now been relocated to inner city Calgary, where it has already become a popular attraction due to the 

controversy and publicity prior to the move. The sculpture now highlights the building of a new pedestrian friendly community 

in Calgary; it has become a landmark for the community. Tourists stop to see the odd angled church sprouting from the earth. 

Because it is such a unique piece, it is likely to continue attracting people to the developing area. 

CASE STUDY: PAYING ATTENTION TO CONTROVERSY

Public art causes controversy because it reflects the real tensions embedded in our civil life. In the past, there were questions of 

how to honor heroes with memorials in public squares; questions arising because people disagreed on who the heroes actually 

were. Now, there are new topics of controversy, including funding, location and intent. More often than not, controversy is loud, 

while appreciation is silent and unmeasured. Collaboration and understanding between the community and the public artist 

is of great importance. Controversy can be minimized if people are aware, expectant and excited about the changes being 

brought to their community.
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1.6: CONTEMPORARY DEBATE, PUBLIC ART VS. ART IN PUBLIC PLACES

Public art is considered “public” for many reasons. Officially, public art is created using public funds, presented in the public 

sphere, and is open for everyone to interact with. What about art that is presented in the public sphere and yet is privately 

funded? This brings up the question: what is the difference between public art and art in the public sphere?

The concept of public art and art in the public sphere tend to merge. Monuments are often confused for public art, even when 

they have been privately funded or intended for a specific audience. London’s Trafalgar Square famously hosts monuments, 

fountains and columns, presented to the public. However, the distinction between which are monuments and which are public 

art is often hard to determine. Returning to the example of the four plinths, on three of the plinths are bronze statues of General 

Sir Charles James Napier, Major General Sir Henry Havelock, and King George IV. The fourth plinth was empty for years. Starting 

in 1999 a series of changing contemporary sculptures has been placed on the previously empty plinth, each remaining for 1-2 

years. Some examples of the works on the fourth plinth are; Allison Lapper Pregnant, Thomas Schütte’s Model for a Hotel (Figure 

43), and starting in July 2009, Anthony Gormley’s One & Other. It features a series of selected English citizens and visitors standing 

on the plinth for an hour each (Fourth Plinth, n.d.). The placing of these contemporary artworks in the same environment as 

Nelson’s Column, and the bronzed statues on the three other plinths, creates interesting dialogue between what is a monument 

and what is public art. There is no distinction between the two and no reason for the general public to consider the difference. 

Any project in the public sphere is considered public art, no matter who provided the funding or whose vision it realizes. As a 

crude definition, public art is supported and funded by public authorities, while anything else is just art in the public sphere. 

However, in today’s society, this distinction has been blurred.

According to Jack Mackie, a public artist from Seattle, art in the public is often confused as public art because of the tradition 

of works that have been present for years (Douglas, 2001). This includes war heroes on horseback and large sculptures placed 

in the centre of plazas. These works are often referential to the artist who created it, the event that inspired it, or the patron who 

requested it, and therefore solely the vision of one person. They do not engage the people with their environment. 

From Mackie’s perspective, it is still difficult to distinguish between “art in the public” and “public art”. If the contemporary 

distinction between the two were based solely on the level of community involvement, then many government-funded works 

would not be considered public art. There are also many works placed in the public sphere that are funded by corporations 

and major institutions of the city in an attempt to revitalize the urban realm. These projects may not always involve the public’s
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Figure 43. The Fourth Plinth in Trafalgar Square changes is exhibit every few months. This is Thomas Schütte’s Model for a Hotel 
(2007). Note: Copyright “Loz Flowers” (made available under Creative Commons License: Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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cooperation or government funding, but are placed in the public sphere. Hein (2006) believes that art placed in public spaces 

has the tendency to “pacify, but not promote affinity among the community” (p. 53). These works may be amusing and slightly 

uplifting to a few visitors of the space, but are not designed for the public as a whole. 

Something to consider is that when a work is publicly commissioned and funded, the role of the public becomes a more 

important issue. Ideas of “who is the public” must be more carefully considered. Private and corporately sponsored works are 

usually less tied to the considerations of the public, if only because they are the ideas, innovations and desires of a specific 

client. The perception of what constitutes public art is determined by the public itself:

Publics – not one, but many – while not directly responsible for the production of art, have the entitlement 

toward what is done in their name. No longer content to be merely spoken to or for, they are emboldened 

by art and wish to be heard. Public art broadcasts to a populace, but increasingly, people are part of the 

art-making process, enlisted at an early phase of its enunciation. Especially where public funding is involved, 

taxpayers claim the right to its allocation. They take possession by word and deed, assuming territorial right. And 

in this, as many public artists have come to understand, they are right – for, like the streets, public art belongs to 

the people (Hein, 2006, p. 62).

All art presented in the public sphere becomes “public art” at some point. Often the audience is unaware of the difference. 

Cities are taking more responsibility in the planning and determination of public art in their urban centres. If private corporations 

and donors want to create art in the public sphere, it is recommended that they follow similar procedures as local governments 

in placing works appropriately in their community in order to achieve a comparable level of success. Just as both of these types 

of art are being integrated into the public sphere, they also run the same risks. Due to their effect on public spaces and public 

audiences, both privately and publicly funded artworks should explore ways to benefit the local environment. More ideas on 

what factors organizers should consider in order to successfully place new works of public art will be considered in Part Two: 

public art and landscape architecture.
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1.7: PERCENT FOR ART

As cities and towns seek more creative funding sources they often turn to Percent for Art partnerships. These require developers 

who are working on projects over a certain budget threshold to pay an agreed amount towards public art, or to contribute 

to a pooled fund administered by a local agency. In return, developers are allowed to build extra floors or amenities for their 

projects. Some cities, like Seattle, tend to encourage developers to contribute to a public art fund so that a citywide program 

can be smoothly coordinated. Although developers may initially be hesitant to contribute to the city’s public art fund, they 

usually realize that it will add value to a site both culturally and fiscally (Flemming, 2007). Other programs, like the New York 

Percent for Art program, have been developed by the city itself. This program requires that one percent of the City’s budget for 

eligible construction projects be directed toward funding public artworks (Heiferman, 2005).

During the 1970s, programs like the Percent for Art were well supported. They were seen as a way for the arts to grow and 

provide access to a broader public. In the United States, the Art-in-Architecture program was initially positive for everyone 

involved; the public, the designers, the artists and the developers. However, by the 1980s problems were beginning to arise. 

These problems included concerns about ownership, maintenance, censorship, copyright and the artist’s creative freedom. Still, 

the programs thrived and some are still active today (Jordan, 1987).

Percent for Art programs are based on the assumption that art is a necessary and desirable part of the built environment. The 

artworks are designed to last for decades. Committees that use these programs as their basis are motivated by the belief in the 

value of an increasingly productive collaboration between architecture and the fine arts. The main idea is to use art to enhance 

architecture or the open space around it. The programs have led to some “lovely-looking”, inspiring works and also to some less 

successful pieces. Unfortunately, there have been cases where artworks are “plopped” onto a site without consideration for 

style, cohesiveness or appropriateness (Senie, 1992). Art critics tend to believe that the best works are ones that are sociable, 

charming and that add richness to the city. 

Some artists are concerned with how programs such as these affect their role as it relates to public art. Taking advantage of 

them may narrow the artist’s vision, reducing their role to that of a decorator. It is important for artists to remember that public 

art can enliven a boring building and completely change an urban space. Public art can be good for the site, the artist and the 

community. It is the role of the commissioned artist and landscape architect to create this level of interest and understanding, 

rather than merely decorate a space.
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POPS (Privately Owned Public Space) is a program in the United States that was developed under the Plaza Bonus Zoning 

Ordinance. Kristine Miller (2007) writes in great detail about the success and problems with the program in her book Designs on 

the Public. She believes the public spaces created by programs like this have a great influence on the community and should 

therefore include the opinions of the community. The same is true for public art. The POPS program, much like Percent for Art, 

allows developers to construct additional floors in their building if they provide POPS either inside or next to the building. The 

building and the space are legally private, yet the owner gives up the right to exclude the public from their space. The original 

purpose of the program was to bring light and air into the urban environment. Because of this, the program also includes plazas 

and atriums as well as public art. One of the issues that arose with this program was that, in order to keep the public interested 

and invested in these spaces, they needed to be involved in the initial decision-making. However, often the spaces were 

chosen and designed by the owners, as they were directly related to the image of the particular building. Owners wanted 

to maintain control of their environment, even if they were open to the public. Much as with the Percent for Art programs, 

successful POPS projects are ones that were well thought out and included the public’s opinions (Miller, 2007).

For Miller, one of the most influential projects involving public space and art is the design and redesign of Federal Plaza in New 

York City, now referred to as Jacob Javits Plaza. This was the location of Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc in the 1980s. According to 

Miller, Tilted Arc created a new interesting space for public use, but did not take into account the desires of the current users of 

the plaza (see section 2.3: site specificity for more details). The artwork was removed and replaced with a design by landscape 

architect and artist, Martha Schwartz, in the early 1990s. Her project removed all remnants of the previous artwork and reflected 

the desires of the public to include more benches and lights. However, some critics believe that although Schwartz’s design 

is more user-friendly and playful, the large size of the benches, their quantity, and positioning throughout the plaza makes it 

difficult to walk directly through the space. It also makes large-scale events impossible. Although Schwartz responded to some 

of the needs and desires of the community, she was still unable to satisfy all members of “the public”. Programs such as POPS 

and Percent for Art will always have difficulty satisfying all groups involved in the public sphere. As we examine the difference 

between the Tilted Arc and the Martha Schwartz design, we see that some projects can be more accommodating than others 

(Miller, 2007).

Looking at Percent for Art programs, New York City has one of the most successful examples in the United States. By 2005, it 

had produced over 200 works and hundreds of collaborations. The works are always site-specific, and serve as an expression of 

the city as well as fulfilling the role of a landmark. The program caused art to be made for firehouses, schools, parks, sanitation 

facilities, hospitals, sewage treatment plants and many other uncommon locations for art (Gopnik, 2005). The program focuses 

on a diversity of buildings with specific uses and therefore must appeal to many different types of people. This is also what
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makes the artworks distinctive. When cohesion is achieved by intersecting groups involved at the various stages of the program 

and in a variety of locations, artworks that fit into the community and the environment are created.

The New York City program was designed to give people the opportunity to view art outside of a museum. Edward Koch, Mayor 

of New York from 1978 to1989, pushed for the program because he believed that art should be embedded into our daily lives:

Why should New York City care about art? Well, art is something that is fundamental to us. It’s part of our soul, 

some would say. And if the buildings the City constructs will last for many, many generations, so will the art 

that’s in them. I believe that the government has a responsibility to fill the need for art the same way it has the 

responsibility to fill the population’s other elemental needs. People live in and respond to their environment. 

And art is an integral part of the environment. It inspires us; it reflects something deep within us that needs to be 

expressed (Former New York City Mayor Edward Koch as quoted in Heiferman, 2005).

This passion and respect for public art has continued to create numerous projects around New York City, both indoor and 

outdoor.

CASE STUDY: NEW YORK PERCENT FOR ART PROGRAM

One project in New York City that stands out as an example from the Percent for Art program is the Shadow Garden and 

Community Island Pond built on the Wall Street esplanade and Ferry Pier on the East River (opened in 2001). The work was 

completed by artist Carl Cheng who collaborated with a number of groups to achieve his crowd-pleasing work; architects 

Smith, Miller and Hawkinson, Judith Heintz landscape architecture, sponsored by the Department of Transportations, and 

coordinated by the design agency, Economic Development Corporation. Shadow Garden is a 20-foot circular reflection 

pond in the middle of “Community Island” complete with seating and railings. Mounted above the pond is a canopy with the 

silhouettes of unknown New Yorker’s (Figure 44). The shadows of the facial images are distorted by the natural movements of 

the water, and change throughout the day. Viewing the shadows reveals the subtleties of change in the river, the wind, the sun 

and the viewer. The piece is very popular with the Manhattan community because of its use of natural conditions and inclusion 

of the public. According to Cheng on New York City’s Percent for Art website (2009), public art should be well integrated into 

the specific location and respond to its conditions:

For the public artist, the first requirement is that he or she must embrace the public and acknowledge the site 

even before creating the artwork. It becomes the context, and for me the inspiration, for the artwork. Countless 

‘plop art’ and ‘turds-in-the-square’ artworks reveal what happens when an artist ignores this requirement.
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CASE STUDY: NEW YORK PERCENT FOR ART PROGRAM

Figure 44. Canopy of silhouettes over Carl Cheng’s Shadow Garden reflection pond, New York City  (2005). Note: 
Copyright “jpchan” (made available under Creative Commons License: Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 2.0 

Generic).
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Artists selected for the Percent for Art program are required to work directly with specific buildings, architects and engineers. 

They must all be aware of the community requirements, bureaucracy and the politics involved. The New York Percent for 

Art program has become more involved with infrastructure projects, including bridges and streetscapes. This allows greater 

opportunity for the program to respond at a macro level and to create new urban design sophistication desired by New York 

City. The biggest challenge for these Percent for Art projects is that the artist, the architect and the engineer must all make room 

for each other and take their part in responding to the community’s needs and wants.

There are a number of existing public art programs, supported by local government and developers that are worth exploring 

and acknowledging. These programs are notable for involving the public with the work of artists and developers to create a 

more useful, desirable and interesting public space. Although it can be challenging to deal with all the multi-faceted groups, if 

collaboration is successful, the works will be too.
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1.8: SO...WHAT IS PUBLIC ART?

Public art is diverse and comes in many forms. It is any art in the public sphere that is freely available at no charge. Its form 

depends on place, artist and the parameters of its commission, but is distinctive and can become a landmark for the 

community. Public art gives people the opportunity to view art outside the museum. It can make you look twice at your 

neighborhood and possibly consider your environment on a new level. Public art needs to be aware of its community and the 

surrounding environment, in other words, site specific, in order to maintain the connection and respect of the community as a 

whole. According to E. Pope Coleman, former interim director of the Cincinnati Contemporary Art Centre: 

the phrase ‘site-specific’ does not seem to be well understood by either the artists or the clients who 

commission (such artworks). Certainly, at the least, public art should contribute to the fabric of the public 

spaces it inhabits. At the best, public art can engender community pride and even affection (E. Pope Coleman 

as cited in Flemming, 2007, p. 329).

Equestrian statues remind us of our history, while today’s public art represents current values. Public art becomes a manifestation 

and anchor for our lives and history; it both expresses and affects the culture. If too extreme, public art may be rejected. If too 

ordinary, public art may be ignored. In the past, public art was more of a civic collection, but it has evolved far beyond that in 

today’s society. Now, public art responds more to society and situation. The more it relates to the community and its location, 

the more civic engagement is created, developing a better connection between the art, the surrounding environment and the 

public.

Art is a vision of possibilities and potential. It becomes public art when that vision is communicated to as large 

an audience as possible because then it does more than define our common ground. It becomes an actual 

symbolic connector not only between diverse members of a single community, but a vital link to the past and 

the future (Senie, 1992, p.234).

Today’s public art is not confined to tradition and time. Artists are inclined to replace answers with questions. They seek to create 

and advance debate, leaving their art open for participation and interpretation:
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…currently public art professes neither to command nor seek unanimity but to interrogate and make room for 

doubt (Hein, 2006, p. 76).

Contemporary public art is oriented towards process and change rather than stability and tradition. It evokes thought and 

promotes the ideals of the current culture. Public art is now able to construct a public, but as the character of that community 

changes, so should the art. Contemporary public art differs from all that preceded it. The public, the artist and the community 

are facilitators of the process.
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In the previous section we saw how cultural movements in history have influenced public art and how it has become a multi-

leveled, interactive and evocative form of art. We also examined some of the issues that surround public art, such as; its role 

in the public domain, local programs that contribute to the creation of public art, and controversies that influence it, whether 

good or bad. From this brief overview of public art, a definition was finally attained. Public art is all forms of art presented in the 

public sphere, intended for the public, and free of cost to the visitor. Its form can vary and its intention is diverse. Public art has 

evolved far from its origins of valued items placed in the community and marble monuments in the middle of a public plaza. 

Today, public art is intertwined with the values of our current culture and on occasion evokes thought and consideration about 

current societal issues. 

This evolution has led to a need for landscape architects to be consulted on many new projects. As we saw in the previous 

section, some of the key characteristics that can make a public art project successful are the involvement and understanding 

of the needs and desires of the community, as well as ensuring that the project is site specific. Site specificity leads to the 

creation of public artworks are strongly connected with their specific environment.

Landscape architects strive to create balance between function, enjoyment and beauty in outdoor environments. Their 

determination and knowledge can help public artists and committees create works that are well situated. Knowledge of site, 

accessibility, behavioral patterns, environmental conditions, scale, and material are just a few ways landscape architects can 

help to integrate public artworks appropriately into their setting.

Landscape architects should be involved in the creation and placement of public art from the beginning of the selection 

process. Based on the previous section of this document, which includes a refined understanding of what public art is, I 

suggest a number of issues that landscape architects and their collaborating team should contemplate in order to respond 

best to the community and the environment where the work is located. Not all of these considerations can or should be met 

simultaneously. By deliberating on a few of the following considerations, artworks can be produced that will be more successful. 

The following section provides a series of considerations and successful case studies that Landscape architects and artists 

should contemplate in the creation and placement of an artwork. Collaboration between landscape architects and artists can 

result in cohesive, evocative, appropriate and successful pieces of public art.
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2.1: SCALE AND PROPORTION

Scale is one of the most important considerations for a piece of public art located in the urban realm. Simply put, scale is the 

relationship between the sizes of objects. In the confines of public art, it is most frequently the relationship between architecture 

and sculpture as it is perceived in human terms. It is very difficult to anticipate what size or mathematical relationship is “correct” 

for the scale of a public artwork. The challenge is to find the perfect balance between a miniaturized maquette and an over 

inflated sculpture; simple enlargement rarely works (Senie, 1992). 

Creating the most appropriate scale is about creating comfort between the artwork, the people using the space, and the 

surroundings (Aymonino & Mosco, 2006). Designers of urban spaces strive to create a balance between solids and voids in a 

space, while still keeping the area functional (Mostaedi, 2002). Public artists and their project team should strive to do the same. 

They may wish to use the space to create a sense of ease for the viewer. Conversely, they may choose to do the opposite and 

use the element’s urban setting and the scale of the work to create a sense of tension. The scale of a project can drastically 

change how viewers perceive it.

CASE STUDY: PICASSO’S GIANT VISION

In the City of Chicago, Picasso’s sculpture dominates the attention of visitors to the Civic Center plaza. The sculpture was 

designated to sit in front of the first modern building in the city that included open public space in its design. The plaza was 

designed with the intention of improving downtown urban life. In 1963, Picasso – one of the most famous living artists of the time, 

was commissioned to create a piece for the space. He eventually produced a 41¼-inch model, which would become the basis 

of the 50-foot, 162 pound sculpture (Artner, 1967). The sculpture is untitled, but is known to the city as Chicago Picasso, or solely, 

The Picasso. The massive sculpture was made from Cor-Ten steel in order to reflect the materials of the adjacent architecture 

(Figure 45).

The meaning of the sculpture has been the topic of much discussion since its unveiling. It was even under review for removal, 

due to the fact that local government officials did not think it represented any traditions of civic achievement. Some critics and 

visitors compared the sculpture to “a baboon, bird, phoenix, horse, sea-horse, Afghan hound, nun, Barbara Streisand, and a 

Viking helmet” (Senie, 1992, p.98). The abstract sculpture is actually a combined image of Picasso’s then wife Jacqueline and 

their pet Afghan hound Kaboul. However, it is the scale of the sculpture rather than its content that underlines its message.
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SCALE AND PROPORTION

Figure 45. The Chicago Picasso is a large sculpture in the Daley 
Plaza, Chicago.  Although massive, the style and size of the sculpture 

fits appropriately into the space surrounded by tall skyscrapers. 
Photographer: Tricia Wasney.

The Chicago Picasso fits the space because its 

scale is in proportion to Chicago’s Civic Center. 

Its massive size and weight fills the space without 

over-crowding it. Enlarging a figurative sculpture 

of civic achievement to fit into this plaza would 

not be as effective. It would be oversized and 

intimidating rather than approachable and 

interesting. This sculpture, with its abstract design, 

and placement during a time of modernism and 

civic renewal suggests the message that art = 

culture = “class” = power (Senie, 1992, p.100). 

Although controversial, the Chicago Picasso was 

a territorial marker for the city, and still remains in 

its original location today.
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Figure 46. Engraved manhole cover shows small-scale 
art in the city of Pilsen in the Czech Republic (2007). 

Note: Copyright “puroticorico” (made available 
under the Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 

Generic).

Public art at a very small scale runs the risk of being so diminutive that it is unnoticed. But when it is noticed, it can be a delightful 

discovery. Canadian artist Michael Snow was famous for leaving small images of his iconic figure The Walking Woman around 

the streets of Toronto (Snow, 1995). Although the miniature exhibit went unnoticed by most Torontonians, when it was recognized 

repeatedly around the city, it created an experience of surprise and intrigue. Other cities have attempted to bring similar small-

scale interventions of art into their city by adding “sewage art” (Figure 46). These are functional manhole covers engraved with 

images and text to engage the public as well as create traction for both pedestrians and vehicles (Fine sewer art, n.d.). The 

images and text are frequently clever. In some cities, like Seattle, there are markers for finding direction, while others are just 

images of the city itself. The manhole covers are small pieces of public art. However, their location on such a common everyday 

object, at such a small scale, means the city’s own citizens may not even notice them.

Scale is a very delicate combination of symbol, meaning, approachability and comparison. Some artists believe that scale can 

provide a source of visual excitement and energy to the atmosphere. Some artists, like Henry Moore, believe that freestanding 

sculpture must be placed in the outdoors to truly understand its size and meaning:

 To display sculpture to its best advantage outdoors, it must be set so that it relates to the sky rather than to the 

trees, a house, people, or to other aspects of its surroundings. Only the sky, miles away, allows us to contrast 

infinity with reality, and so we are able to discover the sculpture’s inner scale without comparison. Such viewing 

frees the imagination (Moore as cited in Senie, 1992, p.105).

Moore’s sculptures, with their undulating curves and allusions to figures, are better placed outdoors where their scale is 

compared to objects in nature.

As with scale, there is no correct measurement or formula for proportion as it pertains to public art. Scholars like Alberti and 

Vitruvius studied the scale and proportion of architecture for years, because they believed that geometrical organization was 

architecture’s strongest element. The same is not always true for art, yet there are some similarities worth considering as art is 

placed in the public realm (Elam, 2001).
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German psychologist, Gustav Fechner investigated the human response to the aesthetic of the golden section. He took the 

measurements of thousands of rectangular objects such as books, buildings, boxes, etc. and recorded the size and proportion 

of each. Fechner discovered that most were close to the Golden Ratio of 1:1.618, and inferred that most people prefer this 

sizing (Elam, 2001). Further studies of the Golden Ratio suggest that following this proportion creates a harmony among all parts 

of the object, with the geometrical proportions appearing visually cohesive. The Golden Ratio defines an ideal proportion that 

establishes balance. 

Although this rule is mostly applied to architecture and creating balance in built environments, it is important for designers 

and artists to understand how it affects their work. Understanding the Golden Ratio and the underlying principles of geometry 

creates a sense of compositional cohesiveness, resulting in each visual element of the work having a sense of belonging to the 

whole.

CASE STUDY: SCULPTURE AND THE GOLDEN RATIO

Though not specifically public art works, two sculptures are famously known for implementing the harmony of the Golden 

Ratio; both created in 5th Century B.C. Doryphoros, or the Spear-Bearer is an example of the work of Greek sculptor Polykleitos, 

showing the perfectly balanced proportions of the human body in the sculpted form (Figure 47). The sculpture was known as 

the ideal example of the “Canon”, or the Golden Rule (Janson, 1997). The second freestanding sculpture known for its use of 

the Golden Ratio is Zeus, a nude bronze man of perfect proportion throwing a thunderbolt (Figure 48). The sculptor remains 

unknown (Janson, 1997). 

These two examples of figurative sculpture are examples of perfect proportion in the human body. Their proportion is evident in 

the visual balance of each sculpture. For audience members, each sculpture appears cohesive in its composition due to the 

attention paid to the Golden Rule during their creation. The principles used by these sculptors can be applied to contemporary 

artworks to achieve visual harmony for the artwork and how it is placed in its designated space.
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CASE STUDY: SCULPTURE AND THE GOLDEN RATIO

Figure 47 (left). Copy of Doryphoros or The Spear-Bearer found in the Museum of Moscow. The original marble is now 
in the Museum of Naples and shows the balanced proportions of the human body (2007). Note: Copyright “shako” 

(made available under the GNU Free Documentation License).
Figure 48 (right). Copy of Zeus as found in the National Archaeological Museum of Athens. The figure shows the 

perfect proportions of the human body (2009). Note: Copyright “Tilemahos Efthimiadis” (made available under the 
Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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In his book The Modulor, modernist architect Le Corbusier compares the ideal proportions of architecture, yet much of what he 

says could be applied to art and design as well. He emphasizes the importance of creating visual balance over the design of 

the actual object:

The regulating lines are not the principle, a preconceived plan; they are chosen in a particular form depending 

on the demands of the composition itself. Already formulated, already well and truly in existence. The lines 

do no more than establish order and clarity in the level of geometrical equilibrium, achieving or claiming to 

achieve a veritable purification. The regulating lines do not bring in any poetic or lyrical ideas; they do not 

inspire the theme of the work; they are not creative: they merely establish a balance (Le Corbusier as cited in 

Elam, 2001, p. 101).

Creating a sense of harmony for the visitor is the main purpose of proportion. Although an artwork may be exaggerated or 

reduced in size to attain the response the artist intends, if the work is not proportionally balanced it may make the space 

uncomfortable for visitors. Artist Claes Oldenburg has been enlarging common items into oversized sculptures for many years. 

In his artworks such as Clothespin, Bottle of Notes, Ice Cream Cone and Batcolumn, his experiments with scale, specifically 

enlarging these objects, changes the meaning of the common objects. Despite their enormous presence, the artworks do 

not enclose the space, nor produce a feeling of unease in the visitor (see section 2.4: community involvement for more on 

Oldenburg).
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CASE STUDY: GIANT SPIDER AT THE NATIONAL GALLERY

Figure 49. Close up of Louise Bourgeois’s Maman at the National Gallery of Canada in Ottawa (2008). 
Photographer: Lana Warantz. 
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CASE STUDY: GIANT SPIDER AT THE NATIONAL GALLERY

Louise Bourgeois first unveiled her sculpture of a giant spider called Maman at the Tate Modern Museum in London 2000. Since 

then, the famous over-sized artwork has been seen in Cuba, Paris, Tokyo, Boston and numerous other cities. In 2005, one of six 

copies of the piece was installed in front of the National Gallery of Ottawa (Figure 50).

The spider’s legs are slightly gnarled but slender, projecting from the body with the elegant curve of a Gothic vault, meeting the 

ground in an elegant point. The bronzed artwork carries a cage-like sac of 26 white marble “eggs” under its belly, reinforcing its 

presence as a mother figure (Figure 49). The sculpture represents a parent-child relationship, specifically that of Bourgeois with 

her own mother, whom she felt loved and protected her. The artist wrote on the relationship with her mother with respect and 

admiration:

The friend (the spider – why the spider?) because my best friend was my mother and she was deliberate, clever, 

patient, soothing, reasonable, dainty, subtle, indispensable, neat, and as useful as a spider. … I shall never tire 

of representing her (Bourgeois as quoted in Freedman et al, 2004, p. 60).

The giant spider seems protective of the space, yet is mysterious at the same time. It attracts the attention and curiosity of 

visitors from all directions of the surrounding area with its sense of intrigue.

At the National Gallery of Ottawa, Maman manages to impose on the plaza, yet it is not at a large enough scale to make the 

visitor uncomfortable. The spider itself appears to be the proportions of a real spider. Its high arching legs and delicate touch 

on the ground somehow makes the work feel friendly and protective, possibly even motherly. Although the spider reaches 

an enormous height of 10.3 metres, its scale does not deter visitors from the museum. The plaza is large and open, and the 

museum’s high walls and use of oversized windows balance the sculpture. It almost seems that the museum is the home of the 

spider, and it has just come out to get some sun; enticing people to enter the building.

Consideration of scale and proportion were used wisely in the creation and placement of Maman at Ottawa’s National Gallery. 

The open skies and surrounding streetscape enhance the “friendliness” of the spider, a creature often feared by individuals. 

