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What is the public in public art? 

Public art as a notion is a difficult one to grasp. Let us take the terminology to begin with- Public art. 

Why not contemporary art; or installation art, or just art- seeing as this term is encompassing 

enough in itself-? This prefix or adjective- public- is one that requires closer examination. The 

defining of public art, its purpose, and its legitimacy are an ongoing task that is explored, and has 

been explored by many artists.  For the sake of clarity and focus, graffiti will not be discussed as 

public art. Graffiti is a big enough subject, with many branches and leaves that would also need close 

examination and clarification. In addition to this neither will memorials; this study is too short in 

order to fully explore why memorials should not be labelled public art. The focus will be to analyse 

the “public” in public art, and what it constitutes, or should constitute. There are four main public 

concerns which will be examined: Public; money, space, time and members, and encounters. What 

effect does the origin of funds for public art have on the work? What is the process by which these 

are spent? Public art and public space are two terms that are perpetually linked, but is there a 

difference between them? Can a public space become, or be deemed public art? Furthermore 

should public art be site specific, as opposed to using existing works and reinstalling them? What 

should the permanence of public art be within a globalised world? If art is “a state of encounter”
1
, 

then art acts as a mediator for social interaction.  So is there art in say, building a park? How do we 

distinguish this from landscaping or architecture? These are all questions that will be explored with 

the expectation not to find answers but to evaluate various opinions. 

Public art is becoming increasingly funded by private investment. Work which one could say imposes 

itself on a space used by people unrelated to the arts in their day to day lives is subject to much 

scrutiny and compromise even before it is made. This is something that Dennis Oppenheim has 

highlighted as an issue, ““If I know that what I'm doing now is not going to be acceptable, then why 

should I do it? If I do something, I should do something that might have some chance of being 

accepted." That's problematic, because you're already talking about compromise.”
2
 I believe the 

problem with all these compromises or restrictions is perhaps not the fact that they are happening, 

but rather the way in which they are happening. Each of these private investors or funding bodies 

has their own criteria by which to assess a proposed public work. For example let us take the Arts 

Council for England. Their “Grants for the arts” funds are acquired through the National Lottery- 

public money. However the release of this money is subject to their own specific criteria, filtered 

then through the individual interests of each project, and of course the government.  
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“Our approach is to consider three dimensions of artistic work: 

• idea – the concept or artistic impetus behind the work 

• practice – the effectiveness of how the work is put into practice and the impact it has on those 

experiencing it 

• development – the contribution the work makes to the development of the artist, the artform 

and the arts more widely”
3
 

 

Although there are increasingly more “people from the real world”
4
 coming into commissioning 

panels, the situation still remains that at some level individual interest will rear its head and affect 

the decision making process. “That throws public art into the same sort of political dynamic as 

museum art and, all of a sudden, it's relegated to the same sort of power structure.”
5
However this 

only serves to highlight the similarities between public art and gallery art. The only difference being 

that we understand from the outset that a gallery is going to have an agenda and preferred or 

sponsored artists. It seems as if a public work should be devoid of this sort of explicit interest, “it 

seems that in public art you should be able to do better work.”
6
 But how are we to assess what the 

interest of a public work should be?  

 

I suppose one could outlandishly pronounce that it should be in the interest of the public, of course! 

However in our globalised world the public is diverse, fluid and transient.  

 

“The figure of the subject defined by the radicant resembles that advanced by queer theory, which 

views the self as constructed out of borrowings, citations, and proximities, hence as pure 

constructivism... one “installs oneself” in a place or situation in a makeshift or precarious way, and 

the subject’s identity is nothing but the temporary result of this encampment.”
7
 

 

A person that lives five minutes away from a park where a work has been installed may never need 

to traverse it, or go anywhere near it for that matter. Thus they would never encounter the work. So 

should their interest be considered when selecting a public work in “their area,” as one day they may 

venture that way? There may be someone who lives on the other side of the city, but whose 

quickest route to work includes crossing this park. Should they be accounted for? Or should the work 
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be about the space? Brian McAvera suggests that, “By definition an installation cannot simply be 

replicated in a different space.”
8
  I would suggest that when speaking about public art or art in 

general, it is the encounter that cannot be replicated. The encounter can become repetitive; a tired 

thought or vision. Like an old sweater that has gone through the brain’s spin cycle many times; very 

comfortable, but not particularly attractive. We must put into question the validity, or relevance of a 

permanent piece of work when dealing with public art.  