When the sculpture was located indoors at the Tate Modern Gallery, the plain concrete walls of the museum emphasized its 

large scale. The spider seemed to appear more daunting and intimidating; walking under its belly was a test of courage. In 

Ottawa’s outdoor plaza, Maman, although still intimidating to arachnophobes, is more at ease in its space. Walking under or 

around the huge sculpture to get to the museum is an enchanting, rather than an intimidating experience.
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CASE STUDY: GIANT SPIDER AT THE NATIONAL GALLERY

Figure 50. Louise Bourgeois’s oversized sculpture Maman, Ottawa (2008). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Scale is an important criterion for determining a comfortable sense of balance between the artwork, the audience, and the 

surrounding environment. Some public artworks are so small that they can be lost or go unnoticed. Small-scale works can 

also be an intimate gesture by the artist to create intrigue and curiosity in the public realm as with Snow’s Walking Woman or 

the decorative sewer covers. Public art that is too large for a space can be daunting and intimidating. Oversized figurative 

works tend to create this uneasy experience while abstract pieces, as in the case of Chicago Picasso, can fill a public space 

appropriately to achieve a feeling of harmony. Proportion and scale for a given piece of public art is dependent on the 

environment it is situated in. Space and sculpture is comparable to figure and ground; it is a relationship between the object 

and the voids in the environment. A landscape architect’s evaluation of a space before the installation of an artwork can help 

determine the appropriate scale for that particular location.



2.2: INTEGRATION INTO THE EXISTING ENVIRONMENT

Public artworks that are in harmony with their environment create an instant connection with the public. Integrating a work into 

the environment, instead of “plopping” it into a space creates cohesion and a sense of comfort within the site. It is important for 

public artists and landscape architects to consider how a work will best fit and blend into the surrounding environment. Artists 

and public art agencies may have to perform extensive research on a site to determine physical and historical conditions that 

can inform and inspire the project.

Projects that are “plopped” into place tend to be detached from the space and have no relation to the site. Using elements of 

the existing environment can enhance the artwork, reminding visitors that it was made specifically for that location; making the 

piece special and unique.
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CASE STUDY: MAYA LIN’S VIETNAM VETERANS MEMORIAL

Perhaps one of the most well-known and respected examples of how public art can be integrated into its surroundings is The 

Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial, completed by Maya Lin in 1982. Located on the Mall in Washington DC, and surrounded by 

two other predominant existing memorials, Lin wanted to create “a park within a park; a quiet protected place” that was 

harmonious with the site (Janson, 1997, p. 862). The memorial that Lin produced is a creative and contemplative place. It is 

more than just a memorial; it is a piece of very popular public art.

Lin was a young student of architecture when she entered the competition for the memorial. The project was entirely funded by 

private donations, and was subject to the management and decisions of the using public: the Veterans themselves. However, 

due to its public location in Washington, as well as the controversial nature of the war, the memorial still had to be approved 

by the local government (Hein, 1996). Members of the Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial Fund wanted to create a tangible symbol 

of recognition from American society, so they assigned four basic criteria that had to be met for the competition: it had to be 

reflective and contemplative, harmonize with the surroundings, contain the names of all the missing and dead, and must not 

contain any political statement about the war (Kelly, 1996, p. 19). Constrained by the pre-determined conditions and in an 

effort to evoke strong emotions, Lin’s response to the competition was an elegant, contemplative, and engaging work of art.
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CASE STUDY: MAYA LIN’S VIETNAM VETERANS MEMORIAL

Figure 51. The Vietnam Veterans Memorial sits below grade and is fully integrated into the existing surroundings 
(2008). Note: Copyright “cliff1066” (made available under the Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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The Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial is a combination of landscape architecture and public art but is and always will be a 

memorial to the veterans of the Vietnam War. Its location and explicit memorializing intent makes it public art by traditional 

standards. However, the way it questions the meaning of the space, its creative and artistic intention, and the way it draws the 

public into intelligent discourse, emphasizes its contemporary qualities as public art (Hein, 1996). 

The design of the memorial is simple, harmonious with its surroundings, and very site specific (Figure 51). Lin’s memorial guides 

the visitor into the work with her choice of shape and materials, creating a perfect consonance between form and idea 

(Janson, 1997). Two polished granite black walls meet in an apex, reflecting the surrounding trees, lawns, monuments and the 

visitors (Figure 52). She uses the landscape instead of challenging it, and opens up the earth, creating a scar-like form to remind 

visitors that the pain of the war will never fully go away. The V-shaped walls reference the surrounding elements. One of the 

glossy black walls points to the Washington Memorial located approximately 1500m away and the other gestures to the Lincoln 

Memorial located less than 200m away. Lin describes the experience she envisioned with her design:

I imagined taking a knife and cutting the earth, opening it up, an initial violence and pain that in time would 

heal. The grass would grow back, but the initial cut would remain a pure flat surface in the earth with a 

polished, mirrored surface, much like the surface on a geode when you cut it and polish the edge. The need 

for the names to be on the memorial would become the memorial; there was no need to embellish the design 

further. The people and their names would allow everyone to respond and remember…I always wanted the 

names to be chronological, to make it so that those who served and returned from the war could find their 

place in the memorial (Lin as cited in Rogers, 2001, p.499).

With its descent into the ground, Lin attempted to create the feeling of a secluded place (Figure 53). The sunken walls are set 

off from the busy surroundings. The streets, skyline and other visitors disappear as you move along the memorial, leaving the 

viewer alone with the wall and the names of the over 58,000 killed or missing men and woman. By placing the name of each  

of the fallen on the wall, Lin made no claims of right and wrong about the conflict itself, but created a space where the names 

become the memorial. The chronological organization of the names creates a timeline of the war and presents a realization of 

the enormity of the tragedy and its humbling power (Heartney, 2005).

CASE STUDY: MAYA LIN’S VIETNAM VETERANS MEMORIAL
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CASE STUDY: MAYA LIN’S VIETNAM VETERANS MEMORIAL

Figure 52. Inscribed wall of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial reflects the surrounding trees, paths, sky and visitors 
(2009). Note: Copyright “functoruser” (made available under the Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 

Generic).
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This simple act of integrating the work directly into the existing environment, and the thoughtfulness of the work, allows people 

to engage in the subject of the memorial rather than focusing on the piece itself. Lin has said that she wanted to create an 

experience, engaging visitors with the space and the meaning of the memorial: “I wanted to describe a journey that would 

make you experience death and where you’d have to be an observer, … and never really be fully with the dead” (Lin as cited 

in Kelly, 1996, p. 20). One of the most successful aspects of Lin’s design is how site-specific and integrated into the environment it 

is. Lin manages to create a unique experience of the space, yet retain a respect for the debate over the controversy about the 

war, while still allowing the debate to remain rational and open-ended rather than steered toward a consensus (Kelly, 1996).

Some critics thought the memorial was un-heroic and reminded people of death rather than the mission of the war (Kelly, 1996). 

Others referred to it as a “black scar”, hiding as if in shame (Hein, 1996). Most Veterans and organizers of the project regarded 

her design as a “pitiless tombstone” that gave no regard to the efforts of soldiers who fought in the war. After much debate and 

upheaval, a compromise was made to install a figurative statue and an American flag at the site. Frederick Hart was asked to 

create the sculpture. He chose to depict a group of three realistic looking soldiers who appear to have just emerged from the 

jungle into a clearing where they can start to see the black granite wall bearing the names of their fallen comrades (Wolfe, 

2000). Over the years, some art critics have expressed their opinion that although the new addition to the memorial is a moving 

evocation of the experience, the figurative sculpture seems unnecessary and intrusive. The memorial was already effective with 

its abstract visual vocabulary and integration into the space. Perhaps it is the contemplative nature of the memorial and the 

way Lin has immersed the work into its location that makes it special and memorable.

The Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial links the entire space, creating a unity between the nation’s past and present. The project 

commands respectful attention and provokes us to contemplate the events of the past, making it the most visited monument 

in Washington (Hein, 1996). Because of its contemplative and evocative design, Lin has created a memorial dedicated to, and 

intended for, the people rather than the event. The piece’s site specificity and engagement with the space gives meaning to 

the memorial and responds to the experience of the visitor.

CASE STUDY: MAYA LIN’S VIETNAM VETERANS MEMORIAL
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CASE STUDY: MAYA LIN’S VIETNAM VETERANS MEMORIAL

Figure 53. The sunken walls of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial create a secluded environment for visitors (2008). 
Note: Copyright “cliff1066” (made available under the Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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Today, public art is frequently placed on a plinth or pedestal in a public location. These spaces are allocated for public art 

during the design of the space, but often the work of art is not selected until further into the process. How the plinth or pedestal 

is situated in the space will change its relationship to the viewing public. Does it invite the public to interact with it? Does it make 

reference to its local environment and community? It is recommended that Plinths and pedestals should be integrated into their 

surroundings as should the work that is ultimately placed on them. The Fourth Plinth of London’s Trafalgar Square is probably 

the most famous plinth in the world. As mentioned earlier, it was the only platform of the four that remained empty for years, 

yet was always intended to be part of the space. Because the artwork was not completed at the time of construction, the 

contemporary works now being placed there are not necessarily related to the original design of the structure.

The essence of “integration into the environment” is creating cohesion between the existing elements within the space and the 

characteristics of the artwork. Often, collaboration between artists and designers is needed to fully understand and integrate 

into a space. Artists evaluate human experience and environments differently than landscape architects, each having different 

objectives when dealing with the public sphere:

a successful collaboration provides a context for design professionals and others to do work that transcends 

and dissolves the boundaries between their disciplines in a way that produces a product that could not have 

been conceived of individually…an alloy, a melting together of different materials to develop something that 

has a greater strength than any of the ingredients alone (American Architect George Suyama as cited in 

Cruikshank & Korza, 1988, p. 95).

Collaboration may be difficult because of the way that each profession evaluates space differently. However, well thought out 

and planned collaborations can lead to the most successful works; works that use the surrounding environment to connect and 

reflect the specific location as well as the intent of the artwork.
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CASE STUDY: SOUTH COVE COLLABORATION

Figure 54. The native plantings, wood and spiral towers of South Cove, Battery Park City in New York City (2007). 
Note: Copyright “wallyg” (made available under the Creative Commons License: Attribution-Noncommercial-No 

Derivative Works 2.0 Generic).
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Battery Park City is located at the tip of Manhattan, New York City. It is a mixed commercial and residential complex on 92 

acres of landfill along the Hudson River. In 1985, the city’s Fine Arts Program announced that it would be redesigning the area 

“to enhance the quality of open space and enjoyment of people visiting, working and living at Battery Park City” (architect 

Stanton Eckstut as cited in Beardsley, 2006, p. 150). From the beginning of the project, a collaboration of artists, architects and 

landscape architects was envisioned as the design team “to complete the sites acclaimed architecture and public spaces with 

appropriate and significant works of art to enhance the public environment” (Senie, 1992, p. 88). 

For the design of the South Cove portion of the project, collaboration was created between artist Mary Miss, landscape 

architect Susan Child and architect Stanton Eckstut (South Cove, 2009). Before the re-design, the space was void of the 

characteristics typical of Manhattan; however it did have water flowing under its edge. This eventually became the inspiration 

for the project. The design team wanted “to provide a major link between the city and the rivers edge” through a series of 

adjacent experiences, both natural and built (Senie, 1992, p. 89). Since water access is uncommon in Manhattan, the plan was 

to take apart the existing structure, cut through the edge to reveal the understructure and allow a variety of ways to access the 

water.

The collaboration team used the existing built and natural landscapes for examination, consideration and further development 

of the relationship between the two. The intention was for the user to become part of the connection between land and water, 

and the built and natural environments. The landscape evokes the natural and historical inlet. The end of the site is marked by 

dense plantings of honey locust, wild azalea, roses, blueberry and beach grass (Figure 54). Wood is used throughout the project 

to evoke the sense of water with its natural green tint and an association with the history of the waterfront. A wooden jetty 

curves out and over the water, with the decking ending part way to reveal the underlying support structure (Figure 55). Blue 

neon lights in the wooden lampposts add color and enhance the blue of the river. There is also an arched wooden bridge, 

CASE STUDY: SOUTH COVE COLLABORATION
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Figure 55. The deconstruction of the wooden bridge and substructure of South Cove can be seen in the wooden 
pilings that continue into the water, New York City (2008). Note: Copyright “_rockinfree” (made available under the 

Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).

CASE STUDY: SOUTH COVE COLLABORATION
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with a raised viewing platform, that is slowly deconstructed to show the substructure, including the concrete decking on which 

the entire landfill rests (Beardsley, 2006). The main focus of South Cove is the spiral extension into the water and the black spiral 

towers, looking over the entire space. 

The design of South Cove reminds visitors that this is both an artificial and a natural place within New York City. The collaborating 

team of designers and artists responded to the landscape, using natural, artificial, and historical aspects of the site to create a 

place for private thought and contemplation. An artist or designer alone may have not been able to deconstruct the existing 

space in order to rebuild it with a new focus on human experience and the connection between land and water. Each 

member of the team brought their expertise to create this cohesive space of built and natural elements to the Hudson River.

CASE STUDY: SOUTH COVE COLLABORATION

The concept of integrating public artworks into the environment is meant to create a fusion with the existing space, rather than 

countering it. By including or referring to some elements from the present surroundings there is a stronger connection to the 

site and therefore to the public. Integration into the environment can be a difficult task, professionals may not have enough 

knowledge of existing aspects of site to effectively create cohesion. Collaboration teams of artists, landscape architects and 

other specialists for the particular site can work together to involve different elements of the environment in order to create 

an entire composition. Each member of the team can bring his or her knowledge and experience to the project to make the 

resulting installation more harmonious and integrated.
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2.3: SITE SPECIFICITY

Site specificity is the term used to describe a piece of public art designed specifically and intentionally for a certain location. 

Creating a strong and direct connection to a location can make a work unique. Robert Irwin, an artist who aims to break 

conservative confines of art and perception, believes that art is something that allows aesthetic awareness for humans. Irwin 

believes that art in the public realm must be specific to that particular environment in order to strengthen people’s awareness of 

their surroundings, whatever they may be:

… sculptural response draws all of its cues (reasons for being) from its surroundings. This requires the process to 

begin with an intimate, hands-on reading of the site. This means sitting, watching, and walking through the site, 

the surrounding areas (where you will enter from and exit to), the city at large or the countryside. Here there 

are numerous things to consider; what is the site’s relation to applied and implied schemes of organization and 

systems of order, relations, architecture, uses, distances, sense of scale? … What kinds of natural events affect 

the site – snow, wind, sun angles, sunrise, water, etc.? What is the physical and people density? the sound and 

visual density? … What are the histories of prior and current uses, present desires, etc.? A quiet distillation of all 

of this – while directly experiencing the site – determines all the facets of the ‘sculptural response’: aesthetic 

sensibility, levels and kinds of physicality, gesture, dimensions, materials, kind and level of finish, details, etc.; 

whether the response should be monumental or ephemeral, aggressive or gentle, useful or useless, sculptural, 

architectural, or simply planting of a tree, or maybe even doing nothing at all (Senie, 1992, p. 211). 

Site specificity implies reciprocity between space and artwork. If it is true that a work of art can inform visitors and users of the 

space about the environment in which it sits, then the reverse should also be true. The environment and location of the work 

informs the piece itself. The specific location can influence the actual form, materiality, and message of the work. This duality 

creates the unity and understanding of site specificity.

Not only are the physical, environmental, and ecological aspects of the site important to consider, but also the needs and 

values of the community. Site specificity can also denote requests from the community or the users of the space for particular 

amenities. The request for amenities should be acknowledged and a public artist who specializes in those skills should be 

commissioned. 

In the famous and controversial case of Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc, the community requested a working fountain, seating space 

and a more attractive open area. However, Serra’s project was never intended to provide any of those amenities. The piece, 

designed as a curved wall, is sometimes compared to the Berlin Wall. It was considered to be imposing and blocked the users 

of the plaza. As will be seen in the following study, the controversy over the Tilted Arc was largely a debate about whether the 

artwork was well considered and specific to its location, versus being defiant and obstructive for the users of the plaza.
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The controversy of Richard Serra’s work entitled Tilted Arc began before it was even installed in 1979. The piece was 

commissioned for the Federal Plaza in New York City as part of the Art-in-Architecture program that required 0.5% of the cost of 

the construction of the plaza to be put towards public art. Prior to the installation of the controversial piece, the plaza was open 

with a fountain at its centre, loosely modeled after Michelangelo’s design of the Campidoglio in Rome (Miller, 2007). However, 

the fountain was rarely turned on, and the plaza was usually empty. Some people believed the plaza was an “ugly space, 

bordered by undistinguished buildings, centred by an empty pool and a dry fountain” (Miller, 2007, p.27).

Tilted Arc was a 120-foot long curving wall of Cor-Ten steel that carved and redirected the movement within the plaza (Figure 

56). The work was minimalist, somber and massive. The sculpture was non-representational, unlike the many figurative sculptures 

presented to the public at that time. This made it difficult to understand and interpret by many users of the space. Tilted Arc 

drew immediate criticism due to its size, scale, material, style and position. 

According to Serra, Tilted Arc was site specific and inseparable from its location. The large wall was arranged to leave half of 

the plaza open for social functions and allow the non-working fountain, its allocated space. It was angled towards its concave 

side to give the impression that it may be falling in order to create tension in the space, but was firmly rooted in the ground 

(Figure 57). By not sitting on a plinth or pedestal, like most works of the time, the wall appeared to break from the ground plane 

of the plaza itself. The artist also studied the movement of sun and pedestrians previous to his design of the work. The sculpture 

was placed so that it created no shadows in the plaza at midday. Serra completed a series of studies before the piece was 

approved. He chalked out various settings to examine whether the arc would interfere with routine passage from the street 

to the building and determined that it would not. According to Serra, although Tilted Arc did not interfere with pedestrian 

movement, it purposely appeared to do so:

The viewer becomes aware of himself and of his movement through the plaza. As he moves, the sculpture 

changes. Contraction and expansion of the sculpture result from the viewer’s movement. Step by step the 

perception not only of the sculpture but of the entire environment changes (Serra as cited in Culture Shock, 

n.d.)

CASE STUDY: TILTED ARC CONTROVERSY
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Figure 56. Tilted Arc divides the space and use of the Federal Plaza, New York City. Source: http://www.shafe.co.uk/
art/Richard_Serra-_Tilted_Arc_(1981-9).
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Serra believed that Tilted Arc challenged people to walk, act and think differently about their public space; he attempted to 

establish a “consciousness of human scale” (Miller, 2007, p.31). The curves of the wall were tilted and formed so that the steps of 

the adjacent building would become seats for an informal amphitheatre created by the sculpture. In elevation, the top of the 

wall hit the eye of workers and visitors to the adjacent building as they exited. As visitors enter, the building was framed by the 

height of the wall, similar to the existing columns of the building. 

Although Serra consistently argued that his piece was site specific and responded to the Federal Plaza, he also admitted that 

its design was based on an idea that public art located on a government owned site should be controversial. It was meant to 

confront the public with “behavioral space” (Hein, 1996). The sculpture could cause the visitor to feel blocked and experience 

a feeling of oppression, but people could always find their way around it. According to Serra, the purpose of the work was not 

only to redefine people’s experience of the Federal Plaza through the placement, tilt and size of the sculpture, but for the space 

to be understood primarily as a function of the sculpture (Kelly, 1996).

The controversy of Tilted Arc was not about whether the work was good or bad, but whether it was art at all and how it 

changed the public space. People working at and visiting the plaza claimed it interfered with the public’s use of the space and 

had the potential to attract graffiti. Others simply thought it was an eyesore, prevented people from relaxing and eliminated the 

possibility of future special events. The Cor-Ten steel used to create a weathering effect was criticized for being unsightly and 

thought of as a “rusting barrier”. Protesters believed the work destroyed the beauty, spaciousness and utility of the plaza (Miller, 

2007).

Artists and art critics loved and defended Tilted Arc throughout the controversy. The disagreement was more about the fate of 

the public space than the artwork itself. Public art was being pitted against public space and the government agencies that 

selected it. Architect Frank Gehry commented on how this controversy questioned the role of government and the intention of 

the art by saying:

CASE STUDY: TILTED ARC CONTROVERSY
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Tilted Arc is a serious and important work of art. The selection process that led to the placement of Tilted Arc 

in this space was legal, democratic, and sensibly devised. The government’s art program that resulted in Tilted 

Arc has been praised recently for its risk-taking and level of achievement by the President of the United States. 

To illegally undo this process and this particular achievement questions and undermines the total art program 

developed, encouraged, and sustained by the federal government (Frank Gehry as cited in Jordan, 1989 p. 

121). 

However, Serra’s consideration of “the public” is also questioned with his “site-specific” work. Not only should physical, historical 

and geographical items be considered in the creation of this kind of work, but also the needs and wants of the people who 

will use and visit the site. It was known, prior to the installation of Serra’s piece, “the public” had requested that the installation 

include areas for sitting and an attractive open space (Senie, 1992). Serra did not seem to factor these requests into his design. 

He considered form, movement and placement within the plaza very carefully. However, he did not refer to the history of 

the location, the occupants of the building or the atmosphere in which it was placed. Throughout the controversy, Serra was 

blamed for not consulting the specific public who would live with the piece and for being arrogant and elitist in the execution of 

Tilted Arc (Jordan, 1987).

Fifty-eight people testified for the removal of the work, while 122 believed it should remain in place. However, the deciding 

panel voted 4-1 for eviction. The work was cut into 3 pieces and removed in the middle of the night in March 1989. According 

to Serra, Tilted Arc was so site specific that its removal was also its destruction. 

The controversy sparked much debate about the role of government funding, the artists right to his/her work, the role of the 

public in determining a work’s value, the trust of allowing a certain group to represent and choose art, and if public art should 

be judged by popularity. The Tilted Arc controversy was one of the most popular public art debates of all time; it made people 

reconsider the purpose and intention of public works and questioned what public space should be. Perhaps most important, 

Tilted Arc brought attention to public art; it initiated the realization that public art is not just “men on horseback”, and launched

CASE STUDY: TILTED ARC CONTROVERSY
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CASE STUDY: TILTED ARC CONTROVERSY

new discussion. The controversy started to change 

how people thought and the opinions of how art 

should relate to the lives of ordinary people. The 

controversy also sparked change in public artists. 

Serra’s views of how people should relate to his work 

were thought of as elitist. Artists who opposed his 

attitude were encouraged to involve the community 

and the users of the space into their concepts 

of future projects. (Heartney, 2005). Tilted Arc 

brought the public’s attention to the subject of art 

in the public sphere and opened the way for new 

discussion and process. The controversy changed 

how the public views and relates to public art.

Figure 57. Tilted Arc leans towards the ground, appearing unstable 
and encroaching on pedestrian space. Source: Miller, p. 25 (2007). 

Note: Used with permission from Marc Trieb (Photographer) on 
August 8, 2009.  
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Allegheny Riverfront Park is located on the south bank of the Allegheny River in downtown Pittsburgh. It is part of a continuous 

green trail, linked by existing and future riverfront destinations. The park was designed as a recreational space years ago by the 

Olmsted Brothers (son and nephew of Frederick Law Olmsted), but was put off by city planners (Lowry, 1998). Since then, the 

area was left unused and unnoticed as an inaccessible parking lot with a narrow sidewalk flanked by a major roadway.

The Trust’s Public Arts Advisory committee eventually commissioned the collaborating team of artists Ann Hamilton and 

Michael Mercil and landscape architect Michael Van Valkenburgh to redesign the area into a recreational space, connecting 

Pittsburgh’s cultural district to the river. The team was chosen for their knowledge, as well as their respect for using the existing 

conditions of the site. Van Valkenburgh uses a sensibility and functionality that conveys an appropriate visual language for 

specific sites (Figure 58). Mercil is known for his explorations of social interaction, while Hamilton is trained as a textile artist who 

attempts to create a “felt experience” in her work (Flanagan, 2005).

Early in the project, the team made the agreement to respect the existing site. They worked with the existing environmental 

conditions, including seasonal ice jams and flooding, as well as the limitations of the busy freeway next to the site. The 

collaborating team created a design that revived the broken relationship between the river, the city and the people. For the 

design to be a success, the artists had to embrace the process and vocabulary of landscape architecture, while maintaining 

their function as artists. Hamilton has said that, at some point, it became difficult to distinguish between landscape architecture 

and art:

CASE STUDY: RIVERFRONT PART REVITALIZATION

Creating site-specific artworks involves understanding the conditions of the environment as well as the human experience 

created. There are numerous ways a work can be considered specific to a location. The work could be built into the existing 

landscape, it could refer to historical characteristics of the site, or it could determine the site’s current activities. Although Tilted 

Arc was criticized for not being site specific, it did consider a few of these qualities. It would be almost impossible to reflect all 

the characteristics of a site in a single piece of artwork.
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Figure 58. The design of the Allegheny Riverfront Park responds to the current and natural site conditions. Source: 
Amidon, p. 55 (2005).
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Figure 59. The upper and lower levels of Allegheny Riverfront Park respond to the existing environment and create a 
new and vibrant space for pedestrians. Source: Amidon, p. 65 (2005).
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We were interested in the larger quality of the space and how it unfolds around you. The metaphors in the 

artwork are grounded in the vocabulary of the land and the place, and the artwork’s signature is recessive and 

not assertive (Hamilton as cited in Flanagan, 2005, p.93).

The design for the park uses two narrow spaces between the Allegheny River and the freeway (Figure 59). The upper level is 

quiet and has an “urbane” feeling. From here, remarkable views of the river and city are visible. Traditional plants from the 

locality are used on the site. The lower level goes directly to the river’s edge and cantilevers over the water in certain areas, 

finally dipping into the water at the adjoining bridge. The pathways are designed to conform to the ice flow patterns so that 

visitors can understand their connection. This entire area was planted with native floodplain species that can regenerate after 

floods. The two levels are linked by ramps, and use tall screens covered with Virginia Creeper to block the visual and sound 

pollution from the busy roadway. Two large bluestone benches along the pathways create seating and a performance space 

for visitors (Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates, Inc. n.d.). Along portions of the walkway are large striations marking the original 

shoreline. Hamilton and Mercil made these “instant fossils” by embedding bulrush into the wet concrete and removing them 

from the hardened surface (Figure 60). The artists were also responsible for the creation of an oversized, undulating bronze 

handrail that reflects the movement of the river (Lowry, 1998). 

The park was designed to utilize existing elements to create an interesting and usable space. It provides a strong link between 

Pittsburgh’s downtown and the river’s edge, and is easily accessible to pedestrians and cyclists. The large amount of seating 

throughout the park provides views of the area including the river, inviting a constant stream of visitors to the riverfront. The 

collaborating design team achieved their original goal of respecting the existing environmental and public use conditions. The 

new design of Allegheny Riverfront Park is an excellent example of understanding and working with the existing conditions of a 

site in order to create a more interesting and comfortable space for visitors. The result earned the team a Design Merit Award 

from the American Society of Landscape Architects in 2002.

CASE STUDY: RIVERFRONT PART REVITALIZATION
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Figure 60. A “fossil” pattern on a pathway creates an interesting surface and reminder of the local vegetation in the 
area of Allegheny Riverfront Park. Source: Amidon, p. 48 (2005).
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Site specificity is mainly about relating an artwork directly to the site so that the space is unique to that location. The connection, 

between the environmental conditions, the site users, and the public artwork, makes a better public space. Amenities 

requested by the using public should be considered from the beginning of a project to help make it accepted and relatable 

to the users. As with the tilted Arc, the confusion with the use of public space and Serra’s questionable response to the public’s 

desires eventually led to its removal. It is important to make this connection so that the community will respect and be proud of 

their neighborhood. Artwork that is intended for a specific location and uses the elements of the site to create and enhance 

the piece has a better chance of being retained and enduring environmental conditions. The Allegheny Riverfront Park project 

required research of the physical conditions of the site so that it could survive the flood seasons and still be respectful of the 

natural environment. Having site-specific works creates projects that are not only an attraction, but also a source of pride for the 

residents, a visual place-maker for the neighborhood and a unique project for the public.
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According to philosopher Immanuel Kant’s writings on the experience of beauty, the duality of beauty and knowledge is what 

really makes us appreciate something; the two are strongly integrated. Our appreciation of something is often the direct result 

of our understanding and experience of it. By involving the community in the creation and implementation of a public art 

project, there is a greater sense of care and respect for the art.

Animosity towards public art can often arise from within the community. If a community is unhappy with a piece it is more likely 

to be vandalized, treated with a lack of respect and eventually removed. Controversies can often be prevented before a 

piece is even installed by involving the community in the process from the beginning. Addressing the needs of the community 

can be a way for public art to be presented in an approachable way. Planning teams active in the United States have learned 

from past experience and have now increased the amount of community involvement in their urban public art projects: 

We realized that without some more meaningful and participatory engagement from the community that 

would eventually be the audience for a particular work, we were going to continue to see controversy 

(Flemming, 2007, p. 295).

Various levels of community involvement are needed for each individual neighborhood. Some government programs respond 

to local interest by purchasing the works for an interested community, keeping the community’s desires in mind. There are also 

programs that connect an artist with an interested community in order to produce works that are specific to that environment. 

The artist consults with the community and then creates a work that they deem appropriate to both the desires of the 

community and the interests of the artist. In other projects, the artist may request the help of the community in actually building 

the artwork. This form of involvement can range from donations from local suppliers to hands-on work directed by the artist. 

Often this is part of a larger urban renewal plan. While public art can never be a replacement for urban renewal, the close 

cohesion of art and community can provide the neighborhood with a positive self-image and change its reputation.
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A recent public art project in San Francisco produced success with an attempt at revitalization of a community park. The 

project was only made possible by teamwork, collaboration and the involvement of the community. landscape architects, 

local government, artists, neighbors, and local business owners collaborated to rescue a neighborhood park from urban 

misfortune. The park, once a green-space in the community, was no longer being maintained. It had become a place for drug 

transactions, anti-social behavior and was generally unsafe for small children.

The San Francisco Recreation and Parks Department, headed by landscape architect Martha Ketterer, wanted to attract 

children to the small park that was previously an unsafe and neglected place. She wanted to change the image of the park 

and draw people back to the community. Martha Ketterer, invited artists Mark Roller and Colette Crutcher to help design a new 

park with public art elements that would encourage more use from the surrounding neighborhood. Together, they decided to 

create a children’s play area with a mythical feathered Aztec sea serpent as the focal point of the small pocket park (Figure 

61). The serpent dips in and out of the rubberized pavement, while water jets stream out of its back, and mist appears from 

underneath. The serpent is decorated with a mosaic of tiles, mirrors, glass and porcelain. Crutcher and Roller, were told where 

the snake could wrap around the park, according to the design created by Martha Ketterer. Once the serpent was installed, 

Precita Eyes, a non-profit arts group was asked to join the team along with local web designers, parents, school children, other 

artists and community volunteers to create the mosaic of the Gaudi-esque sculpture (Figure 62). 

The park was revitalized and is now used by local families and school children, making the collaboration a success. Members of 

the community proudly participated in the creation of the park, as did local businesses and sponsors. All members of the team 

added their own knowledge and experience to enhance the park and bring the community back together. The revitalized park 

is reminiscent of the sculptural atmosphere of Barcelona and the detailed mosaic serpent alludes to the work of French sculptor 

Niki de Saint Phalle. Without the collaboration of the designers, the execution team, and the support and participation of the 

community, the sculptural playground may not have been a success for the community. The park is now bustling with children 

and community members who come to enjoy the hard work of the team (Sardar, 2007).

CASE STUDY: GARDEN SNAKE COLLABORATION
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Figure 61. The mosaic serpent in this San Francisco park was created through a community collaboration. It 
encourages children to use the space and climb on the sculptures (2005). Photographer: Eric Luse, used with 

permission from the San Francisco Chronicle on July 24, 2009.
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Figure 62. The serpent in this community park is covered with mosaic made through a collaboration with the 
community, artists, sculptors and landscape architects (2005). Photographer: Eric Luse, used with permission from 

the San Francisco Chronicle on July 24, 2009.
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The term “New Genre Public Art” has recently been used when describing projects involving the community. The idea behind 

this new form of art is to include the public in its creation; the artwork becomes the connection between the artist and the 

public. This process is designed to create a community rather than assuming a community already exists. According to 

artist Susan Lacy, the new art form is “not built on typology of materials, spaces, or artistic media, but rather on concepts of 

audience, relationship, communication and political intention” (Lacy as cited in Hein, 2006, p. 75).

Susan Lacy, an artist, author and art critic, believes that new genre public art involves the artist as an activist and creates more 

direct and understandable projects for the intended community. This new form of public art is meant to teach and expose the 

conditions that separate communities but also provides a link to its members. It is more interactive than previous forms of art, 

where the artist is intensely engaged in the work and brings this experience to the viewers (Lacy, 1995). Christo and Jeanne-

Claude’s The Gates (see section 1.4: public art through history for more on The Gates), is an excellent example of this form of 

public art. Through the experience and atmosphere created by The Gates, a new public was created that previously did not 

exist. The project Bridge, Abridged in Calgary also encourages the community to be a part of the work by allowing visitors to 

educate themselves by experiencing the artwork firsthand (see section 1.4: public art through history for more on this artwork).

In March 2007, artist Buster Simpson created a master plan for the Southeast False Creek area of Vancouver. This area is one 

of the last remaining pieces of waterfront property along the False Creek Basin. The master plan is a document aimed at 

encouraging local businesses and the community to use art and planning to create a sustainable urban village. To achieve this 

goal, the entire community needs to participate (Southeast False Creek Art Master Plan, 2007).

Simpson’s goal is to interweave artwork into the public realm in an effort to reveal the complex issues of the neighborhood in 

evocative and engaging ways (Figure 63). His plan is dependent on a framework of community engagement that he believes 

will lead to a sense of responsibility and caring for the neighborhood. The plan is focused on using the historical characteristics of 

the area, such as the use of the water by local residents, as well as future plans, like the 2010 Winter Olympics. Simpson worked 

with numerous participants to create the plan, including the Vancouver Parks and Recreation department, First Nations
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Figure 63. A sample of a few projects in False Creek, Vancouver. Buster Simpson created an “Art Master Plan” to 
encourage cohesion and collaboration among projects in the area (2007). Photographer: Alan Tate (all images).
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representatives, public artists and the PWL, the landscape architecture firm overseeing development in the area. The City of 

Vancouver has supported and encouraged Simpson’s master plan, believing it will create a holistic and cohesive experience in 

the community. According to Simpson’s website, the intention of the master plan is to:

promote the sustainability promise of the place, poetically revealing innovations and engaging visitors and 

residents in participation, understanding and caring. Artists’ ideas and works are a true catalyst of positive 

change and on-going stewardship of the Southeast False Creek neighborhood, and our earth (Southeast False 

Creek Art Master Plan, 2007, para. 1).

Simpson sees the plan as a tool for stimulating ideas and design that reinforce the desires and characteristics of the community. 

He gives a set of guidelines that promote sustainability, diversity and dynamism for the neighborhood, along with a number of 

examples of existing artwork that can create this vision.

The Southeast False Creek Art Master Plan sets the framework to enhance and integrate the natural environment using the 

history, water experience, park space, and urban form of the public realm. However, it is just a guideline. The community, local 

businesses, artists and designers now need to use this plan to create a cohesive community. Buster Simpson created the master 

plan to inspire and encourage the community to create their own special and unique district.
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Many successful projects involve local citizens, the artist community, and special interest groups within the community, 

participating in public art. A large range of methods to encourage the community can be used, including media relations, 

events, special programs, interviews, and one-on-one meetings (Cruikshank & Korza, 1988). Once again, we can refer to the 

recent artwork to be displayed on the Fourth Plinth at Trafalgar Square. In this situation, the work of six artists was short listed 

to be the next installation. The artists each created a display and information on their project to be revealed at the National 

Gallery in London. Community members and visitors were invited to give their opinion on the projects and help decide which 

should be the next work on the plinth. Anthony Gormely’s One and Other was chosen, and will begin its 100-day installation in 

July 2009. This work asks for residents of the country to stand on the plinth for one hour each, consecutively, for 100 days as a 

representation of the whole of humanity.

Community involvement does not need to be as direct as some of the projects examined in this section. Sometimes a 

community should only be involved to a limited degree so that the works are still considered mysterious or evocative. A 

connection to the community is frequently desirable, but the level of involvement can vary.

CASE STUDY: OVERSIZED COMMON OBJECTS

Claes Oldenburg is best known for his massive outdoor sculptures. His works are usually in public areas where their appearance 

becomes a kind of architecture. Although scale and proportion are important elements to his work, it is not the subject that he is 

examining. Oldenburg’s use of everyday objects made of surprising colors and materials is the basis of his work:

I am for art that takes its form from the lines of life itself, that twists and extends…and is heavy and coarse and 

blunt and sweet and stupid as life itself (Claes Oldenburg as cited in Osterwold, 2007, p. 193).

Oldenburg uses common everyday objects to involve the viewer is a dialogue with his art. He intends on surprising the public 

by focusing on a basic item and then “transforming it into a surprising suggestive object” (Osterwold, 2007, p. 197). By using well 

known, common objects, and then experimenting with their materials and size, Oldenburg changes the object into something 

new.
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Clothes Peg is just that, a clothespin, but sized to an enormous scale (Figure 64). 

However, its size and position in its location make it seem like a tall Cathedral 

reaching to the sky and opening up like the façade of a building. He plays with hard 

and soft materials, often reversing their usual roles in order to change the public’s 

perception of them. He also does this with his use of commercial articles including 

furniture, luxury goods and media clichés, transforming these “symbols” of the 

community and giving them back to the public in a new and challenging form.

Batcolumn is a lattice-shell sculpture of a baseball bat located in Chicago (Figure 

65). The skyscrapers, chimneystacks, columns, and steel structures that are a 

common feature of the city inspired it. Upon seeing the flat terrain of the city, 

Oldenburg commented, ”the art here is architecture, or anything that really stands 

up” (Claes Oldenburg’s Batcolumn, 2008). The artist indirectly relates the object to 

the community by referring to the historical monumental columns, the American 

baseball tradition, the steel industry and the architecture of the city. He draws the 

community into a form of discourse with his humorous and cheeky transformation of 

a common object. 

Community involvement is at a subliminal level in Oldenburg’s art. He uses everyday 

objects and themes that relate to the community and transforms them to the point 

that they become something removed from their original function. Mystery and 

intrigue are created by his over-scaled structures. Oldenburg’s works are simple but 

evocative, allowing the community to relate them on multiple levels.

Figure 64. Claes Oldenburg’s Clothespin 
is an oversized sculpture of a common 

object, Philadelphia (2009). Note: 
Copyright “lindseywb” (made available 

under the Creative Commons License: 
Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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Figure 65. Claes Oldenburg’s Batcolumn reflects the structure and surrounding space with its material and shape, 
Chicago (2008). Note: Used with permission from Kim Karpeles (Photographer) on August 12, 2009.

CASE STUDY: OVERSIZED COMMON OBJECTS
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Community involvement can occur on a variety of levels depending on the location and the artwork. Having the local residents 

participate in the making of the project, as with the garden snake project in San Francisco creates a sense of ownership 

and pride within the community. This is a very involved form of “New Genre Public Art”, in which the artwork becomes the 

connection between the artist, the public and the site. This level of involvement informs the members of the community about 

the connections they have with each other. It also reveals how their community is distinct from others. Community involvement 

does not need to be that participatory to be effective. It can be as simple as encouraging users of the space to think about 

how artwork relates to them and the site, as with the representation of common objects by Claes Oldenburg. It can also 

mean notifying the media and exciting the community about changes in their neighborhood. The level of the community’s 

involvement in the placement and creation of a public artwork will vary; each creates a different experience. It is important to 

consider the community in which the artwork will be installed for it will become the using public of that space.
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2.5: MATERIALS

The material used to construct an artwork has the ability to inform a space and assist its audience in reinterpreting the 

environment. This can take the form of using actual material from the site to create a stronger connection to the location and 

community. It can also mean using materials that help to evoke previously unconsidered characteristics of the site.

CASE STUDY: REFLECTIVE BEAN

Located in the centre of a plaza in Chicago’s Millennium Park is an iconic work for the city. Cloud Gate, commonly referred 

to as “The Bean”, is a highly polished stainless steel sculpture; it looks more like a dollop of mercury (Figure 66). The artwork 

is a massive 10 x 20 x 30 metres. It was created by British artist Anish Kapoor and completed in 2005. When the design won 

the competition for the park, a team of experts looked at the concept and didn’t think it could be made. Kapoor wanted 

the exterior surface of the artwork to appear completely seamless, so it would appear “perfect” and increase the viewer’s 

fascination (Anish Kapoor, n.d.).

In order to create the seamless look of the artwork, Kapoor worked with a team specializing in advanced welding. During 

construction Kapoor was worried that the artwork would suffer from vandalism and weathering due to its smooth and polished 

surface. The biggest challenge, however, was making the work seamless. 168 plates of stainless steel were welded together 

and each seam was sanded, grinded and polished to perfection. The results are an exterior that reflects the surrounding 

environment, including the Chicago skyline. The reflective surface of the artwork makes the massive work seem weightless, 

uplifting, humorous and sublime. Visitors can walk around and under the sculpture. On the underside is an “omphalos” – a 

concave chamber that warps and multiplies reflections (Figure 67). 

What I wanted to do in Millennium Park is make something that would engage the Chicago skyline… so that 

one will see the clouds kind of floating in, with those very tall buildings reflected in the work. And then, since it is 

in the form of a gate, the participant, the viewer, will be able to enter into this very deep chamber that does, in 

a way, the same thing to one’s reflection as the exterior of the piece is doing to the reflection of the city around 

(Kapoor as cited in Cloud Gate, n.d.)
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Figure 66. Anish Kapoor’s Cloud Gate at Millennium Park with the Chicago skyline in the background. The polished 
finish of the sculpture looks like mercury, Chicago (2006). Photographer: Alan Tate. 
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The polished and curving exterior of the sculpture casts distorted reflections of the surroundings: the people, the city and the sky 

(Figure 68). Each view gives only partial comprehension of the entire space, as distortions change with every step. It transforms 

the city’s skyline into a myriad of possibilities (Smith, 2008).

The material used to create this spectacular piece is one of the most important and interesting features of the work. Its shape 

and positioning in the park helps to emphasize the polished steel and create the intention that the artist was striving for. Kapoor 

wanted the viewers to internalize the artwork and the surrounding environment by using reflection and refraction to change the 

space:

The reason I seem to return to the same material possibilities is, I think, because the polished surface is in fact 

not different from the pigment. In the end it has to do with issues that lie below the material, with the fact that 

materials are there to make something else possible; that is what interests me. The things that are available, 

or the non-physical things, the intellectual things, the possibilities that are available through the material…The 

material changes…The method of manufacture is not the point. The question is whether or not an object is well 

and truly made (Kapoor as cited in Bhabha, n.d.)

Cloud Gate is a successful spectacle because of the material and its location. The reflective surface is like a “fun house mirror”, 

it changes with every step and each angle allows a new view of the Chicago skyline (Smith, 2008).
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Figure 67. Looking up from the underside of Cloud Gate to the “omphalos”, a concave chamber that warps 
reflections, Chicago (2004). Photographer: Lana Warantz.
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Figure 68. Visitors, the surroundings and the Chicago skyline are reflected in the highly polished surface of Cloud 
Gate at Millennium Park, Chicago (2004). Photographer: Shayne Stogrin

CASE STUDY: REFLECTIVE BEAN
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Different materials have the potential to change the image of an artwork. Each have their purpose for a public art piece and 

each can work for or against the artwork. Claes Oldenburg is known for switching these materials in his oversized artworks (see 

section 2.4: community involvement for more on Oldenburg). He uses items that are thought to be soft and smooth and switches 

them for ones that are hard and stiff. This confusion in perception and reality creates a new level of interest for the public. The 

unexpected materials make the viewer consider the piece on a new level; creating intriguing and evocative artwork.

Jeff Koons is an American artist who began working in the late 1970s. His work focused on the selection, production and 

display of commercial products. He created mass produced inflatable flowers and toys, placed on mirrors in order to reveal 

the relationship between kitsch and high art. One of his most recognized works is Puppy; a 13 metre tall West Highland Terrier 

made from over 70,000 live flowering plants (Figure 69). The artwork toured the world from 1992-2000, landing in Sydney, 

Bilbao, and New York City (Freedman et al, 2004).

The oversized terrier is formed with a stainless steel armature overlaid with 25 tons of soil (Figure 70). It needs continuous 

watering through an internal irrigation system. The flowers are an explosion of marigolds, begonias, impatiens, petunias and 

lobelias (Smith, 2008). Throughout the summer, the living surface of the sculpture grows “shaggy”, much like a dog’s coat. 

This growth is part of the simplicity, sincerity and ingenuity of Koons’ sculpture. Puppy’s unexpected appearance and the 

material used immediately connect with viewers. It re-imagines a familiar object with a new surface. For Koons, Puppy is 

unexpectedly altered to highlight its symbolic message of “love, warmth and happiness” (Freedman et al, 2004, p. 129).

While displayed in front of the Guggenheim in Bilbao, Puppy was a surprise to visitors. From around the silver colored, curvy 

building, the sculpture was difficult to see. But when you make your way around to the entrance, Puppy was a surprise and 

a delight. The enormity of the sculpture was enough to surprise anyone and encourage a smile. The brightness of the colors 

against the consistent silver of the Guggenheim turned Puppy into a playful, humorous and delightful experience. 

Koons’ use of flowers for the surface of the sculpture is enchanting and unexpected. From close-up it could be difficult to 

understand what the huge artwork represented, but it was intriguing from any distance. The flowers capture the playfulness 

and message of love, warmth and happiness that Koons intended for the piece.
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Figure 69. Jeff Koon’s Puppy seen in front of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain (2005). Note: Copyright 
“Andy Hay” (made available under the Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).



156       2.5: materials

CASE STUDY: PUPPY

Figure 70. Close-up view of flowers that form Jeff Koon’s Puppy. The flowers vary in colour and type, but add an 
interesting texture to the sculpture, Bilbao (2006). Note: Copyright “soltenviva” (made available under the Creative 

Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic). 
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Using local materials to create an artwork creates very site specific and unique landscapes. Earth artists have been using the 

surrounding earth and natural features to create their art for many years. In 1935, Walter De Maria created Las Vegas Piece. The 

project was simply four shallow cuts in the Nevada desert made by a 6-foot wide bulldozer. The cuts form a square with each 

side being a half-mile long, all sides oriented in a north-south or east-west direction. Visitors are invited to walk along the path. 

It starts off feeling soothing and calming to walk down the barren landscape, but slowly becomes invigorating as you follow 

the delineated path. The entire project is never visible from any part of the artwork; visitors just keep following the line. There is 

a sense of completeness in walking the entire path and experiencing nothing but the natural surroundings (Beardsely, 2006). 

De Maria, like many other earth artists, uses the materials of the landscape to create art that invites the visitor to respond to the 

surroundings.

CASE STUDY: SCULPTURE GARDEN OF URBAN WASTE

On the northwest edge of Chandigarh city is the vision and innovation of Nek Chand. The space is a sculpture garden created 

from the industrial and urban waste found in the city. Chand, born in what is now Pakistan, moved to India where he was 

educated and became the road inspector for the Public Works Department in Chandigarh. He dreamed of building a “fairytale 

kingdom among the wild scrubland on the outskirts of the city” (Weilacher, 2005, p. 175).

In 1958, Chand began collecting stones, rubble and material from demolition sites and used his bicycle to transport them to 

his secret location behind a set of shops. For seven years he collected local waste and transported it at night to his site. He did 

this because there were restrictions needed for any kind of development in the city and Chand did not have permission to use 

the location. He created imaginative sculptures decorated with colored fabric, ceramic pieces, glass fragments and other 

discovered materials. Chand even began carving the landscape for careful placement of his figures and the fulfillment of his 

dream (Figure 71). Eventually his collection became so large that he needed more space for his figures and their landscape 

(Jackson, 2008).
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Figure 71. Some of figures made by Nek Chand for the Rock Garden (2007). Note: Copyright “appaji” (made 
available under the Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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In 1972, authorities wanted to clear the site for development of a roadway causing the discovery of the secret garden. Over 

2000 sculptures existed in the space, all made from scraps found throughout the city: frames, mudguards, forks, handle bars, 

metal wires, marbles, porcelain, auto parts and anything else Chand could use to create his pieces. City authorities tried to 

demolish the site and the artwork of Chand, but knowledge of the garden’s existence reached the public and they protested 

its removal. The city was pressured by the public to not only allow the garden to remain but to open a municipal facility directed 

by Chand himself. The Public Works Department eventually supported the project and even supplied Chand with labor and 

materials, including cement, machinery and support systems (Weilacher, 2005).

The little space was titled Rock Garden by official city authorities in 1973, but Chand claims to have always hated the name, 

saying “it’s a child’s dream and not a garden of cold rocks…it is my poetry with rocks” (Chand as cited in Jackson, 2008). 

Figures of both people and animals fill the space now formed by paths, buildings and watercourses (Figure 72). Throughout are 

crowds of sculptures including troops of monkeys, girls carrying water jugs, figures performing ritual dances and anything else 

Chand envisioned. The once small and secret garden has now been developed and occupies 10 hectares, with trees, palace-

like buildings, amphitheatres and grottos; all part of Chand’s overall vision for his “fairytale kingdom” (Weilacher, 2005). The 

massive garden, with is whimsical landscapes and characters is reminiscent of Antonio Gaudi’s Parc Güell in Barcelona, Spain.

The garden continues to be the topic of controversy in Chandigarh. The location of the Rock Garden was originally part of 

a major roadway in the master plan for the city; a city which is very organized and strict in its planning. Again in 1988, the 

High Court applied to have a portion of the garden removed for the continued building of the roadway. The local residents 

supported the project and swayed the courts to dismiss the application. Residents are so proud and loyal to Chand’s Rock 

Garden, that at one point a “human shield” was used to encircle the site and protect it from demolition (Jackson, 2008).

The garden is the epitome of creativity and innovation. Chand’s entire vision for his whimsical garden was realized by using the 

discarded everyday materials of the city’s residents. The materials used to create the artworks make it special and unique, and 

a source of pride for the community. In this garden, built of local waste, unexpected beauty was created.
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Figure 72. The small figure garden known as Rock Garden has grown into a full sized park complete with waterfalls, 
Cathedrals and auditoriums. All of the buildings, figures and paths were part of Nek Chand’s vision for a “fairytale 

kingdom”, Chandigarh, India (2007). Note: Copyright “Ajay Tallam” (made available under the Creative Commons 
License: Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic).
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There are so many ways that the use of materials can influence the impression and meaning of an artwork. Using materials that 

are important to the site can evoke strong connections between the public and their environment. Using other materials not 

characteristic of the site or the artwork can enhance the meaning and message of a piece.

CASE STUDY: MATERIAL AND THE MIND

Martha Schwartz is both an artist and a landscape architect. Her work is a response to what she sees as visual chaos. Schwartz 

uses; bright colors, irreverent humor, unlimited imagination and unusual materials, to reveal the hidden truths about a place. 

Although some of her work has been criticized for being gimmicky and shallow, one has to look deeper into her landscapes to 

see that, although humorous, they are practical and in context. Schwartz takes a single idea based on; the site’s history (either 

human or ecological), its context, or its intended use and extrapolates these themes to inform every aspect of her design 

(Richardson, 2004). Schwartz is original, thoughtful and uses art to respond to the environment. 

Schwartz is very conscious of the choice of materials for her projects, as with the design of the Federal Courthouse Plaza 

in Minneapolis (see section 2.7: maintenance). She used tree species that were native to the area, and changed logs into 

benches as a gesture towards the state’s historic logging industry.

There are a few key aspects to understanding her design philosophies: the use of color, exaggeration, humor, and the 

unexpected. Schwartz sees color as evoking a strong sense of emotion, especially in a “color-phobic” world (Richardson, 

2004), and uses it in such a vigorous and artificial way that it can make viewers nervous. For Schwartz, color and material is 

often represented in simple repeated patterns, shapes or motifs that create a strong sense of order in an otherwise chaotic 

environment. 

The Whitehead Institute is a microbiology research centre in Cambridge, Massachusetts that was looking for a garden for their 

small rooftop. The dreary, tiled roof had high walls, and was dark and inhospitable. The clients wanted a garden built quickly, 

but there was no water source, no funding for maintenance, and the roof was not stable for a garden structure (Richardson, 

2004). In other words, they wanted it cheap, quick and green…and that’s exactly what she gave them: “If you want green and 

you don’t want to pay for it, here it is” (Schwartz as cited in Richardson, 2004).
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Figure 73. The materials used in Splice Garden are a representation of nature. Source: Richardson, p. 64 (2004). 
Note: Used with permission from Martha Schwartz (landscape architect) on August 7, 2009.
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Figure 74. Splice Garden forces viewers to 
think about nature in a new, unexpected 

way. Source: Richardson, p. 67 (2004). Note: 
Used with permission from Martha Schwartz 

(landscape architect) on August 7, 2009.

CASE STUDY: MATERIAL AND THE MIND

(Figure 74). The plants are plastic, the hedges/benches are steel covered in 

Astroturf, and the sand is green aquarium gravel. As well as being a “garden” 

for employees, given the funding and resources, it is also a warning to the 

microbiology research centre about gene splicing and the possibility of 

creating a monster (Richardson, 2004). If plastic plants and overly-green 

walls and fake grass floors wasn’t enough to make a statement about the 

complexities of rooftop gardens, Schwartz goes to another level of intrigue 

by splitting the garden down the middle, one side representing a French 

Renaissance Garden and the other a Japanese Zen Garden (Martha Schwartz 

partners, 2009). 

The Splice Garden forces us to re-evaluate our lives and the world we live 

in. Through the use of clever materials, it makes us think about science, 

the advances in technology and the complexities of our landscapes. The 

colors and materials that Schwartz uses in this design add a new element of 

playfulness and humor to the landscape, and provide much more meaning 

than the surface elements would first suggest. The Splice Garden uses art and 

personal expression to provide stimulus for the mind; it is a new experience of 

Schwartz responded to the request in a complex and a humorous manner (Figure 73). She reminisced on ideas from the 

modernists like the inclusion of surface ornament, historical reference and the use of non-orthogonal angles (Meyer, 1997). The 

intention of the Splice Garden was to create a symbolic landscape that implied a larger one, much like Japanese gardens. 

Schwartz wanted to create a garden through abstraction, symbolism and reference. She also wanted to ensure that the 

narrative of the garden be related to the work in the institute. 

The Splice Garden is a representation of nature, but it doesn’t weigh anything, has no demands and requires no maintenance
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It is important to remember that the materials used in an artwork can drastically change its impression on visitors. Local materials 

may evoke the genius loci of the site, as with Chand’s Rock Garden, he brought attention to the materials and waste of the 

community and made something beautiful out of them. Unusual materials, uncharacteristic of the site, may enhance and help 

re-interpret the environment in the way that Cloud Gate presents the surroundings in a new ad interesting way to the public. Jeff 

Koon’s Puppy demonstrates how a large intimidating piece can be humorous and friendly through the use of an uncommon 

sculptural material. Either way, the material of a public artwork is a very important element for consideration in the collaboration 

between public artists and landscape architects. New experiences and connection between artwork, site and the public can 

be developed through the material of a work alone.
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2.6: VISIBILITY AND PUBLIC ACCESSIBILITY

The speed, direction, angle and level at which we approach an artwork can drastically change how we interpret the piece. 

Our ability to touch and interact with a work creates a strong connection between the public and the piece, while our inability 

to interact with it can create tension and mystery. The presentation and accessibility of an artwork can change how we 

experience the work and affect our understanding of it. 

CASE STUDY: PERSONAL EXAMPLE OF SPACE

To use an indoor example, when I first visited the Louvre in Paris, I was excited to see the Mona Lisa out of the confines of a 

book or art history lecture. Throughout the massive museum were multiple signs pointing to the painting, beginning at the main 

entrance. By following the signs alone, in anticipation of seeing the famous Leonardo da Vinci artwork, I passed hundreds of 

other beautiful and powerful items in the museum. I was too busy following the directional signs and too excited to see the 

famous painting to look around me.

I finally reached the threshold to the room containing the iconic work. I turned the corner to find hundreds of visitors swarming 

the painting in a massive crowd. I eventually squeezed my way through the mob of guests to the point that I could no longer 

move. Being rather short, I had to jump to see the painting through the flurry of arms and cameras attempting to capture a 

glimpse of the art. I barely caught sight of her, and spent most of the time with an elbow in my face. After several minutes of 

struggling, I finally gave up, angry and disappointed; referring to the experience only as “the Mona Lisa Mosh Pit”. 

Skulking from the room after my horrible experience, I turned the next corner to find Leonardo da Vinci’s Virgin on the Rocks, 

another spectacular work by the artist. Although just around the corner was a mob of visitors, fighting to see a da Vinci painting, 

I was the only person standing in front of this one. I also realized that in my excitement and eagerness to follow the signs, I had 

already walked past this work.

The entire experience was disappointing. My first real impression of the painting was chaos and anger. The anticipation of seeing 

the painting, and the exaggerated hype of the encounter built my expectations to an unrealistic level. Had the work been 

placed in a more visible location or had limits placed on the number of people allowed in the room at a time, I might have had 

time to examine and enjoy the work. Instead, because of the poor arrangement and organization I missed seeing an important 

work in the history of Renaissance art, and was left discouraged by the experience.
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CASE STUDY: SPEED OF LIGHT, COLOUR OF TIME

In Ireland in 2003, there was a competition for a public artwork to be placed along the M1 Motorway. Engineers working on 

the project believed that it would not be a distraction or danger to motorists, but the public arts committee wanted to “find 

the balance between not too demanding on attention, but the drivers will notice” (Burns, 2003). The winning artwork had to 

understand how viewers would approach the piece at different speeds yet it also had to be noticeable in the rolling hills of 

Ireland’s landscape. The approach and visibility were the most important considerations for this work. Intricate designs, figurative 

sculptures or anything that needed to be read would have been lost in the landscape and ignored by drivers at speeds of 50-

70 mph. Because these types of work did not fit the location of the proposed artwork, they were immediately eliminated from 

the competition (Burns, 2003). Consideration of the visitor’s approach and the visibility of an artwork were very necessary. In this 

case, detailed works would be unrecognizable and static works would be ignored. The winning design was a response to the 

landscape and the visibility from the highway.

William Dennisuk, an American sculptor, was the winner of the competition to create an artwork on the busy M1 Motorway 

north of Dublin in 2003 as part of Ireland’s Percent for Art program (Joiner, 2007). The requirements for the public artwork 

were to create a piece that could be enjoyed by motorists, yet not provide a distraction. Dennisuk’s design, Speed of Light, 

Color of Time, is a response to the environment: the motorway, the landscape and the viewers of the piece (Figure 75). 