 

 

Fig 1. 

Marsyas 2002,  Installation at Tate Modern, Anish Kapoor  

http://www.tate.org.uk/modern/exhibitions/kapoor/images.htm 

 

Furthermore the idea of public space is one that brings with it many questions. Let us take the 

turbine hall in the Tate Modern. This is a space which is open to the public. The works installed there 

are free to view. The gallery asks for voluntary donations but these are, as the title states, voluntary. 

So was Anish Kapoor’s Marsyas 2002 [fig 1.] installation in the turbine hall a piece of public art? 

Nadine Lemmon, executive director of the Gunk Foundation in Gardiner, New York (a charitable 
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organisation helping to fund intellectual endeavours, which is unfortunately temporarily suspended), 

suggests public space is space "infused with a pre-existing social meaning."
9
 If this is true then 

potentially any given space is public, providing it has an existing public, who thus provide its social 

meaning. In addition public space is no longer limited to the physical world. The internet has brought 

with it the “public of cyberspace.”
10

 However this public space is not as global and all inclusive as we 

may be led to believe, “entry into this realm is restricted by the factors of economics and education,” 

“the virtual public is defined by income and computer literacy.”
11

 Statements which would not look 

out of place in Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction, “the culturally most legitimate and economically 

cheapest practices... are likely to occur particularly frequently among the fractions (relatively) richest 

in cultural capital and (relatively) poorest in economic capital.”
12

 Public space, as a title, perhaps 

suggests an all encompassing and easily accessible location; a space where everyone is welcome, 

and feels welcome. However public space is just the same as any other space, tangled up in pre-

existing constructs, connotations, and constraints. “Confined process is no process at all. It would be 

better to disclose the confinement rather than make illusions of freedom.”
13

 

 

I would like to explore two examples of work which are, at present, successful pieces of permanent 

public art; Jeff Koons’ Puppy [fig 2.] and Antony Gormley’s Angel of the North [fig 3.]. In Koons’ case 

his 12.2 metre tall puppy, made from stainless steel, soil and flowering plants
14

 has “become an 

emblem of a community.”
15

 Koons’ work in this case uses organic materials-bar the stainless steel of 

course which is not on display- to produce his public sculpture. The success of this particular work I 

would argue lies in its impermanence. The flowers in the sculpture change throughout the year 

according to the seasons. There is a precariousness about the work which is its greatest asset as a 

public work of art.  It acknowledges our ever changing social patterns. It is permanent for now, but 

one day it won’t be. Bourriaud highlights precariousness as one of the traits of contemporary art and 

culture, “this is the situation in these early years of the twenty-first century, in which transience, 
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speed, and fragility reign in all domains of thought and cultural production, giving rise to what might 

be described as a precarious aesthetic regime.”
16

  

 

 

 

Fig 2. 

Puppy 1992, Installation outside Guggenhein Bilbao, Jeff Koons 

http://www.channel4.com/culture/microsites/B/bigart/images/inspire_2.jpg 

 

 

In Gormley’s case, his Angel of the North appears to be very much a permanent public sculpture, 

“The work is made of corten steel, weighs 200 tonnes and has 500 tonnes of concrete foundations.”
17

 

However the work’s success is its acknowledgement of a transient society, a society and culture 

which is always on the move. It is a sculpture which you would have to truly go out of your way to 

experience any other way than through a car windscreen. Its use of waste material from the local 

Lower Tyne Colliery is quite a romantic notion. When you think that drivers who drive up and down 

A1 motorway day in and day out will use the sculpture as a marker to locate and orientate 

themselves in this transient world we live in. Perhaps this unusual citing for a public work and its lack 

of physical obstruction, will give Gormley’s work greater longevity. However its impermanence is 

inevitable. The work is historically loaded, and relies on that particular motorway’s permanence in 

order to survive. There will come a day where it is no longer relevant enough, socially, historically 

and artistically for it to exist. 
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Fig 3. 