Dennisuk wanted to incorporate the hillside into the installation; he studied the area before the conception of his design:

I didn’t go there with a ready-made idea which I imposed. My immediate impression was of rolling hills in 

the surrounding landscape. I was thinking of movement and wanted to emphasize the contour[s] of the 

undulating landscape… Safety was a consideration and from a technical point of view we had to consider 

things like the distance from the road and whether it would be a distraction. You have to find a balance 

between something that is not too demanding on your attention, but that drivers will notice (Dennisuk as 

cited in Burns, 2003)

Dennisuk used 320 red semi-transparent sticks, each 1.5m high to create a grid in the countryside that would extend for 

approximately 200m. The sticks would enter and the leave the driver’s vision to create a sense of time and speed (Figure 

76). During the day, the bright sticks contrast with the dark green Irish hillside, reflecting the sun and light. At night, the sticks
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CASE STUDY: SPEED OF LIGHT, COLOUR OF TIME

Figure 75. William Dennisuk’s Speed of Light, Colour of Time on the M1 Motorway in Ireland (2005). Used with 
permission from Richard Hatch (Photographer) on June 2, 2009.
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Figure 76. William Dennisuk’s Speed of Light, Colour of Time on the M1 Motorway in Ireland was created for high-
speed motorists (2005). Used with permission from Richard Hatch (Photographer) on June 2, 2009.

CASE STUDY: SPEED OF LIGHT, COLOUR OF TIME
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emit a fiber optic glow, catching the attention of motorists. On his website, Dennisuk explains how he wanted the project to use 

the surrounding landscape in order to enable the sculpture to change with the speed of the viewer and the time of day: 

The aim of the project is to link the elements of movement, light, landscape and color into a single aesthetic 

experience (William Dennisuk, n.d.)

Speed of Light, Color of Time was chosen as the winner of the public art competition because it worked directly with the issues 

of speed and approach on the motorway. The project was a direct response to the conditions of the environment and used 

visibility and accessibility to enhance the project.

The approach to a public artwork can change a viewer’s opinion of the project. In some cases a slow cautious approach can 

create a sense of anticipation, knowing there is “something” ahead, but unsure about what it is. Being able to see something 

in the distance but unable to understand what the artwork is, without getting closer, creates a sense of intrigue. On a trip to 

Prague in 2004, I exited a museum on a different side of the building and was shocked to see a massive set of legs directly 

in front of me. The sculpture was created by Richard Ketko as part of Sculpture Grande 2004 and was surprisingly erotic (yet 

humorous) for the very public location. Mission Impossible was an oversized set of female legs, with a pair of underwear around 

its knees, the entire piece composed of shiny iron (Figure 77). More intriguing than the sculpture itself was the surprise as one 

stepped out of the quiet, conservative museum to see this provocative artwork.

Approach and visibility work together to enhance the experience intended by the artist. There are some works that are located 

in inaccessible spaces, but are clearly visible to the public. Many experiences and feelings can be intensified solely based on 

how an artwork is seen.
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Figure 77. Mission Possible was an iron sculpture on display as part of Sculpture Grande 2004 in Prague (2004). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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CASE STUDY: ANGEL OF THE NORTH

Figure 78. Antony Gormley’s Angel of the North is a massive sculpture overlooking the A1 Motorway near 
Gateshead, United Kingdom (2009). Photographer: Alan Tate.
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CASE STUDY: ANGEL OF THE NORTH

High on a hilltop, overlooking the A1 motorway at Gateshead in the UK, stands the mammoth steel sculpture, The Angel of the 

North (Figure 78). The Gateshead Council chose the site as the location for a “landmark” work of public art. Antony Gormley 

was selected as the artist to create a work that would mark the site – a green space reclaimed following years of mining in the 

community.

The artwork is Gormley’s response to the site. He wanted to create a link between the sky and the earth because the visible 

skyline from a distance was “stark and unremarkable” (The Angel of the North, 1999). He wanted the focus of the piece to be a 

symbol of hope during a time when this mining community was transitioning between the industrial and information ages. The 

location of the work, on the mining hilltop, marked the end of coal mining not only in this community but also for most of Britain. 

Gormley’s Angel was made for the hundreds of thousands of coal miners that spent years mining beneath the earth’s surface 

(Antony Gormley, n.d.):

People are always asking, why an angel? The only response I can give is that no one has ever seen one and 

we need to keep imagining them. The angel has three functions - firstly a historic one to remind us that below 

this site coal miners worked in the dark for two hundred years, secondly to grasp hold of the future, expressing 

our transition from the industrial to the information age, and lastly to be a focus for our hopes and fears - a 

sculpture is an evolving thing (Gormley as cited by Gateshead Council, 2009).

The Angel of the North stands on a hilltop in a valley that is 1.5 miles wide. Over 90,000 motorists a day, traveling at speeds over 

60 mph, see the massive sculpture that is visible from great distances. It is also visible to train passengers on the East Rail traveling 

from London to Edinburgh. Due to its highly visible location, the scale of the sculpture is essential to its popularity. Angel stands 

20m high, with a wingspan of 54m. The 208 tonne figure is in the form of a human body, based on the artist himself. 

The hilltop site is important and has the feeling of being a megalithic mound. When you think of the mining that 

was done underneath the site, there is a poetic resonance. Men worked beneath the surface in the dark. Now 

in the light, there is a celebration of this industry. The face will not have individual features. The effect of 



2.6: visibility and public accessibility       173
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Figure 79. Antony Gormley’s Angel of the North is responsive to its location and creates a link between the sky and 
earth, Gateshead, United Kingdom (2009). Photographer: Alan Tate.
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CASE STUDY: ANGEL OF THE NORTH

the piece is in the alertness, the awareness of space and the gesture of the wings - they are not flat, they’re 

about 3.5 degrees forward and give a sense of embrace. The most important thing is that this is a collaborative 

venture. We are evolving a collective work from the firms of the north east and the best engineers in the world 

(Gormley as cited by Gateshead Council, 2009).

The sculpture was only made possible with the collaboration of the artist and an engineering firm that could make Gormely’s 

vision a reality. It is made of weather resistant Cor-Ten steel, with copper that patinas and mellows with age. A steel skeleton 

forms the Angel with a 6mm sheet of steel bent and welded to the structure to create its surface. The body is hollow, allowing 

for routine inspections from an access point high on the shoulder blade of the artwork. In order to withstand the 100 mph winds 

on the hilltop, Angel is anchored into the ground with 22 metre deep concrete piles. Antony Gormley has said that the structure 

of the piece was just as important as his concept:

It is important to me that the Angel is rooted in the ground - the complete antithesis of what an angel is, floating 

about in the ether. It has an air of mystery. You make things because they cannot be said (Gormley as cited by 

Angel of the North, 1999)

 Angel of the North was built to last over 100 years. So far it is believed to be the largest angel structure in the world and is one of 

the most known sculptures in Britain (Angel of the North, 1999).

Antony Gormley’s Angel of the North is perfect for this location on the busy motorway. Its huge scale is critically important, 

being located on a hill within a massive valley. From its elevated site, and with its enormous size, it can be seen for miles. Its 

simplicity enhances its symbolism. Gormley responded to the landscape, the community and the viewing public in the creation 

of this iconic piece. He clearly understood the conditions of the site and the way in which the public would see the artwork. 

Although many people are encouraged by the magnificence of the piece to get out of their cars and inspect it at a closer 

level, many only see it while passing quickly on the motorway. Still, Angel embraces all of its viewers with its grandeur and 

elegance against the skyline.
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Figure 80 (left) and Figure 81 (right). The Angel of the North is at a massive scale. The sculpture was made for the 
busy A1 motorway, Gateshead, United Kingdom (2009). Photographer: Alan Tate.
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Some artists use size, lights or even sound installations to attract viewers to the space. Antonio Gaudi’s Sagrada Familia can 

be seen from all over Barcelona it is so massive and elaborate. It is visible from all parts of the city including Parc Güell, also 

designed by Gaudi. A temporary installation in Rockefeller Center, New York City in 2002, titled Transmission, beckoned visitors at 

night with its transmission tower, blaring televisions and swirling multicolored lights. The site of the installation was tightly packed 

with silver painted classic American cars. The artist, Nam June Paik, arranged the cars at varying angles and levels so visitors had 

to make their way strategically through the space, adding to the experience of the artwork. Not only were visitors attracted to 

the plaza from a distance because of the lights, but also once there, the accessibility of the installation added to the intensity of 

the piece.

Artworks that are located in highly open spaces need to consider scale, size and how the piece is to be approached more 

carefully than ones in a tighter, more direct space. In an open plaza, designers and artists must remember that visitors may 

approach from a multitude of directions. If seeing an artwork from the back exposes its structural skeleton or changes the 

integrity of the work, its position in the landscape may need to be reconsidered.

How a visitor approaches a site can be one of the most important considerations for the artist and designer because it 

determines the first impression of the artwork. Approach and visibility can create feelings of tension, mystery, surprise and 

comfort in the audience. My own experience with a surprise encounter with Mission Possible has left me with a clever and 

positive memory of the work and of Prague. The speed at which one approaches the artwork is a crucial consideration in the 

public’s understanding of it. As with both Speed of Light, Colour of Time and The Angel of the North, the projects were seen 

from busy motorways and need to be understood at that speed while not causing a distraction. Speed of approach, lighting, 

scale and space should all be analyzed during the initial stages of placement and design. It can change a work from being 

unexpected to a delightful surprise or from curiosity to appreciation.



2.7: maintenance       177

2.7: MAINTENANCE

Some artworks require years of maintenance and care in order to retain their significance and overall message. An important 

consideration is whether a work can withstand the ravages of time. Maintenance must be considered from the project’s 

conception, and should be part of the initial budget. The normal wear and tear on a work can change a local gem into a 

forgotten and ignored remnant of the city’s past, sometimes in just a few years as with the Piazza d’Italia by Charles Moore. 

Public artworks are created with the expectation of durability. However, contemporary public artists have become so creative 

and innovative in integrating public art into the environment, that they sometimes turn to new, untested materials to achieve 

their goals. Unfortunately, these can also turn into maintenance nightmares. Materials and methods of fabrication do not 

always stand the test of time. The outdoors provides a number of corrosive elements that can destroy an artwork, including: 

acid rain, extreme temperature changes, overuse from an enthusiastic public, vandalism as well as accidents (Cruikshank et al, 

1988).

CASE STUDY: DISINTEGRATING PIAZZA

Set back from the busy streets of New Orleans; sandwiched between an unused alley, the back of a 22-story tower, a surface 

parking lot, the Loews Hotel and adjoining the American Italian Renaissance Foundation Museum and Library lies the Piazza 

d’Italia. Designed in collaboration with Charles Moore and August Perez & Associates in 1978; the space was praised for its 

architectural features and Italian influences. The piazza was created to honor the Italian-American community of New Orleans 

and intended for use in Italian celebrations such as St Joseph’s Day, March 19, an Italian holiday. 

After the completion of the project, critics and visitors praised the piazza. The New York Times raved about its success, “This 

place...may be the most significant new urban plaza any American city has erected in years” (New York Times as cited in 

Freeman, 2004). Critics loved the design and felt it would help with the revitalization of the downtown; they believed it was 

“destined to become a major attraction in a city where tourism is the second largest industry.” (Progressive Architecture as cited 

in Freeman, 2004).
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Figure 82. The columns and orders in the Piazza d’Italia. The plaza is filled with a mix of symbols and themes 
representing Italy, and was renovated 25 years after its initial installation due to poor maintenance, New Orleans 

(2005). Note: Copyright “MACSURAK” (made available under the Creative Commons License: Attribution 2.0 
Generic).
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The piazza is a conglomeration of symbols and themes representing both Italy and the modernism movement that was 

occurring in the United States at the time. The piazza is centred on St. Jospeh’s fountain and a base map of Italy. The country is 

outlined on the ground with a speaker’s platform on the location of Sicily. Five concentric hemi-cyclical colonnades represent 

the five classical orders: Doric, Ionic, Corinthian, Tuscan and Composite (Figure 82). Stainless steel Ionic capitals and arches 

are outlined in bright neon lights, while Acanthus leaves on Corinthian capitals are formed from spraying and dripping water 

(Freeman, 2004). Italy is represented using gestures to marble fountains (including the Trevi Fountain), a plan of Italy with seas 

represented by moving water, the five orders, and the Marine Theatre of Hadrian. All features are accented with modernist 

characteristics, such as reflecting the adjoining skyscraper, and using new technology: neon, concrete and stainless steel. 

The design is smart, but esoteric. Only those with architectural knowledge and experience of Italy would fully understand the 

gestures. Moore described the park as follows:

Here is a fountain built by New Orleans citizens of Italian decent, the contours of Italy. Sicily becomes the 

speaker’s rostrum, and waters flow down the mirrored surfaces of the Arno, the Tiber, and the Po. The (Italian) 

classical orders of architecture appear, so far as we could manage, in water, with volutes, acanthus leaves, 

flutes, and fillets, as well as egg-and-dart moldings all formed with jets. But the explicit references (if all this 

works) will only reinforce the excitement of the water, the marble, and the stainless steel, for the celebration is 

first of all one of the senses, and then for the mind and memory (Charles Moore as cited in Senie, 1992, p. 82).

In 1983 during a visit to New Orleans, author and critic of architecture, Allen Freeman wrote that the piazza he believed to 

be a major accomplishment for the city was in complete disrepair and a disappointment (Freeman, 2004). He found that the 

fountains were clogged, the neon lights were broken, the paint was peeling and an antisocial crowd was the only public using 

it. In 2001, columnist Mark Hinshaw wrote that it was worse than ever; the water was turned off, the basins full of weeds and 

stucco was missing, exposing the corroded steel skeletons (Freeman, 2004). The piazza was built with the understanding that the 

adjoining parking lot would be redeveloped into a series of shops and cafes. Instead, the city and the developers ignored the 

maintenance and development of the area and the piazza was left to disintegrate over time. Some visitors said that what
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Figure 83. The water features have been repaired and updated, as well as the paint, stucco and lighting at the 
Piazza d’Italia, New Orleans (2005). Note: Copyright “MACSURAK” (made available under the Creative Commons 

License: Attribution 2.0 Generic).
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were once bright colors and flowing waters had turned into what resembled an abandoned movie set (Senie, 1992). One of the 

original architects in the collaboration, Ronald C. Filson, has taken some responsibility for years of abandonment of the project, 

but explains: 

It was designed to be a piazza, the centre of development all the way around it. From the very beginning, the 

understanding was that there was to be a mixture of offices and shops and a hotel and that the piazza was to 

be maintained by the development. Since none of that ever happened, there never was any maintenance, 

and so the project sat with nobody responsible for it. Every few years somebody would talk about trying to do 

something to it, and until very recently all of the neglect and damage was very superficial, and the mechanical 

systems were in reasonably good shape (Filson as cited in Freeman, 2004).

A few years ago, the Loews Hotel leased the piazza from the city. They restored the project along with the adjacent tower, 

integrating the space into the upscale hotel. During the day, Piazza d’Italia is open to the public, but on some nights it is 

reserved for private use by the hotel. The hotel is now responsible for the maintenance and lighting of the project. New 

flashing, stucco and paint was installed to restore the original design. A few new materials were used, to improve the site and 

hopefully last longer than the originals. The green marble originally used for paving and for the contours of Italy was too soft; it 

deteriorated and was vandalized soon after installation. It was replaced with gray-green granite that is more durable. The tile 

with platinum glaze that was used to reflect the water disintegrated just 6 months after installation. This was replaced with a new 

glass tile that still reflects the water (Freeman, 2004) (Figure 83).

The Piazza d’Italia fell into disrepair due to a combination of neglect from the city and potential developers, the misuse of the 

space, and the poor choice of materials chosen by the team of designers. For 25 years the city and the public abandoned the 

once highly regarded project. Due to its unkempt state, the residents of New Orleans forgot about it. With the responsibility for 

maintenance now delegated to the Loews Hotel, there is hope that the project will once again be supported and recognized 

by its city.
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Since the value and image of a public artwork is dependent, in part, on the piece remaining in good condition, efforts and 

funding must be provided for maintenance from the initial stages of the project. There is the question of “who is responsible for 

the care of public art”? Many cities, like Seattle, recognize that maintaining public art is the same as maintaining a park or a 

building. Seattle expends funds from their public art program toward the upkeep and maintenance of public artworks for years 

after their construction (Cruikshank et al, 1988). Other programs reserve portions of the initial funding for maintenance, either 

on an individual basis or as a pooled fund. No matter how the issue is dealt with, funding for continued maintenance should be 

planned for during the initial stages of the process. Other programs like the recently formed Arts Council in New Orleans have 

taken the initiative to eliminate the problem of deterioration. They require all artists to consult a conservator who will devise 

a maintenance plan during the initial stages of the project. This is the key to longevity and continued appreciation of a work 

(Douglas, 2001).

Maintenance of the project itself is not the only problem. The maintenance of the surrounding location can drastically 

change the perception of an artwork. Simple landscapes can dwarf, minimize or totally compromise the impact of a work. 

Collaboration and awareness of the maintenance requirements of the surrounding area by the city needs to be set out during 

the initial stages of planning to ensure that the work is viewed as intended within its location (Flemming, 2007). For installations 

in which vegetation is an important part of the enhancement and support of the public artwork, there must also me a 

maintenance schedule in place. Damaged and over grown vegetation can drastically alter the perception and experience of 

a public artwork.

CASE STUDY: DROPPED CAKE PARK

A creative project and collaboration in Stockholm, Sweden has drawn the attention of a few critics due to maintenance issues 

with a local park and its effects on the public artwork that exists within. The park is called Cake Park or the Big Hefty, and was 

designed by landscape architecture firm NOD (Natur Orienterad Design), in concert with artist Dan Wolgers. Previously, the 

location was the site of a surface train station. After renovations to the rail line, the station was removed and the identity of 

the community was altered. The collaboration team was brought in to rehabilitate the area and give it an updated character 

(Local square in Bagarmossen, n.d.).
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Figure 84. The Big Hefty was intended to look like a dropped cake with the use of perennial beds and unique 
pathways. Source: Leigh, p. 152 (2008).
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Figure 85. The meaning and symbolism of The Big Hefty has been lost with the poor maintenance of the park. 
Source: Leigh, p. 150 (2008).
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The plaza can be thought of as an outdoor “living room” in which the cake was dropped from above by the host of a party 

(Figure 84). The cake has slid down the stairs and a pink flower decoration has broken on impact (Local square in Bagarmossen, 

n.d.). The surrounding landscape is used to tell the story of the artwork. The green marzipan cake is represented by the artificial 

turf of a mound and is surrounded by splashes of “jam” and “cream” made of perennial beds. The “plate” and the “cake 

paper” take their form from gravel paths and walkways through the plaza. The concept is enormously creative and was 

intended to bring a renewed sense of fun and color to the community. 

Recently, Gweneth Newman Leigh, an American landscape architect, visited the Swedish park and wrote an article describing 

her visit. She was disappointed by the lack of vibrancy and problems with the upkeep of the plaza and therefore disappointed 

by the artwork as well. According to Leigh (2008), although the park did a good job of accommodating bikers and walkers who 

wish to move through the space, its composition was a disappointment due to lack of maintenance, making the place feel 

“stale”. The project has become overgrown with weeds, the benches have weathered, and the gravel paths have become 

loose and unkempt (Figure 85). There was a lack of color, as the perennials were not yet in bloom, leaving the mundane 

landscape to stifle the bright pink sculpture of the broken cake topper. Leigh (2008) also complained that there was no signage 

in the area to describe the story of the dropped cake for visitors who had not visited the NOD website or been educated about 

the project. For Leigh, the park was too run-down and overgrown to be enjoyable. Had the landscape had more color, it may 

have emphasized the sculpture and made the earthwork an uplifting project. The lack of maintenance negatively influenced 

her enjoyment of the park, making it difficult to appreciate (Leigh, 2008).

Although Leigh’s opinion of the park was based on her experiences as an American landscape architect, the overall impression 

left from her visit to the park may also be how others experience the space. If one of the features to understanding the public 

art piece is the colorful vegetation made to represent aspects of the piece (in this case the plate, frosting and cream), 

and they are not maintained then the integrity of the artwork is lost. Without these vegetative indicators, the piece can go 

misunderstood. Especially when vegetation is an integral part of the artwork, it must be maintained to a level that does not 

disrupt the artwork. For Cake Park, the poor maintenance of the vegetation and surrounding features makes the artwork easily 

unrealized.
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Poor maintenance can make a popular project unrecognizable and unmemorable. On a recent visit to Montreal, traveling with 

a group of landscape architecture students, we were anticipating a visit to Place D’Youville, completed by Claude Cormier in 

2002. The park was described in books, articles and by Cormier:

A quilt of pedestrian walkways [was] laid over place D’Youville like a protective blanket, responding to the 

site’s archaeological significance and creating a dialogue with the area’s history. Constructed with a variety 

of techniques and materials – including wood, concrete, granite, and limestone – the sidewalks recreate the 

500-year history of sidewalk construction in the city. At the same time, they engage the present moment in 

their placement, weaving between access points for the city museum, offices, restaurants, and residences on 

adjacent street facades. Within the square, the sidewalks converge on a central path that tracks the route of 

an ancient creek. Benches, abundant greenery, and the soft lighting of adjacent buildings create a restive 

atmosphere that invites pause and reflection (Claude Cormier Landscape Architects, n.d.)

Although we knew the location of the site, we found it hard to believe that we had reached our destination. We walked around 

the park, through it, and all down the neighboring streets. Finally we sat in the park, resigned to the fact that we were actually 

there. The sidewalks had crumbled to such a state that the materials were, at some points, unrecognizable, making their 

engagement in the landscape insignificant. Some of the trees were either dying or had been removed and never replaced. 

The grass was balding and patchy, and the shrubs were placed at random, some missing, others dying. The benches were 

disintegrating and not welcoming to visitors. After the confusion subsided, we all had a feeling of disappointment. We were 

expecting an incredible space designed by one of Canada’s foremost landscape architects but were left unimpressed.

One student likened the situation to her experience upon visiting Martha Schwartz’s Federal Courthouse Plaza in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota. The plaza was designed to reflect the geological history of the state with elliptical grass mounds over a linear paving 

pattern symbolizing drumlins deposited in the Ice Age (Figure 86). Jack Pines, which are native to Minnesota, are planted on 

the mounds along with grass. Parallel to the mounds were silver painted logs, cut and placed on their sides, which functioned 

as benches. Although my fellow student was impressed with the overall feel of the site, she was surprised and disappointed with 

the poor maintenance of such an iconic public space. She complained about the unkempt grass, the deteriorating mounds 

and log benches, and the poor health of the Jack Pines. Since then there has been some restoration of the plaza and new 

measures have been instituted to maintain the integrity of the design, including replacing the rotting logs that were used for 

benches. However, the first impression of the plaza and the disappointment with its condition may be how this individual will 

remember the space.

Part of the precautions that can be taken at the start of planning for a public artwork is a thorough evaluation for potential site 

complications. Environmental issues such as flooding or extreme sun exposure can be addressed before the artwork
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Figure 86. Martha Schwartz’s design of the Federal Courthouse Plaza in Minneapolis uses Jack Pines and grass covered drumlins 
to refer to the geological history in the area, Minneapolis (2009). Photographer Jennifer Wall.
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is conceived, allowing the artist to plan the piece with these complications in mind. During the redesign of the Allegheny 

Riverfront Park, the collaborating team visited the site during its extreme flood season so they could better understand the 

site conditions they had to work with. Their design responded to these circumstances by including native plantings and a 

cantilevered walkway to reduce maintenance problems in the future (see section 2.3: site specificity for more).

Vandalism is also an important maintenance issue that should be addressed and considered during the installation of an 

outdoor public artwork. This is a misfortune that is difficult to anticipate, but a constant concern and recurrent public issue. 

As I have already discussed, creating a connection between the community and a public artwork can lessen the chance of 

vandalism, but there is no sure way to stop the problem completely. There are a few precautions that planners, designers and 

artists can take to discourage vandalism:

•	 Place the artwork in a very visible and public location to discourage antisocial behavior at all times of day.

•	 Include lighting in the artworks placement. Lighting can also enhance the project and provide more interest 

and attention at night.

•	 Use protective coatings. There are some paint and spray finishes than are not conducive to vandalism tactics, 

although this is not applicable to all projects.

•	 Involve the community in the creation and development of the artwork. When the community is more 

engaged in the project, there is a stronger sense of pride in its installment and continued enjoyment. The 

community will often be more protective of the work and strive for its longevity.

•		 Vandalized projects should be repaired as soon as possible to maintain the integrity of the piece.

Ongoing maintenance and upkeep of a public artwork is essential. The image and quality of a piece can drastically change 

with lack of care. As with the Piazza d’Italia in New Orleans, poor maintenance and disintegration of the artwork over time 

allowed the piece to become forgotten by the city and the local community. The reputation of the community, the designers 

and the artist can be drastically affected as well. Although artists and designers are often not involved at this stage of the 

process, they can provide the planning agency with a list of materials, colors, swatches and specifications for the upkeep of 

the project. Artists can also be encouraged to return to the site to perform routine maintenance after installation, sometimes 

for a fee. Especially when vegetation is used as an essential part of the project, as with Cake Drop Park, it is important that 

a maintenance schedule and proper funding be arranged to preserve the integrity of the work. If funding, planning and 

preventative measures are considered from the initial stages of the project, the artwork can remain an icon to the community 

for many years.



2.8: CONSIDERATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

The design and layout of a public space will impact how an artwork will be experienced as well as the response of the viewers. 

Landscape architects and public artists can use their individual and professional skills in connection with these considerations 

to better situate public artworks in their particular environment. These considerations, while by no means exhaustive, are 

suggestions on how to approach the process of creating outdoor spaces that include public art.

SCALE AND PROPORTION: Appropriate scale is most concerned with creating a certain experience between the size of the 

artwork, the people using the space, and the surroundings. The “proper” scale of an artwork is difficult to anticipate, it is the 

relationship between the sizes of objects. Scale can be used to create feeling of tension, mystery, comfort, intrigue, etc. 

depending on the intentions of the artists and the functions of the space. 

•	 The relationship between voids and objects in the environment can direct the attention of the viewer and 

attain the desired experienced for the space, informing the intended use of the space.

•	 Small-scale artworks can create surprise and intrigue in a public space. 

•	 Large scale, freestanding sculpture placed outdoors can provide visual excitement and energy to an 

atmosphere as sculpture is then compared to objects in nature. 

•	 The Golden Ratio can be used to achieve a sense of balance and harmony, as it defines an ideal proportion. 

This is not only applicable to the artwork itself, but the relationship to the artwork and the size of space in which 

it is situated.

•	 Creating visual balance in a public space can help contribute to a feeling of ease and comfort for the public.

INTEgRATION INTO ThE ENvIRONmENT: Public art that is in harmony with the existing environment creates a connection with the 

public. By integrating a work into a space, cohesion within the surroundings is created instead of “plopping” a sculpture into a 

location for no apparent reason. Using existing elements in the environment can enhance the artwork and the space, creating 

a unique site.

•	 Completing research on the site prior to the artwork’s creation can determine the existing physical, 

environmental and man-made elements on the site that may inform or inspire the project. This creates unity 

between pre-existing site elements and the new additions. 
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•	 Establishing collaboration between landscape architects, the artists and experts regarding the physical 

characteristics can help to create unity between the existing elements of a site and a public artwork.

•	 Plinths and pedestals should also be integrated into their surroundings, not just additions to a site. The situation 

of the plinth/pedestal in its space will determine its relationship to the viewing public and should be considered.

SITE SPECIfICITy: The relationship between the particular site and the users of the space is created through site specificity. 

Artworks that are intended for and respectful of a certain site will connect better to the community and create a unique place. 

Art in the public that is specific to a particular environment can strengthen people’s awareness of their surroundings.

•	 Reciprocity can be achieved between the space and the artwork. The placement of the art might determine 

the function of the space, but how the space is used may also determine the type of artwork. 

•	 Social aspects of a site including historical uses of the site, and how the public currently interacts in the space 

should be researched to create a more cohesive public space for visitors. 

•	 Amenities that are needed or requested for the site should be considered at the initial stages of the project’s 

conception. If a special type of artist is needed to fulfill these needs then he/she should be part of the 

collaboration. 

•	 The physical, environmental, and ecological aspects of a site should be researched, to determine what type of 

piece would be most appropriate for the site.

•	 Creating a collaboration of not only landscape architects and artists, but also various experts regarding the 

individual site helps create an experience that is unique to a particular location.

COmmUNITy INvOLvEmENT: If our appreciation of something is based on our knowledge and experience of it, then involving a 

community with public artwork in their neighborhood can increase their interest and respect for the artwork. Some controversies 

can be prevented before a piece is installed by involving the community with its topic, style and creation. Planning teams have 

learned from past experience and now increase the amount of community involvement in their urban public art projects by 

including meaningful and active engagement with the community knowing that they will eventually become the using public.
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•	 Communities interested in having additional public art in their neighborhood can sometimes request organizing 

committees to provide public art or be paired with an artist that can respond to their interests. 

•	 Artists can consult with the community to produce artworks that are specific to that location and using public 

prior to the creation of the work. 