Angel of the North 1998, Installation at Gateshead, Antony Gormley 

http://www.antonygormley.com/viewphotoseries.php?photoseriesid=2&page=1&projectid=5 

 

It would be worth mentioning at this stage that we are speaking about public art post Richard Serra’s 

Tilted Arc [fig 4.]. In 1981 Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc was installed outside Washington D.C’s Federal 

building, and after much controversy dismantled in 1989. This was a hard and complex piece of 

work. It made its intended audience think about whom they were, and why it was there. They felt it 

was an attack on public sector workers. According to Serra this was not his intention. Serra was 

actively working in opposition to the “constraints of the context.”
18

 It was a critique of the social 

constructs of the time, and the intended public’s position within these. For reasons sinister or not, 
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there was a small -or perhaps very big- step that was never made to understand the work as such. 

The workers knew they didn’t like it. ““The public is saying we don’t like it, and we are not stupid, 

and we are not Philistines, and we don’t need some art historians and curators to tell us that we will 

like it. We don’t like it.””
19

 They didn’t like it because of who they were; individuals who work for the 

government. These individuals experienced the same space day in and day out; much like their jobs. 

Serra discloses the constraints of these people’s lives through the disruption of the systems they are 

functioning within. The piece had a very specific public- an intended audience. It is this public’s 

psycho-spatial encounter which brought to the forefront their social function. This recognition of 

their invisible imprisonment became the main basis for their dislike of Tilted Arc. 

 

Fig 4. 

Tilted Arc 1981, installation in Washington D.C., Richard Serra 

http://images.artnet.com/images_US/magazine/features/saltz/saltz4-23-08-40.jpg 
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I asked at the outset whether a public space could be deemed public art. I believe that perhaps we 

can now make the distinction between the two and highlight their overlap. Art as an encounter 

cannot be permanent. A permanent public park for instance, may be for a given period labelled as 

public art. As a new space it is void of social meaning of its own. It is thus an object for us to 

encounter within a larger space which has pre-existing social meanings.  Architecture perhaps 

provides public art with the platform from which to ask new questions; for a short time. As Tony 

Cragg put it, ““it’s hard to compete with the scale of a modern city. Even a bus going past is going to 

be bigger and more imposing than almost any sculpture.””
20

 Art is a collaborative practice, and 

within this many other disciplines may be involved. The art is perhaps not in the space itself, but as 

we have seen it is in the interaction with it. 

Perhaps globalisation allows us to use the term “public” more freely. I would disagree with 

Bourriaud’s idea of a mass global culture. Such is the extent of globalisation that new contextual, 

intertextual, and historical encounters are happening all the time. Culture is becoming more mixed, 

but I would argue that this only makes differences more specific to each individual as opposed to 

amalgamating us all into this homogenous, faceless culture.  Why do we use the term “public art”? 

Who or what is this public? If we use Bourriaud’s model of a global culture, then perhaps we may 

assert that we are producing for a mass that begin to hold similar values and are equipped with 

similar codes to understand the now small globalised world. However it would be nonsensical to say 

that public art is for everyone.  

Should public art be addressing the question of who the public is, in order to be of some social 

function? Or should it accept that the public is fluid and address a given space in a way that is of 

interest to the artist- are they not part of the public? Tilted Arc could be viewed as a catalysed or 

concentrated example of public art’s effect on its intended audience. It is its great impermanence 

which made it such a great piece of public art. It had something to say, it said it. Ok they didn’t 

particularly like it, but it had its fair shout. As commented by James Wines the effect that Tilted Arc 

had on its public could have quite easily and legitimately been claimed as the artwork.
21

This comes 

back to Bourriaud’s idea of a transient public constantly installing themselves within new context. 

Although Serra’s work was meant as a permanent installation, it succeeded in explicitly installing its 

audience within their regular space. It is in this way that Serra’s work is successful. Had it survived 
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and become a permanent structure, it would undoubtedly by now have become “simply street 

furniture.”
22

 

These are only a few issues in the ongoing discussions about public art. I suppose public art can take 

comfort in the fact that it is not alone. What constitutes a public work of art is not far removed from 

the question of what constitutes a work of art. The prior can never be discussed in isolation from the 

latter; and one should never attempt to do so. To attempt this would imply the application of an 

objectivity to this subject which simply does not exist.  The question we are left with now is not what 

the “public” is in public art, but perhaps what it isn’t. 

 

Manoj Sawlani Ramos 

May 2009 
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