•	 Collaborating teams might be formed to involve local businesses, organizations and volunteers in the 

conception or actual creation of the project. 

•	 Involving the media in the on-going process of the installation can be one way to engage the community and 

inform them on how the placement of the new artwork may affect them.

•	 Organizing events, special programs, interviews and one-on-one meetings can all encourage participation of 

the community in the placement and subject of the artwork.

mATERIALS: The material used to construct a piece has the ability to inform a space and assists its audience in reinterpreting the 

environment in which it is situated. Connecting the public clearly to the space through the selection of material can develop an 

understanding between the using public and unique characteristics of the site.

•	 By using local material, the genius loci of the site and special characteristics of the location may be more 

clearly evoked. 

•	 Using materials uncharacteristic of the space can create a different level of intrigue and draw new and 

unexpected attention to the space. 

•	 Materials that incorporate the surroundings tend to create a strong sense and awareness of the space.

•	 Switching to unexpected materials can draw attention to different aspects of the artwork and its environment. 

This may allow the artist’s intention to be better realized by the audience or create more intrigue in the project.

•	 The materials of the nearby structures and settings should also be considered so that the addition of a public 

artwork is cohesive with the overall composition of the space.
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vISIbILITy AND PUbLIC ACCESSIbILITy: The experience of visitors can be intensified solely based on how an artwork is seen and 

approached. Our ability to touch and interact with an artwork can create a strong connection to the space, while our inability 

to interact with it can enhance the mystery and tension of the work.

•	 Intentionally deemphasizing a piece’s visibility can be used to evoke surprise when encountering an 

unexpected work.

•	 Indicators such as lights and sounds can increase interest and intrigue in an artwork and a public space prior to 

reaching the actual site. 

•	 Direction of approach to a site can determine the first impression of a public space and a public artwork. 

Before installation, the intended initial experience desired by the collaboration team should be considered and 

the artwork placed appropriately. 

•	 A slow and lingering approach encourages more interaction with the work and allows for more detailed work 

to be presented. 

•	 At high speeds, some details of an artwork can be missed. Intricate and figurative works are discouraged in 

these situations. Works that are too dominant in the visual field can actually be a distraction to viewers and 

create safety hazards. 

•	 Artworks that are noticeable from a far distance can create intrigue and curiosity about a piece before they 

are fully discovered.

•	 Artworks located in open spaces need to consider scale, size and the visitor’s approach more carefully than 

ones in a tighter, directed space.

mAINTENANCE: Some artworks may require years of ongoing maintenance to retain the significance and overall message 

intended by the artist. Maintenance of the project and the surrounding area should be considered in the initial stages of the 

process and the budget should reflect this part of the process. Poor maintenance can lead to the disintegration and disrespect 

of a project.

•	 Materials used should be considered for longevity and durability. New materials should be tested before 

installation.
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•	 Evaluation of the site for any complications such as acid rain, temperature change and sun damage should be 

completed before creation of the artwork. Precautions should be taken for any possible event that may lead to 

the disintegration of an artwork. Special paints, fabrics and coatings might be used to prevent the erosion of a 

project from the natural elements.

•	 Awareness and requirements for maintenance of the surrounding area need to be arranged in the early stages 

of planning and included in the budget.

•	 If vegetation is a part of the installation, a maintenance schedule should be created and budget 

predetermined.

•	 Artists and designers can provide the commissioning agency with a list of materials, swatches, and 

specifications for upkeep of the project. Additionally, members of the collaborating team can arrange to make 

periodic visits to ensure the work is of the desired standards.

•	 Vandalism will always be an issue for outdoor public spaces. Taking precautions such as including lighting, 

security and applying protective coatings can dissuade vandalism and hopefully maintain the integrity of the 

piece (see section 2.7: maintenance for a list of suggestions).

No two situations are alike. Each time public art is added to the public sphere, there will be a different set of concerns, 

precautions, and processes. These considerations listed above give the landscape architect and the artist insight into how 

to approach the process and create public spaces that are appreciated by the using public. If the landscape architect has 

been involved from the beginning of the process, using these considerations as a guide, he/she may have better insights as to 

the type of artist that might be commissioned for the project. If the artist or the artwork has already been selected for a space, 

landscape architects may help the artist in the positioning of the artwork so that a functional and interesting public space is 

achieved.

Selecting a site and determining the type of work or artist that may be appropriate is an important role for the landscape 

architect in the collaboration process. Factors such as: approach, lighting, seasonal changes, vegetation and other 

environmental characteristics that can enhance or detract from the viewer’s experience should be evaluated and considered. 

Suggestions on how to evaluate these characteristics will be discussed in the following section. Not only are the layout and the 

artwork important when considering the public’s response, but the site selected for the work must be appropriate as well.
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3.1: THE NOTION OF SITE

Site is a critical consideration of public art. Landscape architects can be helpful in situating an artwork within a specific location. 

Controversies surrounding site are often about the use and meaning of the site, rather than the artwork itself, so selecting an 

appropriate site is important from the beginning of a project (Senie, 1992). Some work may need a particular type of location 

to express the intention of the artist and the meaning behind the piece. The outdoor space in which a sculpture is located can 

change or determine the experience of the viewer and impact how they might use that space. It is important to consider a site 

by exploring its spatial characteristics and how the placing of an artwork will affect the space. 

Planning for public art is vital, and should be a pre-requisite in order to coordinate effectively with the community and agencies 

responsible for representing the public interest. Commissioners and artists need to perform research for site selection in order 

to determine which sorts of site work best for a particular type of art. Two important considerations are the involvement of 

the community as well as the agency’s urban-design objectives. Involving the community in the creation of a work, including 

participation in the building of the work, helps generate a sense of ownership. By contributing to the character of the 

neighborhood and its art, people develop a sense that they are reclaiming their visual environment and enhancing the memory 

of their locality (Flemming, 2007,). 

The very nature of a place can add to the inspiration of the site and the setting for the projects that may be installed. The 

substance of the place itself – the culture, history, physical and behavioral ideals, can all respond to the genius loci of a place. 

As previously defined, genius loci is the distinctive atmosphere, or the “spirit of the place”. These are the unique characteristics 

that distinguish one place from another and make it distinctive. The intent of the artist, and the artwork itself can have a stronger 

connection to a site by performing a complete site analysis study before the work is created, helping respond to its genius loci. 

By planning and researching a site, the resulting public art can have resonance, and respond effectively and creatively to the 

specific site. (Flemming, 2007).

The purpose of site selection and analysis is not to dictate what a public artist should do at a specific location, but to research, 

extract and inspire the content from a site, establishing metaphors for the use of the artist and commissioning agency. As 

Flemming (2007) noted in his book on placemaking,  “great art means very little without an amenable venue for delivery” (p. 

289). For public art, the city is a platform that includes the physical constraints and opportunities, as well as the practicalities of 

the particular location. Thorough site analysis at the beginning of a project can draw out these characteristics, using them to 

inspire and enhance the artwork.



3.1: the notion of site       197

According to Flemming (2007), identifying potential sites and projects for a city leads to a systematic approach to integrating 

public art into the environment. In the end, this process helps to create successful projects. Some of the considerations that we 

can strive to meet and that should be determined early in the project are:

•	 The design objectives

•	 The purpose of the project as a whole (to enhance the neighborhood? Or raise awareness of the rich history of 

the location?)

•	 How to approach the work, both physically and logistically

•	 The best approach to the artist selection process for that particular project

•	 Level of community involvement

•	 Research that needs to be done

•	 Resources that may be available or obtained

•	 Physical attributes and/or constraints of the site

The design of the site itself is also important. As we saw in Part Two, section 2.6: visibility and accessibility, how a piece is viewed 

and relates to its audience can determine the visitor’s experience of it. Placement of a work and the design of the immediate 

landscape should be explored with consideration for how people will encounter the piece and how the surrounding designed 

landscape will enhance and interrelate. Some of the considerations that should be approached when determining placement 

are:

•	 Ways of exploring and understanding the artwork’s qualities

•	 Size, scale and orientation of space: vertical, horizontal, the ground plane, etc.

•	 Approaches, sequences and invitations to the site

•	 Elements of mystery and surprise

•	 Movement and circulation opportunities presented to visitors

•	 Time, season, and environmental conditions

•	 Surrounding landform and vegetation that may be used to enhance the work and the site
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Planning and preparing a site for public art requires collaborating with experts about the environment. The “experts” are a 

variety of people who may help to understand more thoroughly the character and genius loci of a site. Experts may include: 

historians, environmentalists, ecologists, local and longtime residents, urban planners, local government representatives, artists 

and landscape architects. Their recommendations and considerations of site can assist with the integration of artworks into their 

environment. This collaboration is of great importance since the artwork needs to relate and respond to the public and promote 

the genius loci of the place. Once the required information about a potential site is collected, that information can be put into 

a framework to identify the cultural and physical context of the site. 

The development of a strong plan is one simple way to ensure that the short and long term goals of the community, artist and 

agencies involved are met. This relationship takes time and effort, but is worth it to establish the sustainability and longevity of 

the project. Planning ensures that programs have a strong system in place to guide artists and administrators in meeting their 

goals and expressing their values; it enhances the relationship between the public, artist and location. As Flemming (2007) 

notes, the process is an attempt to “try to shape human interaction rather than the shape of the ground” (p.294).

“Environmental planning”, is the systematic gathering of information prior to the beginning of public art works and an important 

contribution to site selection. It can instruct the artist, collaborating team or commissioning agency about the needs and 

elements of the existing site. Opportunities for public art and site selection should be identified and planned for as part of the 

overall development. It can help to achieve some of the urban design objectives of planners. Flemming (2007 p. 316) states that 

the goal of environmental profiling is to:

•	 Facilitate projects related to urban design

•	 Coordinate responses to community needs 

•	 Distribute major funds

•	 Produce a clear and concise statement about site information 

•	 Realize contextual restraints and opportunities 

•	 Discover and understand local artistic resources and craft traditions

•	 Understand behavioral analysis of site usage

Although this may seem like a way of controlling the design intentions of the work, and also controlling the artist’s creativity; this 

direct and early form of site analysis will lead to artistic creation and enhance community validation. Flemming believes part of 

the goals of “environmental planning” is to help create community empowerment because it puts the community in touch with 
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the sources of its own identity: “ultimately when the role of the public artist is clearly defined and not the subject of mythology 

and controversy, then the artist’s substantial contributions speak for themselves (Flemming, 2007, p. 315).

Performing an environmental profile, or site analysis, encourages artists to produce in the context of that site, creating richer 

projects. Completing site analysis early in the process, maybe even prior to artist selection, should not inhibit creative activity but 

rather challenge the artist to build a lasting and resonant work. Understanding the location helps to determine the types of work 

that may be best suited for that environment. It should be performed at the initial stages of each project.

Site analysis and determination is an important role of the landscape architect in the collaboration process. The positioning, 

design and location of a public artwork can change how the public experiences it. Whether the landscape architect is 

appointed first or the artist, landscape architects can still use their knowledge of site and environment to enhance and support 

an artwork. 

Considerations for site selection need to incorporate a number of environmental and pedestrian-related factors. Research of 

the site should be done prior to the conception of the artwork and definitely before installation. Considerations for site analysis 

and selection to be performed by a landscape architect should include, but not be limited to, the following: 

•	 View and analyze the site at different times of day for space and use

•	 A variety of “experts” may need to be consulted: historians, designers of the space, community members 

(including ones who have known the area for years, local artists, directors of maintenance for the space, etc).

•	 Understand of the physical setting

o	 What is the significance of the site? Are there larger urban-design issues and relationships to 

consider?

o	 What are the connections to key nodes and intersections?

o	 How might the site be approached and viewed? (long vista? Series of elements that cross the 

site?)

o	 Constraints and opportunities of the location?

o	 How has the physicality of the place changed over time?

o	 What are some of the physical aspects of the site that can be used for inspiration and material, 

both hard and soft materials?



o	 How will climate and seasons affect the location? Will there be deterioration of the site or 

materials on the site? Will pedestrian circulation change? Are their seasonal microclimates to 

consider?

o	 What is the lighting of the site? (natural and possibilities of artificial)

•	 Historical and Sociological

o	 What historical events have taken place in the area? (triumphs and traumas)

o	 Are there any ethnic traditions that occur on or near the site?

o	 Are there legends, myths or spiritual characters tied to the area?

o	 Are there people with special skills that use or produce in the area?

o	 Are there any community events and collaborations that could be tied to the site?

•	 Behavioral

o	 How is the site used on a daily basis? Is it programmed? 

o	 What are some potential “new” uses for the site?

o	 How does sun and shade change how people may use the location?

o	 What is the pedestrian movement through and around the site?

o	 Who are the proposed and current users?

The location, type, design, and planning of a site are just as important as the artwork itself. The type of site allocated for a public 

artwork may determine the type of work appropriate to that location. As with works such as Speed of Light, Color of Time, 

the Angel of the North, and Maman that were investigated in the Part Three, their success is connected to the type of space 

in which they are situated. Since not all works can fit in any space, it is important to evaluate site and determine the types of 

artworks that would suit the location. Site analysis and selection can help determine the success of an artwork. Landscape 

architects can use their skills and knowledge of the environment and pedestrian behavior to ensure that a public artwork is 

presented in the landscape in the best possible way for that location and piece.
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Using the considerations and suggestions of parts two and three of this document, the City of Winnipeg has become a case 

study for evaluating the relationship between landscape architecture and public art. The list of considerations outlined in Part 

Two: considering public art and landscape architecture, can be applied to, and used to evaluate any piece of public art 

because they are based on the relationship between the two disciplines. Many of the projects in Winnipeg were developed 

and located without the contribution of a landscape architect, but due to their public placement are under the scrutiny of the 

using and visiting public. By evaluating the existing artworks based on the considerations and the suggestions of site selection, 

we can see if pieces of public art in Winnipeg “work” in their situation or not. Not all the considerations can be met public art 

projects, but artists and their collaborating teams should be aware of how the piece will affect the public space and the users 

of that space. In the concluding section of this evaluation (section 4.5: Winnipeg, what “works” and what doesn’t) a table 

demonstrating the application and concern for the considerations is provided.
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4.1: WINNIPEG - A CASE STUDY FOR PUBLIC ART

Winnipeg is known as a culturally connected, diverse and interesting city. Upon moving to the city in 2006, most people 

sympathized with my apprehension at having to endure long cold winters, but added an ambiguous statement such as “but 

Winnipeg has such great culture”. Although I still do not know precisely what that statement means, it is readily apparent that 

Winnipeg has an inspiring and assorted selection of both indoor and outdoor art installations. There are quite a few artworks 

displayed in the public sphere of Winnipeg’s downtown. By just walking the city and finding these pieces it is almost impossible 

to know which are “public art” and which are privately funded “art in public places”. Regardless, all art presented in the public 

sphere was considered because previously discussed, art, when placed in the public realm, whether publicly funded or not, 

eventually becomes “public art”.

There are many murals and wall paintings in downtown Winnipeg. Most were informal artworks, either sponsored by local 

business as a form of promotion or elaborate works of graffiti. There are also remnants of factory names and company brands 

on a number of historic buildings. Although some of these wall paintings are interesting and provide a historical context to the 

city, I would suggest that there are too many of them (Figure 87). The murals, graffiti and wall paintings have made parts of the 

city, mostly the Exchange District, too busy with visual noise – it is difficult to decipher what was intended as a form of art and 

what is advertisement and vandalism. This is not an isolated situation in Winnipeg; many North American cities suffer from similar 

visual pollution. As such, and because I am primarily focused on how public art and landscape architecture relate, no murals 

were included in my evaluation of Winnipeg’s public art.

As with many cities, the variety of public art in Winnipeg, ranges from larger-than-life sculptures to small architectural details. 

Many public artists have made use of the age of the buildings in downtown areas of Winnipeg to either enhance the building 

with their art, or use the architectural details to support their own projects. Winnipeg has this advantage that some newer 

Canadian cities do not. Public art can be greatly enhanced by the historic nature of a city. 

As noted in section 1.4: public art through history, using site furnishings as a form of public art is common. Many elements, such 

as bridges, gateways, benches and bus stops are turned into functional artworks. In Winnipeg, there are not many examples 

of this; public art tends to be a more specifically designated item. There are however a few examples. Along the busy route of 

Broadway there is a series of bicycle racks that take the form of amusing images and text, rather than typical functional but 

conservative racks (Figure 88). The new bike racks are brightly colored, making them noticeable. Even though there are only a 

small number of designs, they are a pleasing departure from the normal racks; they brighten the city in a small but meaningful 

way. 

4.1: winnipeg - a case study for public art       203



204       4.1: winnipeg - a case study for public art

Figure 87. Murals, wall paintings, graffiti, factory names and company brands fill the streets of Winnipeg with distracting visual 
noise, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 88. The Bikes on Broadway project adds vibrancy to the streets compared to the standard bike racks provided by the 
city, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

There are also a number of small public art displays in Winnipeg. Some are reserved for a select viewing public, like Rising Form 

located in the Downtown Public Library Reading Courtyard, while others can be readily discovered by the general public, 

like Gambling Sticks (Figure 89) on the wall of a pedestrian path at The Forks Market. There are also better known artworks, like 

Gossip (Figure 90), known as the “conversation women”, and the bronze horse titled Valentina (Figure 91) located in front of a 

local art gallery in the Exchange District. Although these and many other public artworks are popular and important to the city, 

only a few of the larger and more publicly located pieces will be discussed in detail. 
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Figure 89. Gambling Sticks is a public art piece by Robert Houle that depicts 21 ceremonial playing pieces as a tribute to 
Aboriginal history at the Forks, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 90. Gossip sits outside an art gallery in downtown Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 91. Valentina is a sculpture of a horse located outside a downtown art gallery in Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara 
Marajh.
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4.2: WINNIPEG’S PUBLIC ART

In Winnipeg, public art and site selection is initiated and facilitated by the Winnipeg Arts Council, in collaboration with the 

City of Winnipeg. The Council developed Winnipeg’s Public Art Policy in 2002, as part of the Mayor’s Task Force on Public Art 

(Winnipeg Arts Council, 2009). Funding for the public art program is not based on the Percent for Art model, but rather on an 

annual grant from the City. According to the policy, its purpose is to:

establish the direct integration of artwork into public spaces and public works projects in the City of Winnipeg, 

through a well-administered and appropriately funded public art program. Public art reflects the identity of a 

city, gives voice to community and builds relationships between diverse groups. Public art gives meaning to 

place by interpreting the social, historical, cultural and natural environment (City of Winnipeg, 2004).

The aim of the program is to ensure that public art is well integrated into its environment in a relevant and interesting manner. 

Although the program collaborates with the City of Winnipeg on its projects, there are also a number of committee members 

from a variety of professional backgrounds. The committee members who help to select and establish the work presented in the 

public sphere includes artists, architects, landscape architects, urban planners, designers, art educators, curators and members 

of the City’s Planning Department. According to the Winnipeg Arts Council website (2009), their definition of public art is:

Artworks created for, or located in, part of a public space and/or accessible to the public. Public art includes 

works of a permanent or temporary nature located in the public domain and in any medium, including:

•	 Artworks created for specific locations

•	 Exhibits/performances/artwork installations located in a public space

•	 The integration of art and architecture to enhance the design of urban or public spaces

•	 Collaborations of artists with architects, landscape architects, urban designers, planners and 

engineers that create unique environments or features to integrate art into the urban fabric of 

the city

•	 Artworks produced through the involvement of the community
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The Winnipeg Arts Council has collaborated with other agencies to establish art projects in the city including the Bike Racks on 

Broadway and within the Exchange District BIZ. Generally, projects fall into one of three categories. Each uses a different type of 

program and collaboration to create public art for Winnipeg (Winnipeg Arts Council, 2009):

Commissions: funded projects through Requests for Proposals and/or Requests for Qualifications. Sites are chosen in 

collaboration with the City of Winnipeg. Through discussion by the committee members, projects are based on 

characteristics including: site evaluation, natural and historical factors and conceptual possibilities.

WITH ART: artists and community groups are matched in order to create public art projects that address the 

community’s identity, issues, goals and future development. Once the goals of the art project are determined, 

the actual artwork is created in collaboration with the members of that community. The program is based 

on the belief that “WITH ART communities can explore issues, ideas, and concerns, voice community identity, 

express historical and cultural spirit, and create dialogue” (Winnipeg Arts Council, 2009). The program is both 

flexible and experimental, and a true collaboration between artists and community.

Artist-in-Residence: artists are placed in City of Winnipeg facilities for temporary periods as a way to integrate ideas 

as well as explore civic resources and history through a creative, collaborative process. Artists research and 

engage with the public until an appropriate project is developed. The artist then creates the work for that 

specific site.

These three programs developed by the Winnipeg Arts Council have led to the creation of numerous indoor and outdoor public 

artworks in Winnipeg. Artworks placed in Winnipeg before the creation of the Council and its Public Art Policy were facilitated 

by the City of Winnipeg. Today, most public art projects are completed with the guidance of the Council. Private projects are 

encouraged to work with the Council, but are not forced to do so. The Winnipeg Arts Council was established to create projects 

that were specific to their location and involve the community at various levels.
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4.3: PUBLIC ART PROJECTS

The following artworks are public art projects that were funded and supported by the City of Winnipeg. Some were established 

before the creation of the Winnipeg Arts Council, but all have become significant works for the city.

TABLE OF CONTENTS
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Designed by spmb_projects, this project is the collaboration of artists Edwardo Aquino and Karen Shanski. The sculpture is a long 

aluminum bench and picnic table, located in Vimy Ridge Memorial Park in 2006 (Figure 92). The bench engages the community 

with its form, placement and use of text (Figure 93). 

The designers wanted the table to become a voice representing this unique community in Winnipeg, and to encourage 

discussions and activity within the park. Stenciled, etched and cut out of the table’s top are a series of phrases and words 

emblematic of the type of community this artwork is located in (Figure 94). The artists asked the community to submit phrases 

as a “landscape of language” to be included on the sculpture, phrases that refl ected on the importance of the park, the 

environment, the history of the area, and the variety of languages used by the local residents. The artists explain the intention of 

the project by saying:

When getting together around the table participants engage physically, socially and emotionally as ideas, 

inspiration and a sense of community take place. A table can make a family of strangers connect through 

sharing, talking, listening, etc. The unpredictable nature of what happens around a table sets the stage for an 

event to occur – not prescribing the event, but having the community establish it. The words donated by the 

community…allow the people to recognize themselves around the table by being affi rmatively pictured and 

validated (spmb_projects as cited by Winnipeg Public Arts, 2009).
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Figure 93. Photomontage of Table of Contents and the surrounding environment, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara 
Marajh.

Even though the sculpture is only a few years old, some of the painted phrases are beginning to fade. However, they are 

being replaced with new informal inscriptions written on the artwork. This form of vandalism is not directly encouraged, but 

was anticipated by the creators. The new phrases somehow add to the goal of community participation and allow for the 

continued evolution of the piece, but can also be controversial. However, the phrases inscribed on the sculpture are one 

of its most popular and well thought out features. One potential problem with the work could be some of the materials and 

techniques used. The phrases cut from the aluminum are narrow and could become sharp with age. This, along with the edges 

of the metal table, could potentially be a way for children to injure themselves.

The sculpture is located on the east side of the park where there is a convergence of pedestrian pathways leading to the 

surrounding neighborhood (Figure 95). Since the bench was dedicated to the members of the community, its location within the 

park is very appropriate. Although it is not clearly visible from the main street to the north, Portage Avenue, its location is ideal 

for this walkable and garden-fi lled area. Part of what makes this sculpture unique is that, although it is a public artwork, it has an 

intimate connection to the neighborhood; its location, being slightly off from the main road is appropriate.

The scale of the work is appropriate for the size of the neighborhood and park. At forty feet long, the picnic table can be used 

by a number of visitors at the same time. It encourages different groups to share the bench and hopefully interact not only with 

the artwork, but also with each other.
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The piece was built in conjunction with the park’s natural landform. The level of the tabletop and the adjoining bench vary 

with respect to the slope of the ground. At some points the bench actually dips into the earth, with room for visitors to sit 

slightly below grade. Because of the varied levels of the piece, participants of all sizes and ages are able to interact with it, 

encouraging a variety of activities beyond picnicking. Visitors can stand, kneel, lean, or sit on Table of Contents. The surrounding 

trees in the park are well established, providing shade and producing long changing shadows on the piece. 

Table of Contents is a well-integrated addition to the park. The work is responsive to the site and engages the community 

to interact with it as well as with other community members. It is intimately located in the neighborhood but still available to 

the public at large. Table of Contents brings together elements including the people of the community, the character of this 

garden area, and the features of the park, to create a personal sculpture dedicated to this unique neighborhood. Not only is it 

a meaningful sculpture, but also a functional and contemporary addition of site furniture to the much-frequented park.
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Figure 94 (previous page). The etchings and engravings on Table of Contents were inspired by phrases and the values of the 
community members, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

Figure 95 (below). Table of Contents involves its users with the community and encourages neighbours to engage with each 
other, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh. 
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SPENCE COMMUNITY COMPASS

The Spence Neighborhood Association wanted a work of art that involved the community and produced a usable space for 

residents and visitors (Figure 96). Through Winnipeg’s WITH ART program, the Spence community was selected and partnered 

with artist Leah Decter to create a piece for the small area of Furby Park. Working with members of the community, Decter 

established her goals for the project: to empower youth in creating public art that enables them to represent their lives visually 

and build community connections.

Located at the threshold of the park, the work is called Spence Community Compass. The circular sculpture is built into the 

main pathway (Figure 97). At the centre are tall prairie grasses and prairie sages. Inscribed in tile are the teachings of the 

Seven Grandfathers of the Anishinaabe: wisdom, love, respect, bravery, honesty, humility and truth. The outer ring is a compass 

pointing to places of “home”, the origin of the neighborhood’s residents (Figure 98).

Furby Park is a small park nestled in the heart of the community of Spence. It is not on a main street of Winnipeg but rather next 

to a small side street (Figure 99). This makes it a special place for residents and for a small number of visitors to the area. It was 

important that the design of the public art project be a refl ection specifi c to the Spence community. The community was not
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Figure 96. Photomontage of Furby Park and the Spence Community Compass, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

only consulted regarding the topic and intent of the piece, but was able to help with the creation of the tile mosaic surrounding 

the plantings. For this Winnipeg public art project, the community was an essential part of the creation and contributed to the 

uniqueness of the park.

The project is a true collaboration and community project. Upon conception of the project, the City of Winnipeg redesigned 

and constructed Furby Park, using the Spence Community Compass as its focus. The Winnipeg Arts Council, the artist, the 

members of the community and the City of Winnipeg all worked together to create this public space in a way that enhances 

both the park and the artwork. The landscape architecture fi rm of Scatliff, Miller Murray worked closely with all of the involved 

parties to situate and enhance the work.

The artwork exhibits both appropriate scale and integration into its environment; the two considerations complement each 

other to enhance the space. The circular design of the sculpture was the inspiration for the re-design of the park; curved 

pathways lead to a seating area and a children’s playground. Although the piece is relatively small and low to the ground, 

its location at the main entrance to the park forces visitors to walk around it and realize its signifi cance to the community. In 

summer, the tall prairie grasses at the centre of the compass attract attention from the neighboring street and celebrate
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Figure 97. Spence Community Compass was the inspiration for the redesign of the adjacent park, Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Winnipeg’s prairie location. However, during the winter months the compass is fully covered in snow, reducing the impact of this 

artwork to the snow-free months of the year. As well, the prairie grasses take time to re-establish themselves in the spring, which 

can make the sculpture seem like a dead or unkempt planter for several additional months.

One of the minor faults with the park is the material that was used for the compass. Small layers of the compass’ outer ring are 

peeling from the concrete making the names of the countries illegible to visitors. Although the park has only been open since 

the summer of 2008 it has already become difficult to read the text on the project, rendering one of the goals of the compass, 

pointing to home, unrealized. The Winnipeg Arts Council is aware of the problem and will be repairing the artwork, however the 

project is an example of how using the wrong materials or poor craftsmanship can alter the impact of the artwork on visitors. 

Overall the Spence Community Compass is a treasure to the neighborhood. Its location in the heart of the community and its 

conception and construction by the residents themselves, tie the local residents closely to the project. Although the location of 

the park is not historically or culturally significant to the area, the artwork has strong historical and cultural ties to the people in 

the neighborhood and is therefore specific to that neighborhood. Its scale is small yet appropriate to the size of the small pocket 

park. The collaboration process and involvement of the community in the installation of this work has enhanced the impact and 

visibility of the work, making this public space a unique and special place in Winnipeg.

Figure 98. The outer ring of the Spence Community Compass points to the direction of “home” for many of the residents in the 
community, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 99. Spence Community Compass is located near the neighborhood street, and is the threshold to the park, Winnipeg 
(2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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PATHS OF TIME

Figure 100. Paths of Time is part of the green space at The Forks, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

The Paths of Time was created by Manitoban born artist Marcel Gosselin in 1991 for The Forks, at the centre of Winnipeg, as part 

of its theme of “The Forks as a Meeting Place” (Figure 100). The huge structure sits in the middle of a pedestrian path connecting 

visitors to the rivers and facilities in the area (Figure 101). The sculpture consists of a limestone, rounded centerpiece partially 

covered by a large shell-like structure. Cut from the outer layer are various symbols of the groups that met at The Forks many 

years ago: Natives, Voyageurs, Métis, settlers, scientists, etc. As the sun moves across the artwork, symbols of these groups’ 

technologies are silhouetted on the limestone centerpiece (Figure 102).
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Figure 101. Photomontage of Paths of Time and the surrounding environment, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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This sculpture reflects the historic activities that have 

made what we now refer to as “The Forks”. The diversity 

of cultures that have occupied the space is reflected in 

the changing of the artwork itself. Due to its dependence 

on the sun, each time you visit this artwork it will appear 

slightly different (Figure 103). New shadows will appear, 

the symbols are distorted by the change in weather, and 

will also change size and position. The weathering of the 

limestone and outer shell will also change the visibility and 

reflections of the light (Figure 104). 

Although there are a number of artworks located at The 

Forks, many with historical significance to the area, this 

artwork stands out. Its size and positioning on the site is 

of great importance. The large size of the historical area 

and the high volumes of people visiting in the summer 

can make it difficult to find any specific place. This piece 

is located on a central pedestrian path, in the centre of 

a plaza. Surrounding the artwork is a tall concrete and 

wooden circular structure reminiscent of standing stones 

and other ancient structures. Even from far away, at the 

other end of the green space, the structure is visible, 

making it apparent that something is taking place. 

Without the surrounding structure, it is possible that the 

actual artwork would be lost in the large site. Once the 

pedestrian plaza is entered, the ever-changing sculpture 

invites visitors to move around, through, and possibly even 

climb over the artwork, becoming part of the installation 

itself. The community was not involved in the conception



4.3: public art projects       225

and creation of this public artwork, but all visitors are 

invited to be involved with the piece by viewing it from 

different directions and at different times of day.

The materials of the piece reflect the historical 

significance of the area that the artist wished to pay 

tribute to. However, they are fairly conservative in that 

they blend into the surrounding landscape, camouflaging 

the work. Its intention is also very specific to its location 

in The Forks, however the artwork does not integrate 

into the natural contours of the landscape. The artwork 

is dependent on the large size of the piece and the 

surrounding pedestrian paths in order to gain attention.

The Paths of Time has been at The Forks for over 18 years 

and is still in good condition. Its use of site and scale 

are its most important and effective considerations. Its 

material and theme is highly reflective of the location 

and the historical events that once occurred at the Forks. 

Because it is dependent on the movement of the sun 

and weather conditions, it constantly changes, making 

it a delight to interact with on repeated occasions. Its 

large size is appropriate because of the immensity of The 

Forks site as a whole, yet it is still at a human scale that 

encourages interaction.

Figure 102. Paths of Time is surrounded by an arbor, 
which draws attention to the sculpture, Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 103. The cutouts on the shell of Paths of Time create a shadow that changes throughout the day with sun movement. The 
words and symbols displayed relate to the original residents of the area, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 104. The limestone casing on the Paths of Time changes with the weather. It is elegantly carved and etched, Winnipeg 
(2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.



LOUIS RIEL: ABSTRACTED

Figure 105. The original Louis Riel 
sculpture shows the politician as a 
twisted, tortured figure, Winnipeg 
(2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

Unveiled in front of the Legislature 

Buildings in 1970 was the abstract 

sculpture of Louis Riel. Artist Marcien 

LeMay created the sculpture with the 

help of artist and architect Etienne 

Gaboury. This composition of Riel 

portrays him as naked and tortured. 

The artists wanted to convey “the 

truth” about Riel in a visual form, 

trying to capture the spirit of the 

man and what he stood for. In this 

piece, Louis Riel’s body is twisted, his 

arms locked behind his back, and his 

face contorted with indistinguishable 

features (Figure 105). The sculpture was 

partially enclosed by two 30-foot high 

semi-circular walls (Figure 106).

Upon its unveiling, the sculpture 

immediately provoked controversy. 

Many argued that the sculptors had 

portrayed Riel with a lack of dignity, 

while others believed it was a realistic 

symbol of the trouble and torture 

that he endured during his life. One 

supporter of the sculpture believed it 
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Figure 106. The tall limestone walls of the abstracted Louis Riel sculpture reveal the body only at two points. The casing has Louis 
Riel’s name etched on the outside and tells a little of his life, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

“conveyed the mood of the suffering of a man sacrificing himself for his beliefs” (as cited in Krueger, 1972, p. 5). Some described 

the sculpture as “grotesque” and “misshapen”, but it was most offensive to the Métis elders. The Métis believed it was an 

undignified representation of Louis Riel and fought for its removal for years.

Even the positioning of the sculpture at the Legislature Buildings was debated. The sculpture was originally placed facing the 

Assiniboine River, with the back of Louis Riel to the buildings. Despite Gaboury’s philosophy behind Riel’s placement, a symbol 

of fighting the cold from the north, the sculpture was turned to face the Legislature buildings. This new placement became 
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symbolic of the confrontations that Riel endured with the government.

The sculpture remained in place for 23 years until it was removed due to the campaigning of the Métis people. Many fought 

for the sculpture to remain in place, including a few who chained themselves to it, fearing that it would be removed secretly in 

the night. The controversy is reminiscent of the Tilted Arc because it was felt that the intention of the artists was misunderstood 

and it was never meant to be an offensive artwork. It is also similar to the fi gures added to the Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial in 

which the question of how historical fi gures and events should be portrayed in a contemporary form was debated. For years it 

remained in a storage unit in Winnipeg until it was moved to St. Boniface College for permanent placement.

The Louis Riel was placed on the east side of the College, with the back of Riel once again to the north (Figure 107). The original 

walls surrounding the sculpture had to be demolished and re-made for the new location, but the original design and concept 

remains as intended by the artists. Unfortunately, due to the controversy, the sculpture was removed from the meaningful 

context of the site of Manitoba’s Legislature buildings. 
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The sculpture is over thirty feet tall and tilts slightly forward making it seem like Riel is looming over his visitors. The contours of the 

body and face are smooth, with deep creases at his joints and muscles, emphasizing the tortured nature of the fi gure. The most 

intensive part of the artwork is that the eyes of Riel are hollowed out, seeming empty and desperate. The oversized nature of the 

sculpture and the exaggeration of his body emphasize the feeling of tension desired by the artists.

Moving the sculpture to St. Boniface College, away from the government buildings and the popular waterfront area, the 

symbolism of the sculpture is reduced. Its impact was most apparent when seen by residents, political offi cials and visitors near 

the place of provincial government in Winnipeg. The artists wanted Louis Riel to be seen as “inspiration for courage in the face 

of adversity” and to show how it is a “leader’s duty to represent their people without fear” (Westaway, 1994). The new location 

of the sculpture does not allow for the expression of these intentions of the artists. The change in the placement of the sculpture 

has resulted in a smaller number of Winnipeg’s residents knowing about its location. With its placement so close to the building 

on site, and offset from residential streets, it may not be unnoticed by visitors at all.

Figure 107. Photomontage of the abstracted Louis Riel in its new location at St. Boniface College, Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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The tall semi-circular walls enclose Louis Riel, making him only visible from two directions, the north and the south. However, 

the artwork is offset from the streets to the north and east, so that from most approaches to the area, only the walls can be 

seen (Figure 108). Although the impact of seeing the sculpture from the front is the most intense, its placement on the site and 

the high concrete walls hide the artwork, making it difficult for local vehicle and pedestrian traffic to notice. The surrounding 

walls have Louis Riel’s name lightly etched into their surface, but with little contrast in the concrete it is difficult to notice. At 

night, the surrounding walls are lit by bright lights, enhancing the etchings and drawing attention to the sculpture (Figure 109). 

However, Louis Riel is in the shadows of the walls with dull yellow lights pointing at the figure. The lighting of the actual body 

of the sculpture at night is somewhat disappointing. It could have been used to draw attention to the work and intensify the 

characteristics of the tortured figure. 

One could have hoped that with proper education and understanding of the artists’ symbolism and goals that the statue could 

have remained in the location it was designed for. However, even after 23 years of placement on the Legislature grounds and 

protest from the artists and other supporters in the community, it was still ultimately removed. In many ways, similar to the Tilted 

Arc, the removal of the sculpture was also its destruction. Although visitors can still see the contemporary sculpture (if they can 

find it), its meaning has been lost with its new placement.

One of the most important considerations that the sculpture originally embodied, site specificity, has been completely nullified 

with its removal from the Legislature grounds. Its scale and proportion, while originally appropriate, are no longer suited to the 

new environment. The original surrounding walls that originally were designed to create a corridor between the Legislative 

building and the river now serve to hinder visibility in the new location. The sculpture is still an intriguing and unusual version of 

Louis Riel but much of the intensity intended by the artists has dissolved with its relocation.

Figure 108 (opposite). The plain casing around the Louis Riel blends into the colours of the adjacent building and blends into the 
surrounding, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 109. At night the abstracted Louis Riel is lit up, making the twisted body seem daunting and mysterious, Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 110. The new Louis Riel sculpture on the legislative grounds is set on a plinth in a plaza north of the Assiniboine River, 
Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

LOUIS RIEL: THE STATESMAN
In 1994, in the same location as the original Louis Riel sculpture, a new, more dignified monument was placed (Figure 110). 

Miguel Joyal completed the new piece that was commissioned by the Manitoban Métis Federation. It pays tribute to Riel’s 

contributions to the province and the fact that the Legislative Assembly finally recognized him as an individual of historical 

significance for Manitoba in 1992 (Roberts, 1996). Riel is considered a hero to the Métis, and they wanted to ensure this was 

portrayed in the new artwork. It was positioned at the south end of the site, in conjunction with the redevelopment of the 

waterfront at the Legislature grounds, which included lighting, stairs, seating, and a fountain.
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Figure 111. Miguel Joyal’s sculpture of Louis Riel faces the river instead of the legislative buildings, Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

The new, Louis Riel is portrayed as a distinguished Statesman. According to the Manitoba Métis Foundation, the statue is more 

representative of Riel as a Father of Confederation (Roberts, 1996). This Louis Riel has no remnants of the previous sculpture, 

which showed the emotions and troubled spirit of the leader. Here, Riel stands tall and stern. Once again, the statue was 

curiously placed facing the Assiniboine River rather than the Legislative Buildings (Figure 111).

Louis Riel is enlarged and made of bronze, ensuring that visitors understand this work as a monument dedicated to Riel 

and not a sculpture inspired by his life and experiences (Figure 112). Because of this, the statue’s positioning and respect to 

the landscape is different than recommendations previously discussed in part two: public art and landscape architecture. 

This statue is placed in at the centre of a plaza on the waterfront with Louis Riel as the focus (Figure 113). It is presented on 

a pedestal high above the water to ensure that is can be seen from all angles and an appreciation of his importance is 

unavoidable. The surrounding lights line pathways leading to the Legislature buildings and the water in a very orderly and 

precise manner (Figure 114).
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Figure 112 (previous page). Louis Riel is portrayed as a dignifi ed statesman instead of the original tortured, abstracted fi gure that 
was once installed in the same location, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 113. A photomontage of the Louis Riel statue as a statesman at the Legislative Buildings in Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 114. At night, the Louis Riel sculpture is surrounded by bright lights leading from the legislative grounds to the Assiniboine 
River, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

This monument is not integrated into the surrounding landscape, nor does it encourage the engagement of its visitors; it has 

been purposefully placed to draw attention to the statue and to honor Louis Riel. The experience of visiting this statue is like 

that of any typical monument dedicated to a government leader. The reaction of visitors, the purpose of the work and the 

experience felt when viewing the work is much different than that of a contemporary sculpture. The history of controversy that 

surrounds this sculpture makes it an important discussion item, but it is truly a monument rather than an impressive piece of 

Winnipeg’s public art.
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RIVER ARCH

Located 15 metres high in the centre of the 

Norwood Bridge, a main connection from south 

Winnipeg across the river to the downtown core, 

is Catherine Widgery’s River Arch. The sculpture 

was placed in the centre of the bridge between 

opposing traffic lanes in 1999 (Figure 115). It 

consists of a huge arch flanked by two concrete 

pillars resting on massive Tyndall Stone bases 

carved with the heads of bison (Figure 116). On 

the top of the pillars can be seen tall sheaves of 

prairie grasses.

The artwork is a gateway to Winnipeg’s 

downtown core. It is a combination of stability 

and energy. The massive Tyndall Stone base 

anchors the project, while the steel, mosaic-like 

arch soars to the sky, leaving an intricate shadow 

on the roadway. The pattern on the arch echoes 

the ideas of wheat fields blowing in the wind in 

prairie Canada (Figure 117). The artist’s use of 

symbolism and simplicity is intended to create 

a connection to the city, the history and the 

stereotypical characteristics of Winnipeg.

Figure 115. Catherine Widgery’s River Arch 
is located at one of the major gateways 
to the downtown core in Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 116. Tyndall Stone Bison form the base of the River Arch and a steel grated plate arches over the Norwood Bridge, 
Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 117. Prairie grasses top the River Arch and can be seen from all approaching directions, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: 
Tamara Marajh.
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All of the elements that make the artwork, the arch, the bison, and the grasses are at a huge scale. At close viewing the work 

is very overpowering and intimidating.  The materials used, such as the rugged Tyndall Stone of the bison, make it appear 

slightly crude in its execution. However, the sculpture was not created to be viewed at close range. River Arch was made for 

a very busy vehicular entrance into Winnipeg’s downtown (Figure 118). It is a landmark for the gateway. Its large scale and 

representation of simple objects make it noticeable from multiple approaching directions. The symbols make the sculpture 

easily understood from the road at fast speeds. Pedestrians crossing the bridge do have access to its centre and the base of the 

sculpture, but are normally directed to the sidewalks at either edge of the bridge. Even from this distance, and over the streams 

of traffi c, the symbolism of the sculpture can be understood. It is simple enough to avoid being distracting, but contains enough 

symbolism to invite commuters to take notice. The arch continues through the bridge so that users of the river can get a partial 

view of the artwork overhead.

One of the features of the artwork that helps it stand out on the busy roadway is its lighting. At night, the arch is well lit so that 

the effect of its metal details is not lost; the shadows cast are still reminiscent of swaying wheat fi elds. Being on a major roadway, 

the lights had to be arranged to avoid distracting drivers, while still drawing attention to the piece. Lights have been set at the 

top of the columns where the grasses protrude, almost like torches in the night.
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Understanding of visibility and approachability was the most important consideration for this project. Widgery uses large scale 

and placement of the sculpture on the bridge to engage viewers on the busy roadway. When approaching the bridge from 

either direction, small features like the shimmering metal arch or the tall golden grasses start to appear, drawing attention to 

the piece and creating curiosity about what it will ultimately be. While quickly passing the project in a car, the bison, the Tyndall 

Stone and the tiled pattern of the arch can be seen. Although the work contains strong symbolic connections to Winnipeg it has 

been criticized for being too simple and stereotypical, lacking the intrigue that a piece of public art often attempts to embody. 

However, in this location on a fast paced bridge, the simplicity may make it easier for drivers to recognize the symbolism. 

Overall, the project marks a threshold to Winnipeg’s downtown but has little interaction with the surrounding environment.

Figure 118. A Photomontage of River Arch shows the artwork crossing the river and surrounded by traffi c, Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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ELWICK COMMUNITY CENTRE
Located in a small community on the north end of Winnipeg, the Elwick Community Centre is a WITH ART project arranged 

by the Winnipeg Arts Council. The artist, Dimitry Melman-Komar was paired with the Elwick community to enhance the local 

community centre. Before the collaboration, the centre was a windowless cinder block building that suffered from constant 

graffiti tagging. The community centre is an important place for teachers, associations, children, families and many other 

members of the community. The stark and unremarkable building was unwelcoming to visitors and in no way conveyed the 

energy and creativity of the activities inside.
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Figure 119. The Elwick Community Centre was redesigned through the WITH ART program developed by the Winnipeg Arts 
Council. Artist Dimitry Melman-Komar was paired with the community to add energy and character to the community centre, 

Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

Melman-Komar collaborated with the members of the community and teachers and students of the nearby school to create a 

concept for the new exterior of the community centre. Together they created colorful mosaics to show the energy and diversity 

that compose the community (Figure 119). Neighbors worked side-by-side, young and old worked together, all with a shared 

goal of beautifying the building. The collaboration and dedication of all the participants of the community created a project 

for their neighborhood that they can be proud of.





Figure 120 (previous page). The community was taught how to arrange and install tiles to create a mosaic for the outside of the 
building. The tiles are bright, vibrant and create a sense of energy for the community, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara 

Marajh.
Figure 121(below). The mosaic tiles are in the form of a wave continuing around the Elwick Community Centre, Winnipeg (2009). 

Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

The community centre went from being an eyesore in the community to a bright and cheery symbol of the community. Through 

a series of continuous workshops, the artist taught the local residents how to use the tiles to mosaic a new surface for the 

building. Over 4000 narrow strips of porcelain, glass and ceramic patterns run vertically down the sides of the building’s ridges 

(Figure 120). The composition on the building looks like a giant wave or possibly an abstraction of grass and buildings against 

a bright blue Manitoban sky (Figure 121). The artist guided the residents in the project and shaped the general design, but 

ultimately it was the creation and work of the community that brought this project together.

The project was completed in 2008 and has had very little tagging or vandalism since. The new surface finishing of the building 

makes it more difficult to graffiti, and the bright colors mean that any graffiti will be more difficult to see against the busy 

background. The intense involvement of the community with the project seems to have created a greater sense of respect 

for the building and the people that helped to finish the project. It proves that, even on a small scale, when the community is 

involved with public art, they gain a sense of ownership and pride for the work.
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Figure 122. There are many other buildings around the community centre, only an elementary school and adjoining playground. 
Still the building is the activity centre for the community, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

The exterior of the building now displays some of the energy and diversity of the community that uses it. In the schoolyard 

in which it is placed, it stands out as an important building that is meaningful to the community (Figure 122). However, the 

surrounding landscape is still bleak and unattractive. Except for this one colorful and vibrant building, there is nothing else in 

the area or the schoolyard that shares the same feeling of energy and creativity. There are no trees or plantings and minimal 

grass that might encourage local residents to stay and enjoy the work of art they have created. Without knowing about the 

hard work, collaborative process, and commitment that went into the project, the building seems to be misplaced in its barren 

location. Developing the surrounding environment to match the new building would create a stronger connection to the 

neighborhood.

The Elwick Community Centre is now a place of pride and victory for the community. The most obvious relation to the 

considerations discussed is the high level of community involvement with this project. This includes tailoring the piece to be 

specific to the site and the local public. The WITH ART program brought the community together for this project showing 

how it can add value to the City of Winnipeg. As well, consideration of the materials used for the mosaic helped with the 

maintenance of the building by making it almost impossible for vandalism to occur. The materials used also helped create an 

energetic and approachable building. Hopefully this project will last providing an example to other communities in Winnipeg of 

how public art can change the image of a neighborhood and create a sense of unity for its residents. The project has created 

a sense of place for the community and celebrates the achievements that collaborative projects can create.
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#1 NORTHERN

#1 Northern is a controversial piece of public art that was recently reinstalled in its original location in front of the Canadian 

Grain Commission (CGC) on Main Street in Winnipeg. The artwork is an abstract piece that was created for the CGC in 1975 at 

a high cost to taxpayers. It is a yellow sculpture made from curved steel plates, representing a golden wheat field (Figure 123). 

The name #1 Northern comes from the name of a top grade of hard spring wheat grown in Canada. The artist, Saskatchewan 

born John Nugent said: “In my mind, I perceived the golden grain fields transformed into large steel plates. It is sort of a 

metaphor” (Nugent as cited in O’Connor, 1997).

After only three years in its original location, the federal Agricultural Minister at the time criticized the artwork for being too 

large and meaningless. He felt it was a waste of taxpayers’ money and lobbied to have it removed. Despite the protests of the 

artists and a few other appreciators of the piece, over 300 employees of the CGC fought for its removal. It was moved to the 

Winnipeg Revenue Canada building, a less visible location, in 1978. Although the artwork only lasted there for a short time, the 

sculpture was out of its intended context and even less meaningful for visitors. It was eventually removed again, and placed in a 

storage unit for almost two decades.

For the entire duration that #1 Northern was stored out of the public’s view, the artist fought to have it reinstated. He was told 

that the original location in front of the CGC had been redesigned and there was no longer room on Main Street for the

Figure 123. John Nugent’s #1 Northern is a yellow, steel sculpture located in front of the Canadian Grain Commission building on 
Main Street, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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sculpture (Lunney, 1997). But the artist persisted. After twenty years of rusting in storage, the sculpture was fi nally placed back 

in front of the CGC. It had to be sandblasted and repainted, and is located slightly off the main road because of a bus shelter 

placed in its original location, but it is close to its original site.

At over 20 metres long and 2.5 metres wide, bright yellow, and located on one of the busiest streets in downtown Winnipeg, 

one might think this artwork would be easy to see, but it is not (Figure 124). The sculpture is placed so far off the main street and 

sandwiched between the bus shelter and the CGC that it almost blends into its surroundings. It sits on a small area of grass with 

a couple of street trees behind, but somehow remains almost invisible. Maybe it is the simplicity and continuous color of the
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artwork that creates this invisible effect, or the particular location on Main Street, but this work seems to have suffered from years 

of controversy and changes in the landscape while it was exiled in a warehouse.

Once again, much like the original Louis Riel sculpture removed from the Legislature grounds, or the Tilted Arc, the 

misunderstanding and lack of appreciation of the artwork has taken it out of its intended context (Figure 125). The piece was 

supposed to be in a highly public location, directly on Main Street and just south of Portage Avenue. Although it has only been 

moved a few metres back from its intended location, the redesign of the area including the large bus shelter on Main Street has 

blocked the artwork from main pedestrian and vehicular routes.

Figure 124. A photomontage of #1 Northern shows its close placement to the adjacent building and the new bus stop, Winnipeg 
(2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 125. The sculpture is removed from the main pedestrian pathways and slightly off from the road, it can be difficult to see 
form Main, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

To make the situation even worse, the sculpture is further removed from pedestrian interaction by having a small chain fence 

wrapped around the entire piece. The fence is not far off the ground, and small enough that it can easily be stepped over, yet it 

is definitely a discouragement. Even though the abstract artwork has not been understood by many of its visitors, whether in the 

1970s or today, it could still be an interesting piece if people were allowed to move around it, sit on it, walk over it, and generally 

have the opportunity to interact with it. Instead, it has been left in isolation from human contact. While abstract work is often 

difficult for the public to understand, if the piece was made more inviting to visitors, it would have had the chance of becoming 

something else: a bench, a table, a playground, or anything else that a visitor could appreciate and relate to (Figure 126).

Nugent attempts to consider site specificity in his sculpture by referring to some of the characteristics of Manitoba but instead 

has made the piece more complicated. Images of the prairies and wheat fields tend to be very dear to Manitobans, so the
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Figure 126. #1 Northern is highly abstract, its meaning can be difficult to understand, but us meant to represent golden wheat 
fields, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

topic of this piece and its symbolism should be one that residents of Winnipeg can easily relate to. The harsh cold metal does 

not convey the feelings of warmth, sun and soft movements typical of wheat fields. Artists like Claes Oldenburg have used 

a juxtaposition of materiality to emphasize their goals (see section 2.5: materials). Unfortunately, in this situation the materials 

seem out of context and make it difficult for visitors to understand the metaphor of wheat. Instead, the awkward proportions of 

the sculpture, its scale, and the material, obscure its symbolism. Add to this the issue of the sculpture’s poor visibility, and poor 

interaction with the public, and it is no surprise that #1 Northern is virtually unnoticed or recognized. Presumably, the original 

placement of the sculpture before the controversy was superior because it was specifically designed for that location. However, 

the new placement, and situation of the sculpture in the current environment, makes it even more difficult for the public to 

relate to.
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Figure 127. Justice, made by Gordon Reeve is situated in a plaza on 
the corner of York and Kennedy. It symbolizes the balance of the 
justice system and seems to touch the Law Courts Building, Winnipeg 
(2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

JUSTICE

Located on the corner of York Avenue and Kennedy Street, facing the 

Law Courts building in Winnipeg, is one of the biggest sculptures in the 

city. Gordon Reeve, an artist originally from Ontario and Professor at 

the University of Manitoba, created Justice (Figure 128). It is a massive 

stainless steel work of art, commissioned in 1985 by the provincial 

government. When installed, the 33 foot high, 30,000lb sculpture was 

the largest sculpture in Canada (Werier, 1985). Three legs or ribs form 

the strong base of the piece, while three long arms, each shaped 

differently in the form of a relaxed “S”, are balanced so they can 

be moved, despite their weight; eventually returning to their original 

position. According to Reeve, the artwork is a representation of the 

justice system:

I wanted to create a structure to carry the metaphor of 

justice, one that is responsive to the individual, yet enduring 

and lasting. My hope is that even a child will make it move 

(Reeve as cited by Werier, 1985, p. 26).

Reeve’s ideal of justice is “strength that is responsive to human energy 

and efforts”. He wanted the work to only move in response to visitors 

actually pushing or pulling on it, without the help of natural elements 

(Lakritz, 1985).

Workers of the Law Courts and residents of downtown Winnipeg 

immediately debated the enormous scale of the piece. As with 

many large compelling public artworks, the issue of funding is often a 

debate. Many members of the public, including lawyers and
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government offi cials questioned the size and cost of the piece (Figure 128). In order to stay close to budget, Reeve had to 

purchase and shape some of the materials in Sweden. The size of the artwork, despite the cost, was never a compromise for 

Reeve. He even had to contribute his own funds in order to fi nish the sculpture to the scale and quality that he envisioned.

Although massive, the artwork fi ts perfectly in its location. It was meant to draw attention and be impressive. The corner in which 

it sits is quite large, with plenty of room for pedestrians to avoid the piece if desired, or alternately interact with the piece while 

walking to and from the building. Although never actually touching the adjacent Law Courts building, the artwork seems to lean 

towards it as if it was about to gently tap on one of the many windows. Its precarious positioning draws immediate attention 

to its connection to what goes on in the adjacent building: equilibrium, justice, stability, trust, are all words and sentiments that 

come to mind. The tension between the building and the sculpture is unavoidable.

Reeve very consciously created a public artwork that embodied the symbolism of justice for this location, adjacent to the Law 

Courts, including his choice of stainless steel. The shiny metal surface was chosen because it has the ability to resist corrosion 

and should last for over a thousand years. According to the artist, this is “symbolic of the endurance of the state of law” (Werier, 

1985, p. 26). The material also allowed Reeve to etch over the entire surface of the piece, giving it an additional dimension. The 

stainless steel shines in the sun and refl ects the sky and clouds. It even changes to a slight crimson color in the evening sun. At
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Figure 128. Photomontage of Justice in its location on a corner of downtown Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

night, the material refl ects Winnipeg’s downtown lights and sparkles in the headlights of nearby vehicle traffi c (Figure 129). Even 

at night, the sculpture draws attention to the street corner.

Even though Justice is massive, its long swerving legs and arms do not look heavy or imposing in its environment. It gently 

curves to meet the ground and creates a sense of stability in the landscape without feeling too severe. The ribs and arms of the 

sculpture are all hollow; by tapping on them the sound echoes up the sculpture and draws out a rich sound. The smoothness of 

the steel, its shine, and resonant sound adds to the intriguing quality of this artwork.

There are only two things that I found contrary to the artist’s goal to symbolize “justice”. Firstly, Reeve was careful to embody 

the symbolism of the justice system through the use of scale, material and positioning, but the artwork lacks in its actual fi nish. 

Some of the edges are sharp and crudely put together (Figure 130). Creating an artwork at this scale could not be an easy task, 

and many critics have praised Reeve for his accurate craftsmanship and similarity to his proposed model. However, to visitors 

unaware of the complications and extreme experience needed to execute a project such as this, there may be some areas 

that seem a little unrefi ned.

The second contradiction that I found interesting with the piece and its symbolism is that the sculpture was designed to move 

from the efforts of visitors interacting with it. In fact, the movement of the artwork was a large part of the artist’s defense of
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the piece when under scrutiny by the public. When its large size and odd shape were questioned, Reeve reiterated that the 

movement of the artwork was a key characteristic of its symbolism of justice and connection to the Law Courts building. I visited 

the public artwork on numerous occasions, and at various times of day, however, it wasn’t until I found newspaper articles 

written the year of its installation that I discovered that the sculpture could move. Visitors would walk around the work, look 

under it, knock on it, but never move it. It seems as if years after the controversy that brought attention to the artwork, visitors 

are no longer aware of the intended symbolism of the artwork with its moving arms and will therefore, never experience it. 

I’m sure some curious visitors will interact with the sculpture enough to discover its movements, but with a short visit and quick 

contemplation of the artwork, this important aspect is left unrealized.

Figure 129. At night, Justice reflects the surrounding lights and is mirrored in the giant windows of the adjoining building, 
Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Despite visitors being unaware of the movement of the sculpture, it is still very impressive. The artist has managed to incorporate 

most of the considerations suggested in this document with the creation and installation of this sculpture. By capturing the 

connection between the site of the Provincial Law Courts and the symbolism of the artwork, Reeve has demonstrated the value 

of site specificity and integration into the environment. Its large size and openness invites visitors to interact with the piece but 

does not impose on the public’s space, revealing the artists understanding of scale and proportion to the site. The choice of 

stainless steel used as the material for the piece is effective, low-maintenance, eye catching and evocative. Most impressive is 

how the artwork connects with the public sphere. Its placement in the space creates tension and balance at the same time. 

Justice fits effectively into the environment and captures the attention of visitors and residents of Winnipeg.

Figure 130. Justice is made from stainless steel, the artists had to be very precise to fit all of the working legs and arms of the 
sculpture together, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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AGASSIZ ICE

Agassiz Ice is a site specific sculpture made for North Assiniboine Park in the City of 

Winnipeg. A national Call to artists was made by the Winnipeg Arts Council for the 

creation of a public artwork that responded to this location, adjacent to Assiniboine 

Park and the Assiniboine River. Gordon Reeve, the creator of Justice, won the 

commission with his model of Agassiz Ice. The sculpture is a reflective reminder of 

glacial Lake Agassiz, which at one time covered a huge portion of the province, 

including the City of Winnipeg. The sculpture consists of three large stainless steel 

segments that appear to be massive remnants of icebergs (Figure 131).

The two largest pieces of the sculpture are about 4m high and 5m long. Placed 

together, they create an opening, like a pathway through the ice. The third segment, 

is the smallest, it is low to the ground, appearing to be a little piece that broke from the 

larger one. The sculpture sits on a concrete pad in the middle of the open park. To the 

east and west are groves of trees and to the south is the Assiniboine River. A nearby 

pedestrian bridge connects to the popular and much larger Assiniboine Park. To the 

north is the busy roadway of Portage Avenue, with a constant stream of both vehicles 

and pedestrians.

From any direction approaching the artwork, it appears small in comparison to the 

large open park (Figure 132). There are not many trees in the park, only flanking its 

edges, and there are only a few benches along the two converging paths that cross 

through the centre. Yet the sculpture still draws attention with its shiny surface and 

sharp appearance. The stainless steel of Agassiz Ice shines in the sunlight and the 

bright silver surface contrasts with the trees, grass and river. At night, the lights from 

the city and nearby traffic on Portage Avenue highlight the sculpture and it continues 

to draw the attention of visitors. Even though the scale of the piece, in comparison 

to the size of the park is small, its material and shape compensate, making its impact 

powerful.

Figure 131. Agassiz Ice is also a sculpture by Gordon Reeve, it is reminiscent of the 
huge glaciers that once covered Winnipeg and the surrounding area, Winnipeg 
(2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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The composition of the shining sculpture in the open park is immediately striking. The natural elements of the park and the size, 

shape and material of the artwork both complement and contrast with each other. As Reeve has also commented, “without 

this site this sculpture would not exist”. (as cited by Winnipeg Arts Council, 2009). The park and the sculpture are intimately 

connected. The sculpture appears to come out of nowhere in the middle of the park, alluding to the history of the icebergs that 

dominated the area in prehistoric times (Figure 133). Reeve has equated the appearance and approach to the sculpture with 

the viewing of a fi lm:

The sculpture ‘opens’ just as a fi lm does with an establishing shot of the park with the sculpture in the distance 

framed by the sky, trees and a river. As the viewer approaches along a predetermined route it appears to 

grow in size and what appeared to be a single sculpture becomes two and then three separate forms with 

a passage through. The hard irregular edges isolate a rapid succession of ‘cinematic frames’, which are 

experienced in varying increments of time. The initial approach takes from twelve to thirty seconds before a 

signifi cant change in point of view. Another ten to twelve seconds and as the piece is revealed the viewer is 

able to see and feel the cool polished metal (as cited by Winnipeg Arts Council, 2009).

Reeve was very cognizant of approach and visibility with this sculpture. He created an entire experience based on how the 

sculpture was revealed to visitors. He was also very conscious of its placement in the park. Reeve used the openness of North 

Assiniboine Park, its forested edges, and the river to enhance his artwork rather than just “plopping” it in the middle.
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Figure 132. A photomontage of Agassiz Ice shows the sculpture in North Assiniboine Park, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: 
Tamara Marajh.

The sculpture’s situation in the park is an essential part of the overall experience that Reeve creates. It is not until you approach 

the sculpture that its massive scale is apparent. The tallest peak dwarfs its visitors, and the vertical sides create tension with the 

fl at ground. Around the outside, some of the sides slope closer to the ground bringing the sculpture to a more human scale. 

Although huge, Agassiz Ice is still alluring and inviting in its size, proportions and shape. It encourages interaction by tempting 

visitors to touch the metal surface, tap on the sides and climb or slide on its lower portions.

The sculpture was only unveiled in the summer of 2008, and has already become an iconic work for Winnipeg. On each of my 

visits to the park, I was never alone. There was a constant stream of people of all ages engaging with the artwork, kids climbed 

on the lower segments and adults hid in the crevasses. Approaching visitors would stop a few metres away to look at the piece 

from a distance, and then come closer to inspect it at a more intimate level. Even at night, there always seem to be people 

delighted to interact with the sculpture and appreciate it in its setting (Figure 134).

The artist was correct, without this specifi c environment, the sculpture would not be as effective. Each surrounding element: 

the water, the lights, the traffi c, the trees, etc., all work together with the artwork to create a complete composition. With 

Agassiz Ice, Gordon Reeve was appreciative of most of the considerations described in this document. He incorporated natural 

elements into the work, connected it to the history of the area and used scale and material to encourage visitors to become 

involved in not only the artwork, but the park and its complete environment. Agassiz Ice is an excellent addition to Winnipeg’s 

public art projects.
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Figure 133. The sculpture is made of three pieces aligned together to allow interaction from visitors. The experience one 
encounters when visiting North Assiniboine Park is like the opening of a movie, and the sculpture is revealed, Winnipeg (2009). 

Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 134. At night, Agassiz Ice reflects the lights from the nearby bridge and pedestrian walkways. The stainless steel sculpture 
shines and attracts more attention, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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4.4: PRIVATELY OWNED, PUBLIC SPACE

Other than publicly funded artworks, there are a number of projects around Winnipeg that are presented by private businesses 

or local groups in the public sphere. Despite not being affiliated with the Winnipeg Arts Council, many of these projects are 

placed in very public locations and have become part of Winnipeg’s public art scene. All art in the public sphere is considered 

“public art”. As such, they face most of the same issues and criticisms as publicly funded works and still need to be considerate 

of the environment in which they are located. 

BEARS ON BROADWAY

Figure 135. The Bears on Broadway have been removed from their temporary location and are now near the Legislature 
buildings on a quiet street, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

In 2005, CancerCare Manitoba revealed their fundraising plan for their 75th anniversary. Artists, students, fabricators and 

sculptors were paired with sponsors to paint the surface of a collection of pre-cast polar bears. During the spring, the bears 

were all placed on the median of Broadway, stretching from the CN station to Memorial Boulevard (Bears on Broadway, 2009). 

The sculptures attracted a great deal of attention during their installation. The intention was that they would all be removed in 

October of the same year to avoid public boredom, but some have remained (Figure 135).
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Figure 136. The surface of the concrete bears is painted on, the shape of every bear is identical, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: 
Tamara Marajh.
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The project was modeled on similar projects in other Canadian cities like the moose in Toronto, cows in Calgary and orca 

whales in Vancouver. Each project provided the objects to be painted as part of a goal to raise money. Although the Bears 

on Broadway were successful in making money, they were lacking in their creativity and the unique features that would make 

them successful public art. The bears were merely painted surfaces rather than creative artworks for contemplation and 

consideration (Figure 136).

In the few months that the bears were on display, they were a very popular attraction for visitors and residents of the city. 

Unfortunately, four years later, the remaining 25 bears have been left uncared for and forgotten by the community. The bears 

behind the Legislative Buildings have been randomly placed in a small park lining Assiniboine Avenue (Figure 137). They are 

diffi cult to see from the government grounds and are offset from the nearby residential community. Their placement bears no 

relation to their small surroundings, they have affected the tree roots and soils and instead they appear to have been dropped 

and left in a polar bear graveyard. Most of the sculptures have suffered the effects of the elements: their paint is peeling, 

they are chipped and their once vibrant colors are completely faded. Some have been vandalized and tagged to the point 

that their original artwork is unrecognizable. As well, unlike in other cities, these bears are made of heavy concrete instead of 

fi berglass, making them diffi cult to move and/or maintain.
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Figure 137. A photomontage of the Bears on Broadway shows their new location beside a community street and in a small 
green space, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

These bears have overstayed their welcome in the City of Winnipeg. Their original placement, as part of the fundraising for 

CancerCare Manitoba, presented the bears like a miniature sculpture garden. The placement of any individual bear was not 

important, what was important was that the project was seen as a whole. Now that the project is over, it is diffi cult to fi nd proper 

placement for the individual pieces since they were never intended for a specifi c location or a specifi c group of people. The 

bears’ thoughtless placement is careless and not relatable to the public. 

Although there is debate about whether the bears are actual pieces of public art or not, they have been left in the public 

sphere. Of the considerations discussed, the only one this project attempted to exemplify was involving the community by 

encouraging the public to view and interact with “the bears” on Broadway. It is unfortunate that these pieces were so poorly 

maintained and carelessly placed. The temporary success of the project is just a memory now, and the bears are no longer 

contributing to the creation of usable and interesting public places in Winnipeg.
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ART ON THE AVENUE
Art on the Avenue was part of a program created by the Downtown Winnipeg Biz to increase interest in and improve the 

popularity of downtown Winnipeg businesses. Nine sculptures created by students of the University of Manitoba School of Fine 

Art, under the direction of artist and Professor Gordon Reeve, were temporarily installed along Portage Avenue (Downtown 

Winnipeg Arts Biz, n.d.). Most of the artworks were carved from a Styrofoam block and coated with a hard painted surface. 

Among the installations were an oversized puppy, the “Pigeon King”, and a woven cube that appears pulled apart to enhance 

its shiny finish.

The project was intended to be part of a sculpture walk that would guide visitors through the streets of downtown Winnipeg. 

Maps for the area were provided, but the sculptures were also placed in high traffic and visible areas along Portage Avenue. 

Because of their size and vibrant use of colors, pedestrians and vehicle traffic easily noticed the artworks. Some were even 

located at intersections so drivers could catch a glimpse of the projects while waiting at lights.

Art on the Avenue turned Portage Avenue into an impromptu sculpture gallery for Winnipeg. Each sculpture was an individual 

creation; there was no theme uniting the nine sculptures placed on the Avenue. Because of this, each project had to be 

considered and understood individually. The only visual connection between the sculptures was in the poor execution of the 

artworks themselves including the obvious inexperience with the materials chosen. It should be remembered that the students 

of Fine Arts who completed the projects were not professionals; regardless, the sculptures still appeared inconsistent, sloppy and 

unfinished. As well, most were merely placed at a busy location on Portage Avenue. Consequently, they lacked any integration 

into their surroundings or relationship to the public. Most of the artworks suffered from vandalism and weathering after only a 

short time on display; pieces of the artworks were falling off, the paint was chipped and they lost much of their integrity.
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Figure 138. Once Upon a Child is part of the Art on the Avenue project that has since been removed, Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

At one end of the Avenue was a large colorful sculpture titled Once 

Upon a Child. The artwork consisted of what appears to be a pile 

of pillows and blankets, almost in the shape of a giant chair (Figure 

134). The artist’s goal was to create a whimsical castle pulled from the 

imagination of a child. The work is playful and creative. The bright colors 

and oversized pillows are appropriate for the themes of imagination 

and dreams. However, due to problems with the carving of the material, 

the pillows actually appear chunky and awkward; from some angles 

they do not even resemble pillows. Because it was located very close to 

a busy street; mud from the constant flow of traffic covered the bright 

colors and much of the detail.
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Figure 139. Rez Dawg, another Art on the Avenue project, was placed in front of the mall entrance in downtown Winnipeg. This 
sculpture is playful and uplifting for pedestrians and drivers passing by, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

On the opposite end of the Avenue is Rez Dawg (Figure 

135). This sculpture actually had its name engraved on 

the piece so that there was some understanding for the 

artwork. The sculpture refers to the mixed-breed stray 

dogs on First Nations reservations and also suggests the 

underdog’s struggle for survival. Rez Dawg was one 

of the few delights of Arts on the Avenue; the puppy 

appears proud and happy. It was located in front of the 

Portage Place Mall entrance where children happily 

climbed all over the artwork and laughed at his goofy 

grin. This artwork managed to survive the tests of human 

interaction and weathering and remain in its original 

condition throughout the life of the installation. In this 

sculpture, the textures of the Styrofoam improved the 

piece rather than distracting from it.
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Figure 140. Horseshoes and Coppella was also part of the Art on the Avenue project. Its placement on Portage Avenue seems to 
have the back of the artwork to the drivers and could be considered crude to visitors unaware of the project, Winnipeg (2009). 

Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

The last piece worth mentioning from this series is called Horseshoes and Coppella. The artists described the sculpture as two 

friends who are nervous to be in the public, but are looking for friendly interaction (Figure 136). However, in execution, this 

piece is not so simple, rather it is shocking and confusing. It more closely resembles a fairytale figure, standing with her oversized 

fantasy pet, both with whimsical hair and cartoon outfits. The oddest characteristic of the sculpture is that the backs of the 

figures are towards the busy traffic on Portage Avenue instead of facing it. The dress on the animal is turned up to reveal what 

“may” be a tail, but looks far more obscene. It is not entirely certain what the sculptor intended by the piece, but its placement 

on the street made it appear to be flashing the vehicle traffic. Poor placement and content worked against this sculpture. 

As with many of the artworks in this series, this piece was also made with poor craftsmanship, so it appeared unkempt and 

something of an eyesore to the public.



The main criticism of Art on the Avenue is that there was nothing linking the nine sculptures to each other or any features that 

connected them to the public. There was nothing on or near the artworks that linked them or gave any hint about their context. 

They appear to be merely “plop art”. The materials used and apparent inexperience with them by the artists resulted in many 

of the artworks appearing careless and unprofessional. Additionally, most of the materials could not withstand the Winnipeg 

weather and the normal wear of being located downtown; they were falling apart and some were heavily vandalized.

Art on the Avenue had good intentions. It was an attempt to revitalize the downtown core with the help of the Downtown 

Winnipeg Biz as well as an effort to draw attention to the works of student artists at the University of Manitoba. The scale and 

visibility of the sculptures were their most effective considerations, as they could be seen from most directions due to size 

and placement. None of the pieces had any particular connection to their location however. Each individual project had 

a few characteristics that made it enjoyable or evocative, like the clever phrases on the Love Hearts in a small pocket park 

on Portage, or the goofy grin of Rez Dawg that greeted visitors to Portage Place. Regrettably, the overall presentation of the 

sculptures was not of high quality. The artworks of Art on the Avenue have been removed and will be replaced by a new 

project for the Downtown Winnipeg Biz. Hopefully it will be a better reflection of the characteristics of Winnipeg and provide a 

closer relationship with the viewing public.
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TREE CHILDREN

Figure 141. Tree Children by Leo 
Mol is a bronze sculpture located 
in a plaza in front of the Richardson 
Building at the intersection of 
Portage and Main, Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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On one of the busiest intersections 

in Winnipeg, on the corner or 

Portage Avenue and Main Street is 

a sculpture by one of Manitoba’s 

leading artists Leo Mol. The artist was 

born in the Ukraine but immigrated 

to Canada over 50 years ago, and 

was regarded as one of Winnipeg’s 

most famous artists. Here, in front 

of the Richardson building, is Mol’s 

work titled Tree People (Figure 

141). The sculpture is located in the 

centre of a pedestrian plaza at the 

northeast corner of the intersection. 

It shows three boys playing in a tree 

with another attempting to start his 

climb. The bronze tree and figures 

have little detail and are carved 

with a rugged finish. The sculpture is 

anchored to a concrete platform, 

lit with spotlights from underneath, 

and surrounded by a few matching 

concrete planters (Figure 142).
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Being in such a public location, the sculpture is seen by a constant stream of pedestrians and road traffi c. The Richardson family 

erected this project, as well as Seal River Crossing, for the plaza in front of their building. Aside from being the work of Leo Mol, 

who has donated many artworks to the city, there is little to connect the artwork to this location or to Winnipeg in general. 

Tree People is curiously placed in this busy location in Winnipeg and does little to connect to its visitors. The artwork faces traffi c 

approaching from the south, and can be seen from all directions of the intersection. While driving past, the actual content of 

the sculpture is hard to interpret, many of its details are impossible to see, and its size and shape make it diffi cult to recognize as 

a tree (Figure 143). Its small scale in relation to the large corner it is placed, makes the piece seem insignifi cant to the space.

In addition, the sculpture does not respond to its environment. It has been placed in a spot with little information or any 

description of the project. The fi gures are quite primitive in their appearance, and the tree is oddly out of proportion compared 

to the size of the children in its branches. The material used does not connect with or match anything in the plaza. The only 

physical element connecting the artwork to the site is the wide platform it is erected on which resembles the surrounding site 

furniture. There are not many attractions for pedestrians in the plaza. Although there are a few benches, they are away from the 

sculpture and do not encourage interaction.
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Figure 142. Tree Children is located in a pedestrian plaza near a busy intersection in Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara 
Marajh. 

Visiting the sculpture at night leaves a slightly different impression. The spotlights used to illuminate the project from under 

the piece are a soft white, making the artwork seem less severe and more intriguing (Figure 144). Behind the sculpture, the 

Richardson building is illuminated with lights, changing color from gentle pinks to blues to lavenders. With the warm colors 

glowing behind the sculpture, and the soft lights from underneath, the artwork is delightful. Some of the details like the crude 

features of the fi gures’ faces and the rough sculpting of the tree are lost in the light, creating a more uplifting and pleasant 

viewing experience.

It is unclear whether this sculpture was made specifi cally for this site or if it was purchased and placed by the Richardson 

family to decorate the pedestrian plaza. In either case, more consideration should have been given to the content of the 

work and its placement. Tourists, residents and business people pass this sculpture at all times during the year, yet would have 

diffi culty understanding its signifi cance to the intersection or to Winnipeg as a whole. Being placed in such a busy intersection 

in Winnipeg, visibility and approachability should have been an important consideration, but its meaning and content is missed 

because of its poor relation to the space. The only connection of the sculpture to the site is that its base corresponds to the 

surrounding site furniture. The sculpture’s disassociation from the public is inappropriate for such a highly public location.
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Figure 143. The details of Tree Children have a slightly rough texture.  The details of the figures are minimal, Winnipeg (2009). 
Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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Figure 144. At night, Tree Children is lit from underneath with a soft while light and is seen against a wall lit with warm glowing 
lights.  The presentation at night is much more friendly and warm, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.
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SEAL RIVER CROSSING

Located in the same plaza in front of the Richardson building as Tree People, is Seal River Crossing by Manitoban artist Peter 

Sawatzky (Figure 145). The Richardson family commissioned the bronze sculpture in 2007 to celebrate their 150th Anniversary 

in Canadian business. The piece was inspired by the artist’s many visits to Canada’s north and his discovery of the Caribou 

crossing the northern lands, and the fast moving waters of the Seal River. The sculpture depicts the moment when the Caribou 

are emerging from the rapid waters.

This sculpture has been placed further from the main intersection of Portage and Main than the nearby Tree Children, and is 

therefore intended for viewing by pedestrians rather than vehicle traffi c. It is on the main pedestrian pathway and the junction 

of the corridor between the two buildings on site. Although the animals are only life-sized, the overall piece is at a large scale. 

The base of the sculpture is over 1m high off the ground and is surrounded by plantings that match the others in the plaza. The 

caribou are beginning to surface from the water; they travel in a line, so none appears in full form (Figure 146). The total piece, 

including the sculpture, the base and the plantings are somewhat imposing and elevated from the rest of the site. In order to
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Figure 145. Seal River Crossing is a sculpture of Caribou crossing the Seal River in northern Canada, the sculpture is located in 
front of the Richardson Building located on Portage and Main, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

see the entire piece one would need to climb up on the planter’s edge and look down at the sculpture. From ground level the 

details of the sculpture and the enormity of the animals are less obvious.

Much like Leo Mol’s Tree Children, the execution of the artwork is rough and heavily textured, to the point that it appears 

somewhat unfi nished (Figure 147). However, the sculpture gives a completely different impression at night. Lit from below, the 

heads of the Caribou and their giant antlers emphasize the strength and perseverance of the animals to pull out of the rapidly 

moving waters. In the bright white light under the leader’s neck, the unfi nished texture of the sculpture is no longer noticeable, 

instead the tension and strength of the animal appears (and Figure 148). Surrounding the sculpture is the pink, blue and 

lavender glow from the lighting of the nearby Richardson Building. This soft appearance in the surrounding environment further 

enhances the tension in the sculpture. The concrete buildings appear soft while the struggling animals dominate the space. At 

night, in this setting, the sculpture is majestic. 



Figure 146. The sculpture is located in a pedestrian plaza at the end of a corridor of two tall downtown buildings, Winnipeg 
(2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh.

Figure 147. The texture of the sculpture is rough, but overall, Seal River Crossing is full of energy, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: 
Tamara Marajh.
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Seal River Crossing suffers the same fate of poor location and content as Tree Children. The artwork has a slight, but weak 

connection to its site. It blends into its surroundings and does not relate well in scale or content to its viewing public. The plaza of 

the Richardson building is a highly used and popular public space in the daytime, unfortunately this is also when the sculpture 

is most disconnected and appears awkwardly placed. At night, the drama and tension of the sculpture is far more apparent, 

unfortunately, this is when the piece is less likely to be viewed.

There is little to connect this sculpture to its surroundings or the public that may use the space. Seal River Crossing was 

commissioned for this location, yet its lack of integration into the surroundings gives no indication that it was made specifically 

for this site. The sculpture could be located anywhere in Canada and would create the same experience for the visitor. More 

connection and cohesion with the surroundings is needed to make the sculpture relate to the space. Considering scale, both 

the sculpture and particularly its base are slightly too large, disengaging the piece from the pedestrians it was intended for. 

Although the tension and strength embodied by these animals is an interesting story, the sculpture makes little connection to the 

immediate environment, making it seem out of place.
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 Figure 148. At night, Seal River Crossing is lit with soft lights and surrounded by warm colored lights that make the sculpture seem 
even more energetic and dramatic, Winnipeg (2009). Photographer: Tamara Marajh. 
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Scale and 
proportion

Integration 
into the 

environment

Site 
specificity

Community 
involvement

Materials
Visibility 

and public 
accessibility

Maintenance

Table of 
Contents √ √ √ √ √ N/A √
Spence 
Community 
Compass

√ √ √ √ X N/A √

Paths of Time √ X √ N/A √ X √
Louis Riel 
– Abstracted

N/A X √ N/A √ X N/A

Louis Riel – as 
a Statesman

N/A X √ N/A N/A √ N/A

River Arch √ X ? X √ √ N/A

Elwick 
Community 
Center

N/A X √ √ √ √ √

#1 Northern X X ? X X X N/A

Justice √ √ √ N/A √ √ √

Agassiz Ice √ √ √ √ √ √ √
Bears on 
Broadway

N/A X X X X X X

Art on the 
Avenue √ X X X X √ X

Tree Children X X X X ? ? N/A

Seal River 
Crossing X X X X N/A ? N/A

LEgENd:

	 √					considered  ?      unclear  X       not considered  N/A    not applicable

4.5: WINNIPEG - WHAT “WORKS” AND WHAT DOESN’T



In this case study, the most successful works of public art are the ones that were developed by the Winnipeg Arts Council. The 

most recent pieces like Agassiz Ice and Elwick Community Centre, are considerate of their space and their public audience. 

From this small evaluation, it is apparent that programs that collaborated with the city, the community and the artists, like the 

Winnipeg Arts Council, produce artworks that are more respected, more interesting and more evocative of the surroundings 

and the public.

Art created by private donors and funding has the potential to respond to the public and the environment as well. At this 

point, however, the existing sculptures in Winnipeg are not strong examples of this. Any art in the public sphere can easily be 

confused with projects that are sponsored and supported by the City of Winnipeg. When artworks are awkwardly placed in the 

environment and have no connection to the public, like Tree Children and Seal River Crossing, they become a poor reflection 

on the city.

Winnipeg needs to have more exciting pieces downtown like Justice, where people can pause, contemplate and enjoy the 

work of the artist. Public art was meant to excite viewers and make them feel like the city is for people. Artists, collaborative 

teams and facilitators need to think more in terms of creating public places than decorating the street with sculptures. Agassiz 

Ice is a perfect example; it transformed North Assiniboine Park from a small green space linking pedestrians to Assiniboine Park 

into an entire composition; a new feature for the city rather than just a new sculpture.

As mentioned before, certain types of artwork are better for certain locations and situations. Winnipeg has found the 

connection between these characteristics in some of its recent projects and continues to make exciting and provocative 

works of art. The Winnipeg Arts Council strives to enhance the features of a site by matching it with an appropriate artist or 

collaborating team. If this effort continues, Winnipeg will see more successful artworks like Spence Community Compass and 

Table of Contents. What is most encouraging is that the City of Winnipeg has a plan to create works of public art that connect 

to each community and the city as a whole, rather than a program to place random artworks around the city. By considering 

the public, the environment, and each specific site, Winnipeg is successfully moving forward to create public places, rather 

than placing art in public spaces.
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Public Art is inevitably a reflection of current values in society and in the art world.  Today, there is an emphasis on nature 

– particularly sustainability – beauty, functionality and how they can be integrated into the urban realm. These values make the 

landscape architect important in facilitating the evolving relationship between public art and public space. However, there are 

many different levels of involvement possible for a landscape architect when considering public art. 

It is apparent that there is an emerging interest in creating not only great works of public art, but also new public spaces.  When 

public art is well integrated into the environment and compatible with the location and public use, it can enhance public 

space. The role of the landscape architect will vary depending on the constraints and considerations of a project. Involvement 

of the landscape architect may be as extensive as project managing the proposed work.  They may be responsible for 

choosing the site and / or the artist, establishing the conditions of the project and evaluating the key considerations for 

the artwork, all based on the details of the site and the desires and characteristics of the using community.  Landscape 

architects can also be responsible for the design of the space itself.  For example, the revitalization of Allegheny Riverfront 

Park in Pittsburgh was a collaboration between artists and landscape architects, but all participants have said that landscape 

architect Michael Van Valkenburgh guided the project.  Members of the team had to learn the language of landscape 

architecture to create their design (see section 2.3: site specificity for more on this project).

The landscape architect may have a lesser level of involvement in projects that are being run by a program such as Percent 

for Art, or by a municipal government or by other professional facilitators of public art projects.  Landscape architects are 

particularly capable of conducting site analyses and evaluations.  These may contribute to landscape architects being able 

to play a significant role in selecting the type of artist, public art or focus of the project appropriate to a particular location. 

Landscape architects can also use their knowledge of the site and its setting to design the surrounding environment to 

incorporate the work of an already selected artist and / or installation. Their input at this level may be as part of broad team. 

For the South Cove project in New York City, for example, artist Mary Miss was only part of the collaboration between artists, 

architects and landscape architects.  Together, the team produced a modern space for the historical environment, but it was 

the result of the efforts of all the creative disciplines (see section 2.2: integration into the existing environment for more on this 

project).

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE AND PUBLIC ART
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It is also possible that landscape architects have minimal consultation in the creation of the public art project, but are included 

in the design of the overall space.  In this case, the commissioning agent or public artist may have more control over the 

project, but request the expertise of the landscape architect in creating a more effective public space.  A good example of this 

is the Spence Community Compass in Winnipeg. This was chosen for the community around Furby Street, and installed through 

the collaborative efforts of artists and residents.  The redesign of the surrounding park was based on an already established 

public art project.  Landscape architects responded to the public art in order to create the new park and playground (see 

section 4.3: public art projects for more on this design).

Landscape architecture can play an important but varied role in the creation and placement of public art. The level of 

involvement is dependent on the individual characteristics of the project, the environment and the specific community.  

However, as public space has become an important consideration in modern urban society, the role of the landscape 

architect has become more significant.  Public art and landscape architecture have a dynamic and diverse relationship, but 

this changing relationship is essential in creating public art that can become integrated into the community, that is appreciated 

by the public and that promotes the evolution of public spaces. The approaches to and comprehension of the physical 

environment possessed by landscape architects can help to make the impact of public art more than simply sculptures in 

plazas.  In summary, the landscape architect is vital to the integration of public art and its setting in order to produce unique 

and imaginative places designed for people as well as for art.



292       reference list

REFERENCE LIST

Amidon, J (Ed.). (2005). Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates: Allegheny Riverfront Park. New York: Princeton Architectural Press.

Anish Kapoor. (n.d.). Cloud Gate. Retrieved June 17, 2009, from http://www.anishkapoor.com/ works/public/2004cloudgate/
index.htm

Antony Gormley. (n.d.). Angel of the North. Retrieved on June 18, 2009 from http://www.antonygormley.com/viewproject.
php?projectid=5

Art. (2009). In Dictionary.com. Retrieved June 2, 2009, from http://dictionary.reference.com/

Artner, A. G. (1967, August 15). Chicago’s Picasso sculpture. The Chicago Tribune. Retrieved from http://www.chicagotribune.
com/

Aymonino, A. & Mosco, V. P. (2006). Contemporary public space: Un-volumetric architecture. Milan: Skira editore.

Baird, T. (n.d.). Herbert Bayer and the art of reclamation. Retrieved July 21, 2009, from http://www.ci.kent.wa.us/arts/page.
aspx?id=5956

Banksy. (2009). Retrieved July 28, 2009, from http://www.banksy.co.uk/

Beardsley, J. (2006). Earthworks and beyond: contemporary art in the landscape (4th ed.). New York and London: Abbeville Press 
Publishers.

Bhabha, H. K. (n.d.). Anish Kapoor: making emptiness. Retrieved from http://www.anishkapoor.com/writing/homibhabha.htm

Bridge, Abridged. (n.d.). Retrieved June 5, 2009, from http://www.adamkuby.com

Britain unveils monument to “Bomber” Harris. (1992, June 1). The New York Times. Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/

Burns, J. (2003, April 13). Motorway drivers will pass The Speed of Light. The Times Online. Retrieved from http://www.timesonline.
co.uk

CancerCare Manitoba Foundation. (2005). Bears on Broadway. Retrieved on June 18, 2009, from http://www.
bearsonbroadway.com/index.html

Careri, F. (2002). Walkscapes: Walking as an aesthetic practice. Barcelona: gili.

Carnac. (2005). Retrieved June 4, 2009, from http://www.megalithia.com/brittany/carnac/

Christo and Jeanne-Claude. (n.d.). Retrieved May 27, 2009, from http://christojeanneclaude.net/tg.shtml

Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s The Gates, project for Central Park. (2007). Retrieved May 27, 2009, from http://www.nyc.gov/
html/thegates/home.html

Claes Oldenburg Batcolumn. (2008). Retrieved on June 10, 2009, from http://www.explorechicago.org/

Claude Cormier Landscape Architects. (n.d.) Place D’Youville. Retrieved June 15, 2009, from http://www.claudecormier.com/
project/place-youville-en-/

Cloud Gate at the AT&T plaza. (n.d.). Retrieved June 17, 2009, from http://www.millenniumpark.org/artandarchitecture/cloud_
gate.html



reference list       293

Coulthard, T. (2009). Northala Field forever. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 99(5), 94-101. 

Cruikshank, J.L. & Korza, P. (1988). Going public: a field guide to developments in art in public places. Amherst, Massachusetts: 
The Arts Extension Service in cooperation with the Visual Arts Program of the National Endowment for the Arts. 

Culture Shock: Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc. (n.d.) Retrieved January 26, 2009, from http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/cultureshock/
flashpoints/visualarts/tiltedarc_a.html

Culture Shock: Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial. (n.d.) Retrieved January 26, 2009, from http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/
cultureshock/flashpoints/visualarts/ thewall.html

dia Art Foundation. (2009). Spiral Jetty. Retrieved June 8, 2009, from http://www.spiraljetty.org/

Dewey, J. (1958). Art as experience. New York: Capricorn Books.

Douglas, L. (2001). Public art for Louisiana: A guide for administrative success. Baton Rouge, La: Louisiana Division of the Arts.

Downtown Winnipeg Arts Biz. (n.d.). Art on the Avenue. Retrieved June 21, 2009 from http://www.downtownwinnipegbiz.com/
home/programs/art_on_the_avenue/

Elam, K. (2001). Geometry of design. New York: Princeton Architectural Press.

Fine sewer art. (n.d.). Retrieved June 10, 2009, from http://www.manhole.ca

Flanagan, R. M. (2005). Working with artists. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 95(6), 88-97.

Flemming, R. L. (1987). Place makers: Creating public art that tells you where you are. Boston: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc.

Flemming, R. L. (2007). The art of placemaking. London: Merrell Publishers Limited.

Freedman, S., Eccles, T., Cameron, D., Siegel, K., Kastner, J. & Wehr, A. (Eds.) (2004). Plop: Recent projects of the public art fund. 
London and New York: Merrell.

Freeman, A. (2004). That 70s show. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 94(5). Retrieved from http://www.asla.org/lamag/lam04/
may/feature3.html

Fourth Plinth. (n.d.). Retrieved May 25, 2009, from http://www.london.gov.uk/fourth plinth/

Gaboury, E. (1998, February 6). But is it art? Speech presented for the Marjorie Ward lecture series, Winnipeg, MB.

gateshead Council. (2009). The Angel of the North. Retrieved on June 18, 2009, from http://www.gateshead.gov.uk/
Leisure%20and%20Culture/attractions/Angel/Home.aspx

George and Helen Segal Foundation. (n.d.). Retrieved June 5, 2009, from http://segalfoundation.org/main.shtml

Gérin, A. &McLean, J. (2009). Public art in Canada: Critical perspectives. Toronto, Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press.

Goguen, J. (2000). What is art: an editorial introduction. Journal of Consciousness Studies 7(8-9), 7-15.

Gopnik, A. (2005). Art in the city. In M. Heiferman (Ed.), City art: New York percent for art program (p. 9-14). New York: Merrell.

Gray, J. (2008). Skaters show true colors. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 98(3), 22-23.

Great public spaces: Allegheny Riverfront Park. (2009). Retrieved June 15, 2009, from http://www.pps.org/great_public_spaces/
one?public_place_id=603&type_id=1



294       reference list

Heartney, E. (2005). The city as a laboratory: Two decades of New York’s percent for art program. In M. Heiferman (Ed.), City art: 
New York percent for art program (pp. 15-23). New York: Merrell.

Heiferman, M. (Ed.). (2005). City art: New York percent for art program. New York: Merrell. 

Hein, H. (2006). Public art: Thinking museums differently. Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press.

Hein, H. (1996). What is public art? Time, place and meaning. Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 54(1), 1-7.

Historic figures: Sir Arthur “Bomber” Harris (1892-1984). (n.d.). Retrieved May 20, 2009, from http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_
figures/harris_sir_arthur_bomber.shtml

Horowitz, G. M. (1996). Public art/public space: the spectacle of the tilted arc controversy. Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism, 54(1), 8-14.

Huebner, J. (2007). Image in the crowd. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 97(10), 126-131.

Jackson, I. (2008). Nek Chand’s Rock Garden, Chandigarh India. Retrieved June 16, 2009, from http://nekchand.info/

Janson, H.W. & Janson, A.F. (1997). History of art (5th ed. Revised). New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc.

Jenny Holzer. (2009). Retrieved June 8, 2009, from http://www.designboom.com/ contemporary/holzer.html

Joiner, D. (2007). The speed of light. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 97(6), 64, 66-67.

Jordan, S. (Ed). (1987). Public art, public controversy: the Tilted Arc on trial. New York: American Council for the Arts.

Kayden, J. S. (2000). Privately owned public space. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Kelly, M. (1996). Public art controversy: The Serra and Lin cases. Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 54(1), 15-22.

Krog, S. (1981). Is it art? Landscape Architecture Magazine, 71(5), 373-376.

Krueger, A. (1972, January 5). New anguish in new “blob”. Winnipeg Free Press, p. 1,5.

Lacy, S. (Ed.). (1995). Mapping the terrain: new genre public art. Seattle, Washington: Bay Press.

Lakritz, N. (1985, September 12). Spectators slam justice sculpture: There otta be a law! The Winnipeg Sun, p. 34.

Landscape Architecture. (2009). In Dictionary.com. Retrieved July 30, 2009, from http://dictionary.reference.com/ 

Leigh, G. N. (2008). Recipe for trouble. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 98(8), 150-152.

Lewis, B. I. (2003). Art for all: The collision of modern art and the public in late-nineteenth-century Germany. Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press.

Lipson, C. (2006). Cite right: A quick guide to citation styles – MLA, APA, Chicago, the sciences, professions and more. Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press.

Lipstick. (n.d.). Retrieved April 1, 2009, from http://www.oldenburgvanbruggen.com/ largescaleprojects/lipstick.html

Local square in Bagarmossen. (n.d.) Retrieved April 23, 2009, from www.nod.coop

Lowry, P. (1998, November 30). Park utilizes native amenities. Post Gazette. Retrieved June 15, 2009, from http://www.post-
gazette.com/regionstate/19981130park6.asp



reference list       295

Lunney, D. (1997, June 19). Sculptor fights to keep work here. Winnipeg Sun, p. 6.

Martha Schwartz partners. (2009). Retrieved on June 11, 2009, from http://www.marthaschwartz.com/

McIntyre, L. (2008) Big splash: Yorkers welcome. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 98(9), 20-22. 

Meyer, E. K. (1997). Transfiguration of the commonplace. Washington: Spacemakers Press. 

Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates, Inc. (n.d.). Allegheny Riverfront Park. Retrieved June 15, 2009, from http://www.mvvainc.
com/index.php#/PROJECTS/7/14/

Miles, M. (1997). Art, space and the city: public art and urban futures. London and New York: Routledge.

Miller, K. F. (2007). Designs on the public. The private lives of New York’s public spaces. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Mostaedi, A. (2002). Urban spaces. Barcelona, Spain: Charles Broto & Josep Ma Minguet.

New York City Public Art. (n.d.). Retrieved June 4, 2009, from http://www.blueofthesky.com/ publicart/works

Noguchi, I. (1994). Essays and conversations. New York: H.N. Abrams in association with the Isamu Noguchi Foundation.

Northala Fields. (n.d.). Retrieved June 1, 2009, from http://www.ealing.gov.uk/services/leisure/ parks_and_open_spaces/new_
developments/northala/

O’Connor, K. (1997, June 20). Sculpture will be placed at the U of R. The Leader Post, p. A3.

Osterwold, T. (2007). Pop art. Cologne: Taschen.

Ottawa kiosk: Unknown soldier. (2009). Retrieved April 21, 2009, from http://www. ottawakiosk.com/unknown_soldier.html

Padua, M. G. (2008). A fine red line. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 98(1), 90-99.

Pearlman, B. (1973). 1% art in civic architecture. Baltimore: printed by French/Bray.

Percent for Art. (2009). Retrieved April 13, 2009, from http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcla/ html/panyc/panyc.shtml

Project for public spaces. (2009). Retrieved May 19, 2009, from http://www.pps.org/

Public art at Yale. (n.d.). Retrieved April 1, 2009, from http://www.yale.edu/publicart/ lipstick.html

Richardson, T. (2004). The vanguard landscapes and gardens of Martha Schwartz. London: Thames and Hudson Ltd.

Roberts, D. (1996, May 13). New bronze statue is the Riel thing. The Globe and Mail, p. A2.

Rogers, E. B. (2001). Landscape design: A cultural and architectural history. New York: Harry N. Abrams, Incorporated.

Roth, M. (2006, October 8). In Trafalgar Square, sculpture pays tribute to woman born with no arms. Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. 
Retrieved May 25, 2009, from http://www.post-gazette.com/

Sardar, Z. (2007). Garden snake. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 97(3), 104-109.

Scrunton, R. (1979b). The Aesthetics of architecture. London: W & Mackay Limited.

Senie, H. F. (1992). Contemporary public sculpture. New York: Oxford University Press, Inc.

Simpson, J. (2008). Evil movers. Vancouver says thanks but no thanks to sculpture. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 98(9), 22. 



296       reference list

Smith, R. (2008). Public art, eyesore to eye candy. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 98(12), 126-128.

Smithson, R. (1979). Frederick Law Olmsted and the dialectical landscape. In N. Holt (Ed.), The writings of Robert Smithson (p. 
117-128). New York: New York University Press. 

Smithson, R. (1979). The Spiral Jetty. In N. Holt (Ed.), The writings of Robert Smithson (p. 107-116). New York: New York University 
Press.

Snow, M. (1995). Michael Snow. Montreal: Museé d’art contemporain de Montreal.

South Cove. (2009). Retrieved June 10, 2009, from http://www.marymiss.com

Stonehenge. (n.d.). Retrieved June 4, 2009, from http://www.stonehenge.co.uk/index.php

Tate, A. (2005). Making places different. In S. Harvey & K. Fieldhouse (Ed.), The cultured landscape (p. 57-80). Abingdon, Oxon: 
Routledge.

Taylor, J. R. (2006). The practice of landscape architecture in Canada. Guelph, ON: Landscape Architecture Canada 
Foundation.

The Angel of the North. (1999). Retrieved on June 18, 2009, from http://www.angelofthenorth.org.uk/

The cave of Lascaux. (n.d.). Retrieved June 2, 2009 from http://www.culture.gouv.fr/culture/ arcnat/lascaux/en/

Thompson, J. W. (2008). Land matters. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 98(2), 13.

Tolstoy, L. (1897). What is art? (A. Maude, Trans.). Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill. (1960)

Weilacher, U. (1996). Between landscape architecture and land art. Basel, Switzerland: Birkhäuser.

Weilacher, U. (2005). In gardens: profiles of contemporary European landscape architecture. Basel and Boston: Birkhauser-
Publishers for Architecture.

Werier, V. (1985, January 26). Massive new sculpture to rise by the law courts. Winnipeg Free Press, p. 26.

Westaway, N. (1994, July 18). Out with the old Riel, in with the new: Praznik. Winnipeg Free Press, p. 119.

White, R. (2008, May 24). Calgary lacks strong tradition of public art. Calgary Herald, p. J9.

William Dennisuk: Speed of light, Color of Time. (n.d.). Retrieved May 30, 2009, from http://www.kolumbus.fi/william.dennisuk/
Coloroftime.htm

Winnipeg Arts Council. (2004). City of Winnipeg: Public art policy. Retrieved March 10, 2009, from http://www.winnipegarts.ca/
images/uploads/File/wpg_public_art_policy.pdf

Winnipeg Arts Council. (2009). Retrieved June 12, 2009 from http://www.winnipegarts.ca/ index.php?/public-art/

Wolfe, T. (1986). From Bauhaus to our house. New York: A Washington Square Press Publication of Pocket Books.

Wolfe, T. (2000, January 2). The lives they lived: Frederick Hart, b. 1943; the artist the art world couldn’t see. The New York Times. 
Retrieved from http://www.jeanstephengalleries.com



list of images       297

LIST OF IMAGES

Figure 1. Warantz, L. (Photographer). (2009). Agora [Photograph], Chicago, USA. Personal collection.

Figure 2. Picken, J. (Photographer). (2009). ‘Agora’ statues and Chicago skyline [Photograph], Chicago, USA. Retrieved May 13, 
2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/picken/3443677120

Figure 3. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Placemarker: Calgary Root [Photograph], Calgary, AB. Personal collection.

Figure 4. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Generic placemaker: The Famous Five [Photograph], Calgary, AB. Personal 
collection.

Figure 5. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Specific placemaker: Mewata Stadium [Photograph], Calgary, AB. Personal 
collection.

Figure 6. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Place enhancer: The Winner [Photograph], Calgary, AB. Personal collection.

Figure 7. “JackVersloot”. (Photographer). (2008). Lascaux II [Photograph], France. Retrieved April 7, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.
com/photos/jackversloot/2563365462/

Figure 8. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Menhirs [Photograph], Scotland. Personal collection.

Figure 9. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Stonehenge [Photograph], Stonehenge, Wiltshire, England. Personal collection.

Figure 10. “Ilja”. (Photographer). (2003). Standing stones [Photograph], Carnac, Brittany, France. Retrieved July 3, 2009, from: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/ilja/21776386/

Figure 11. “azured00”. (Photographer). (2003). Arch of Constantine [Photograph], Rome, Italy. Retrieved July 10, 2009, from: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/azured00/3002682073/

Figure 12. “jennconspiracy”. (Photographer). (2007). Bargello [Photograph], Florence, Italy. Retrieved July 20, 2009, from: http://
www.flickr.com/photos/jennconspiracy/975108628/

Figure 13. “valix”. (Photographer). (2008). Equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius [Photograph], Rome, Italy. Retrieved July 8, 2009, 
from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/vlx/2792288945/

Figure 14. “Redvers”. (Photographer). (2008). Arthur Harris [Photograph], London, England. Retrieved July 14, 2009, from: http://
www.flickr.com/photos/redvers/2656049033/

Figure 15. “ashwin kumar”. (Photographer). (2008). Unknown Soldier P1000471 [Photograph], Ottawa, ON. Retrieved July 27, 
2009, from http://www.flickr.com/photos/ashwinkumar/2658350687/

Figure 16. Young, R. (Photographer). (2005). Isamu Noguchi’s Red Cube @ 140 Broadway [Photograph], New York City, USA. 
Retrieved May 30, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/rob-young/926043931/

Figure 17. “Karlina – Carla Sedini”. (Photographer). (2008). Group of ‘Four Trees’ and businessman [Photograph], New York City, 
USA. Retrieved June12, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/karlina/2959778602/

Figure 18. “vige”. (Photographer). (2008). Lipstick (ascending) on caterpillar tracks (New Haven, CT). [Photograph], New Haven, 
USA. Retrieved June 22, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/vige/3502632313/

Figure 19. “martinstelbrink”. (Photographer). (2008). Great depression [Photograph],  Washington, DC. Retrieved July 20, 2009, 
from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/martinstelbrink/3048596319/



298       list of images

Figure 20. “bastique”. (Photographer). (2008). “The Holocaust” by George Segal [Photograph], San Francisco, USA. Retrieved 
July 20, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/bastique/3023444925/

Figure 21. “Tony the Misfit”. (Photographer). (2008). To love and be loved. Gay Liberation in New York City [Photograph], New 
York City. Retrieved July 20, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/tonythemisfit/3117356986/

Figure 22. Marajh, T. (Photograph). (2009). Flightstop [Photograph], Toronto, Canada. Personal collection.

Figure 23. Marajh, T. (Photograph). (2007). Floating: Calgary pedestrian bridge  [Photograph], Calgary, AB. Personal collection.

Figure 24. Marajh, T. (Photograph). (2007). Sound wall on Calgary pedestrian bridge [Photograph], Calgary, AB. Personal 
collection.

Figure 25. Marajh, T. (Photograph). (2007). Tension: Calgary pedestrian bridge [Photograph], Toronto, AB. Personal collection.

Figure 26. Sunrise over Northala Fields October 2007 [Online image]. (2007). Retrieved May 28, 2009 from: http://www.ealing.gov.
uk/services/leisure/parks_and_open_spaces/new_developments/northala/

Figure 27. “araqnid”. (Photographer). (2009), Northala evening detail [Photograph], Ealing, England. Retrieved May 28, 2009, 
from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/araqnid/3156271239/

Figure 28. “zaui”. (Photographer). (2009), Spiral Jetty B&W [Photograph], Great Salt Lake, USA. Retrieved May 15, 2009, from: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/zaui/3525403781/

Figure 29. “fodness”. (Photographer). (2007), Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (Great Salt Lake) [Photograph], Great Salt Lake, USA. 
Retrieved June 13, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/fodness/1461889152/

Figure 30 and Figure 31. Wasney, T. (Photographer). (2009). Mills Creek Canyon Earthworks [Photograph]. Kent, USA. Personal 
Collection.

Figure 32. Marajh, T. ( Photographer). (2009). Redbull Motorcross Fighters Mural [Photograph], Calgary, AB. Personal Collection.

Figure 33. Marajh, T. (Photograph). (2004). Mural in Belfast [Photograph], Belfast, Ireland. Personal collection.

Figure 34. “Satoru Kiikuchi”. (Photographer). Mural (2007), Chemainus, BC. Retrieved June 25, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/
photos/satoru_kikuchi/2095592599/in/set-72157603416919621/

Figure 35. “Satoru Kiikuchi”. (Photographer). Mural (2007), Chemainus, BC. Retrieved June 25, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/
photos/satoru_kikuchi/2095594311/in/set-72157603416919621/

Figure 36. “Satoru Kiikuchi”. (Photographer). (2007). Mural [Photograph], Chemainus, BC. Retrieved June 25, 2009, from: http://
www.flickr.com/photos/satoru_kikuchi/2095594311/in/set-72157603416919621/

Figure 37. “badjonni”. (Photograph).  (2008). Banksy – cave painting [Photograph]. London, England. Retrieved August 10, 2009, 
from http://www.flickr.com/photos/badjonni/2470166108/

Figure 38. “Jef Nickerson”. (Photographer). (2006). Jenny Holzer [Photograph], Providence, Rhode Island. Retrieved July 12, 2009, 
from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/woneffe/263540800/

Figure 39 and Figure 40. Baptist, K. W. (Photographer). (2005). The Gates, February 2005 [Photograph], New York City, USA. 
Personal Collection.

Figure 41. “uzvards”. (Photographer). (2007). Alison Lapper (p9040980) [Photograph], Trafalgar Square, London, England. 
Retrieved June 23, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/uzvards/1431746678



list of images       299

Figure 42. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2007). The Device to Root Out Evil [Photograph], Calgary, AB. Personal Collection.

Figure 43. “Loz Flowers”. (Photographer). (2007). “Model For a Hotel” 2007, Thomas Schütte, Trafalgar Square Fourth Plinth) 
[Photograph], Trafalgar Square, London, England. Retrieved June 25, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/
blahflowers/2020248727/

Figure 44. “jpchan”. (Photographer). (2005). Shadow garden [Photograph], New York City, USA. Retrieved June 11, 2009, from: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/57539865@N00/11605004/

 Figure 45. Wasney, T. (Photographer). (2003). Chicago Picasso [Photograph], Chicago, IL. Personal Collection. 

Figure 46. “puroticorico”. (Photographer). (2007). Pilsen sidewalk placard [Photograph], Pilsen, Czech Republic. Retrieved June 
11, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/puroticorico/1815005177/

Figure 47. “shakko”. (Photographer). (2007). Doriphorus03 [Photograph], Pushkin Museum, Moscow. Retrieved June 3, 2009, from: 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Doriphorus03_pushkin.jpg

 Figure 48. “Tilemahos Efthimiadis”. (Photographer). (2009). Zeus [Photograph], Exarhia, Athens. Retrieved June 3, 2009, from: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/64379474@N00/

Figure 49. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2008). Maman [Photograph], Ottawa, ON. Personal collection.

Figure 50. Warantz, L. (Photographer). (2008). Maman [Photograph], Ottawa, ON. Personal collection.

Figure 51. “cliff1066”. (Photographer). (2008). Vietnam Veterans Memorial wall [Photograph], Washington, DC. Retrieved May 6, 
2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/nostri-imago/2913661860/

Figure 52. “functoruser”. (Photographer). (2009). Vietnam Veterans Memorial [Photograph], Washington, DC. Retrieved May 6, 
2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/functoruser/3182805927/

Figure 53. “cliff1066”. (Photographer). (2008). Vietnam Veterans Memorial wall [Photograph], Washington, DC. Retrieved May 6, 
2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/nostri-imago/2913663452/

Figure 54. “wallyg”. (Photographer). (2007). NYC – Battery Park City: South Cove [Photograph], New York City, NY. Retrieved May 
27, 2009, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/wallyg/348272377/in/set-72157594435920251/

Figure 55. “_rockinfree”. (Photographer). (2008). Battery Park [Photograph], New York City, NY. Retrieved May 27, 2009, from: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rockinfree/2550257488/

Figure 56. Serra Tilted Arc 1981-9 [Online image]. (2009). Retrieved August 3, 2009 from: http://www.shafe.co.uk/art/Richard_
Serra-_Tilted_Arc_(1981-9)-

Figure 57. Miller, K. F. (2007). Designs on the public. The private lives of New York’s public spaces. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press. Used with permission from Marc Trieb (Photographer).

Figure 58, Figure 59 and Figure 60. Amidon, J (Ed.). (2005). Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates: Allegheny Riverfront Park. New 
York: Princeton Architectural Press.

Figure 61 and Figure 62. Luse, E. (Photographer). (2006). Garden Snake [Photograph], San Francisco, CA. Retrieved on July 23, 
2009, and used with permission from The San Francisco Chronicle: http://www.sfgate.com

Figure 63. Tate, A. (Photographer). (2007). False Creek, Vancouver [Photograph], Vancouver, BC. Personal collection.



300       list of images

Figure 64. “_lindseywb”. (Photographer). (2009). Claes Oldenburg [Photograph], Philadelphia, PA. Retrieved June 11, from: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/lindseywb/3237983830/

Figure 65. Karpeles, K. (Photographer). (2008). Bat Column Sculpture [photograph], Chicago, IL. Professional collection, retrieved 
from http://chicago-photographs.blogspot.com/2008/03/bat-column-sculpture.html

Figure 66. Tate, A. (Photographer). (2006). Cloud Gate at Millennium Park [Photograph], Chicago, IL. Personal collection. 

Figure 67. Warantz, L. (Photographer). (2009). Looking up into Cloud Gate [Photograph], Chicago, IL. Personal collection. 

Figure 68. Stogrin, S. (Photographer). (2004). City reflection in Cloud Gate [Photograph], Chicago, IL. Personal collection. 

Figure 69. “Andy Hay”. (Photographer). (2006). Puppy in front of the Guggenheim [Photograph], Bilbao, Spain. Retrieved July 19, 
from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/andyhay/223977982/

Figure 70. “soltenviva”. (Photographer). (2006). Bilbao Guggenheim Museum [Photograph], Bilbao, Spain. Retrieved July 19, 
from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/soltenviva/2555452575

Figure 71. “appaji”. (Photographer). (2007). 20071201_162140 ceramic-waste_statuettes [Photograph], Chandigarh, India. 
Retrieved June 3, from: http://www.flickr.com/photos/appaji/2206050544/

Figure 72. “Ajay Tallam”. (Photographer). (2007). Rock garden [Photograph], Chandigarh, India. Retrieved June 3, from: http://
www.flickr.com/photos/90417577@N00/2250098179/

Figure 73 and Figure 74. Richardson, T. (2004). The vanguard landscapes and gardens of Martha Schwartz. London: Thames and 
Hudson Ltd. Used with permission from Martha Schwartz.

Figure 75. Hatch, R. (Photographer). (2005). Streaks 5 [Photograph], Ireland. Retrieved June 5, from Richard Hatch professional 
collection.

Figure 76. Hatch, R. (Photographer). (2005). Streaks 6 [Photograph], Ireland. Retrieved June 5, from Richard Hatch professional 
collection.

Figure 77. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2004). Mission Possible [Photograph], Prague, Czech Republic. Personal collection.

Figure 78, Figure 79, Figure 80 and Figure 81. Tate, A. (Photographer). (2009). Angel of the North [Photograph], Gateshead, 
United Kingdom. Personal collection.

Figure 82. “_MACSURAK”. (Photographer). (2005). Piazza d’Italia [Photograph], New Orleans, LA. Retrieved July 14, from: http://
www.flickr.com/photos/macsurak/2637259994/

Figure 83. “_MACSURAK”. (Photographer). (2005). Piazza d’Italia [Photograph], New Orleans, LA. Retrieved July 14, from: http://
www.flickr.com/photos/macsurak/2637259834/ 

Figure 84. Leigh, G. N. (2008). Recipe for trouble. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 98(8), p.152.

Figure 85. Leigh, G. N. (2008). Recipe for trouble. Landscape Architecture Magazine, 98(8), p. 150.

Figure 86. Wall, J. (Photographer). (2009). Martha Stewart Federal Courthouse Plaza [Photograph], Minneapolis, MN. Personal 
collection.

Figure 87. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Wall paintings, graffiti, factory names and brands in the streets of Winnipeg 
[Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.



list of images       301

Figure 88. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Winnipeg bike rack and two bike racks on Broadway [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. 
Personal collection.

Figure 89. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Gambling Sticks [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 90. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Gossip [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 91. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Valentina [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 92, Figure 93, Figure 94, Figure 95 and Figure 96. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Table of Contents [Photograph], 
Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 97, Figure 98, Figure 99. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Spence Community Compass [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. 
Personal collection.

Figure 100, Figure 101, Figure 102, Figure 103, and Figure 104. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Paths of Time [Photograph], 
Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 105, Figure 106, Figure 107, Figure 108, and Figure 109. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Louis Riel, abstracted 
[Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 110, Figure 111, Figure 112, Figure 113, and Figure 114. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Louis Riel [Photograph], 
Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 115, Figure 116, Figure 117 and Figure 118. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). River Arch [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. 
Personal collection.

Figure 119, Figure 120, Figure 121, and Figure 122. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Elwick Community Centre [Photograph], 
Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 123, Figure 124, Figure 125, and Figure 126. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). # 1 Northern [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. 
Personal collection.

Figure 127, Figure 128, Figure 129, and Figure 130. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Justice [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. 
Personal collection.

Figure 131, Figure 132, Figure 133, and Figure 134. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Agassiz Ice [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. 
Personal collection.

Figure 135, Figure 136, and Figure 137. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Bears on Broadway [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. 
Personal collection.

Figure 138. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Art on the Avenue: Pillows [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 139. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Art on the Avenue: Rez Dawg [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 140. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Art on the Avenue: Copella [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. Personal collection.

Figure 141, Figure 142, Figure 143, and Figure 144. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Tree Children [Photograph], Winnipeg, MB. 
Personal collection.

Figure 145, Figure 146, Figure 147, and Figure 148. Marajh, T. (Photographer). (2009). Seal River Crossing [Photograph], Winnipeg, 
MB. Personal collection.



STEALING A LOOK ON YOUR WAY TO LIFE:
PUBLIC ART AND THE RELATIONSHIP TO LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE




