
The people’s plinth? 

 

Democratic and inclusive art is something which is fast becoming a primary concern in the practice 

of public art, and public art commissioning. Can a piece of democratic art be successful within the 

public sphere, and is there such a thing? The success of a piece of public art is directly related to its 

engagement and awareness of the relational framework it works within. The various restrictions, 

limitations, contexts and processes by which a work comes to existence, can be seen as a network of 

relations which create the platform for its critique. As we will examine these relational variables 

make the production of “true democratic art” virtually impossible. Perhaps when talking about 

public art, this network of relations can be more difficult to pin down due to its supposed all 

encompassing inclusivity. This study will examine how one specific example of public art functions 

within its respective networks of relations, and how this impacts on the success of the work. To 

clarify, when discussing democracy in this study we will be using the model of direct democracy as 

the basis for this area of critique, “the only truly democratic way to make decisions on matters of 

public policy is by the full, direct, and unmediated participation of all citizens. The citizens.... should 

set the agenda, discuss the issues, and determine the policies. Any indirect form of participation, such 

as decisions by elected representatives, cannot be fully democratic.”
1
 

 Between the 6
th

 of July and the 14
th

 of October 2009 Antony Gormley’s One & Other was installed at 

Trafalgar Square’s Fourth Plinth in London, “2,400 people from as far afield as the Shetland Islands 

and Penzance occupied the plinth for sixty minutes each, picked at random from nearly 35,000 who 

applied.”
2
  It would be worth mentioning at this stage that when speaking about relational networks 

we must not forget the inter-relational network; that is to say the piece’s existence as public art in 
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relation to other public art works. Jane Rendell stresses, “the importance of understanding the 

specifics of particular sites and places, but only in relational terms as parts of larger networks, 

systems, and processes, physically, and ideologically.”
3
 To analyse all possible network relations in 

one study would be impossible. Thus we will concentrate on four and use these as the plane for the 

work’s critique; the relation to the intended goal, the relation to the site or space, the underpinning 

relation to other public art works, and the relation to the commissioning process. It would also be 

worth acknowledging from the outset that many of the citations used in this study are internet 

based. Although not the sole reference point, many of the issues that will be discussed about 

Gormley’s work will surround the media and accessibility.  

 

Fig. 1: Installation shot, Antony Gormley’s One & Other 
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Gormley’s piece is intended to be a “democratic” portrait of modern day Britain. (footnote) In fact 

on the One & Other website the work has been retrospectively described as, “a collective portrait of 

humanity that is richer than anyone could have imagined.”
4
 So which humanity is this? In a country 

with a population of 61.4 million
5
 only 35000 applied to participate in the project, of which only 

2400 actually made it onto the plinth. It sounds unthinkable that we are to believe that this is truly a 

random and democratic sample of people. Who applied? Why did they apply? Their interest in the 

project alone begins to specialise the sample. In addition, how was the project advertised? Being a 

fine art student, in an arts institution, the author of this study had never heard about the project 

before its opening was broadcast on Sky News. This seems very peculiar as the work is supposedly 

representative of all of us, the author included, as UK residents. However, the opportunity to part-

take does not seem to have been actively promoted; certainly not in this author’s direction. 

 

Furthermore although the application process to part-take in One & Other was available in both an 

analogue format as well as a digital one, it is the subsequent coverage and access to the work that 

seems to be flawed in its aims. If the work was intending produce a portrait of Britain does that by 

default suggest that it is the British public as a whole that it is aimed at? As highlighted by John 

McCarthy, the aim of public art is to, “promote image externally... or to reflect image internally... or 

both.”
6
 The only way to follow the work, unless and of course you are in London, is to follow the live 

streams online or watch via the digital channel Sky Arts. Both of these mediums are loaded with 

restrictions and exclusions, “the virtual public is defined by income and computer literacy,” “entry 

into this realm is restricted by the factors of economics and education.”
7
 In other words only those 

with (good enough) internet access or a digital TV subscription would have been able to keep up 
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with the work’s progress and development.  Considering that only, “9.3 million homes have Sky,”
8
 in 

the UK this is not a vast demographic. The website continues to say, 

“One & Other is an extension of the exploration of the connection between individuals. The 

volunteers on the plinth become both representations of themselves and of the human population of 

the world, viewed by fellow members of the wider society which they inhabit.”
9
 

I would suggest that, rather than being representations of themselves the participants in One & 

Other are actually rather contrived self-constructions as a result of being put “on stage.” As Tom 

Lubbock described it, it was a, “freak-show of exhibitionism, an open-air Big Brother.”
10

 Is this what 

the public wanted to see? The media is already saturated enough with programs imitating and 

portraying day to day life. It is difficult to see the democracy in a large, but limited, cast bombarding 

us with a disparate series of individual concerns. Furthermore it would seem that although the 

participants take part one at a time, their individuality or otherness is subverted by the fact that they 

are part of the plurality of “plinthers” set up by Gormley.   

 

Let us consider Trafalgar square as a site. The square is historically an outdoor space which has been 

used for demonstrations and rallies, such as on January 19
th

 2009 for peace in the Middle East.
11

 Its 

use as such renders the space with connotations of a forum for democratic process. A place for 

democratic values to be practiced and upheld. Nelson’s column, erected in 1845, dominates the 

space at 5m tall on top of a 46m column.
12

 Also in the square are four identical plinths, three of 

which are occupied by statues of General Sir Charles James Napier, Major General Sir Henry 

Havelock, and King George IV. The fourth was originally intended for an equestrian statue but was 
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empty for many years.
13

 Now funded by the Lottery Fund, The Arts Council for England, and the 

Mayor of London, the fourth plinth now forms part of an ongoing public arts programme. Previous 

works on the plinth include Thomas Schütte’s sculpture Model for a Hotel, and Marc Quinn's 

sculpture Alison Lapper Pregnant. Gormley’s One & Other is the first of the commissions to use 

active public participation, by having the selected participants stand for sixty minutes at a time on 

the plinth. How very odd; why create a platform for people to speak from, within a space which is 

already used as such? 

 

Fig. 2: Installation shot, Marc Quinn’s Alison Lapper Pregnant 

 

As a direct consequence of the dangers posed by 2400 people in turn standing on the plinth, a large 

safety net was installed around it. This addition or modification of the fourth plinth seems to 

completely negate the aesthetic relation between the other plinth-based monuments and itself. The 

plinth, which is still supposed to be a plinth in Gormley’s piece, looks nothing like its counterparts. 
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The net is the sculptural equivalent of a pair of national health spectacles; a means to conform to 

government legislation yet aesthetically ill considered. Quoting North, Hilde Hein states that, “"The 

very techniques [s/]he chooses to represent commonality can also represent the conformity that [the 

artist] means to expose."”
14

 By conforming to health and safety regulations Gormley is, knowingly or 

not, revealing one of the conditions of our existence in modern day Britain. But at what cost to the 

work? Surely the reason that we put monuments of individuals on plinths is because of the 

“greatness” they achieved during their lifetime, by taking risks or putting themselves in positions of 

importance or prominence where they may metaphorically fall? This simply undercuts the process of 

elevating day to day life to a higher significance or value. This is not to say that one would want 

anyone jumping to their deaths, but it seems that the risk of putting oneself in an exposed position is 

watered down and its impact lessened by this addition. Obviously this was a necessary compromise 

in order for the project to go ahead. However this is something that Dennis Oppenheim has 

highlighted as an issue with public art commissioning,  

““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.”
15

 

Perhaps by providing the proverbial fifteen minutes of fame to the participants, in a safe and 

prescribed environment where the possibility of adverse consequences is lessened, says much more 

about our current democracy than the participants do on the plinth. 

 

As mentioned before, One & Other appears to activate the plinth by turning it into a stage. There is 

nothing wrong with using the plinth in this way, after all artists are being commissioned to use the 

space in new and innovative ways. However this seems antonymic to Gormley’s aims to produce a 
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portrait of Britain. A stage, or the act of going on stage, suggests that there is to be a performance. If 

the people going onto the plinth are thus performers, and characters within a performance, does 

this portrait not become a pastiche; a heightened and warped picture of those part-taking? As 

described by Nicolas Bourriaud, 

“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.”
16

 

The outcome of the work is a direct reaction, on the part of the participants, to a new context. So 

their participation, and subsequently the project, cannot really be a celebration of quotidian life, 

considering those chosen to embody this have been taken completely out of context. 

 

One cannot avoid the link between this and “reality TV” shows that are markers of the era we live in. 

Shows where the public, or rather the audience, decide what they want to see happen and who they 

wish to boot off. One & Other does not have this particular feature of reality TV shows; however the 

individual performances are limited, and are to an extent expendable, much like the contestants on 

said TV shows. As previously mentioned in Lubbock’s assessment, it is essentially a “Big Brother” of 

sorts. So does Gormley address the relation between One & Other and reality TV? They are both 

available live twenty-four hours a day online, they are both televised, and they both have weekly 

update shows. As has already been discussed the work’s secondary site, the internet, is limited in its 

accessibility. The work’s tertiary site, or perhaps its documentation, on television is also problematic. 

Its coverage is heavily censored and edited, for reasons we will discuss later. The participants’ sixty 

minutes are condensed into short clips “of interest;” the highlights being those which are more 

sensational, reducing the work to mere spectacle in line with reality TV. Furthermore Gormley’s 
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standardisation of the participants’ time on the plinth is an equalising restriction which subverts the 

celebration of difference through uniformity. Had all these similarities been acknowledged or 

tackled, would the piece have ever been produced? If this a valid question, then the work’s worth 

democratically, in artistic terms or otherwise, appears to be pretty negligible.  

 

Furthermore the media coverage of the work had a great physical impact on Trafalgar square. The 

hub for the camera crews in the square was an enormous structure; taller in fact than one of the 

plinths in the square! If we assume Bourriaud’s notion of the plinth as a temporary installation of a 

number of individuals in a new and precarious site, the plinth can thus be examined more 

specifically as installation. Other aspects of the work concur with McAvera’s definition of installation 

art,  

“By definition an installation cannot simply be replicated in a different space. A unified whole is one 

of its aims... Such work, whatever its form or content, resonates with the site whether uncovering, 

relocating or reintroducing thematic and/or formal concerns germane to the site. It always has an 

aesthetic content.”
17
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Fig. 3: One & Other media hub 

 

It is this aesthetic content that seems to be ill considered in One & Other. As mentioned previously 

with regards to the safety net, the media hub set in the square is aesthetically confusing. It 

introduces colour and text into the space, and is at the same time removed from the plinth and 

directly related to it. If the democratic process is that each of the participants should have their 

voice heard for the duration of their allocated sixty minutes, then why is there a structure within 

that space that could potentially detract attention from the plinth itself? 

 

As stated in the outset One & Other’s relationship to other works of public art must be examined in 

order to assess its success. The first obvious step is to examine how it relates to the previous works 

that have occupied the plinth. Let us take Marc Quinn's sculpture Alison Lapper Pregnant. As 

described by Adrian Searle, “What is genuinely extraordinary about Marc Quinn's Alison Lapper 

Pregnant, is Alison Lapper, naked, pregnant.”
18

 The simple, plain coloured marble representation of 
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Alison Lapper, who suffers from phocomelia, was in my opinion a very successful piece. Not as a 

traditional sculpture, but in the way it addressed the space and the public. It acknowledged the 

power of the image, “how a picture, just by being an image, fixes our attention on things... the plinth 

works in a similar way.”
19

 Alison Lapper didn’t need to be on the plinth herself. An “image” of her 

allowed for a much deeper and meaningful encounter with the audience. It allowed for individual 

interpretation, like or dislike, and in this way was far more dialogical and democratic than Gormley’s 

work. In One & Other the performers each have an agenda, some passive and some active in how 

they addressed it. This seems interestingly far more monological in its method – I am on the plinth, 

watch and listen to me – which is directly opposed to the idea of democracy.  

 

When we speak about democratic art what do we really mean? Is this a piece of work that everyone 

likes or agrees with? Or is it something which engages the public in democratic processes of free 

speech and freedom of thought? However democratic the process of production is, a public piece of 

art is still realised by a select group of people. So does it matter if a single person’s idea is produced 

in a public space if it allows for these dialectics to occur? Let us take Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc (1981) 

for instance, installed outside Washington D.C’s Federal building, and after much controversy 

dismantled in 1989. When we speak about public art today we speak of it post Tilted Arc because 

this piece embodies the very power of public art.  
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Fig.4: Installation shot, Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc 

 

This was a hard and complex piece of work. It made its intended audience think about why it was 

there and, more importantly, why they were there. It was seen 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.”
20

 It was a critique of the social constructs of the time, and the intended 

public’s position within these. The workers knew they didn’t like it.  
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““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.””
21

  

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 dialogue(s) that this piece of work instigated within its public once again seem in an odd way to 

be far more democratic. Although originally Serra installed the piece as a permanent work, it was its 

failure that was truly democratic. Tilted Arc came down as a result of the masses petitioning and 

asking for the removal of something they did not like. 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 and in turn set the wheels of democracy in motion.  

 

Thus should democracy and inclusivity really be a primary concern when commissioning public art? If 

we acknowledge the public as transient,  

“this is the situation in these early years of the twenty-first century, in which transience, speed, and 

fragility reign in all domains of thought and cultural production, giving rise to what might be 

described as a precarious aesthetic regime,”
22

  

and consequently public art as such – that is to say not permanent – then inclusivity perhaps lies in 

the fact that the piece, good or bad, will only be experienced for a limited amount of time, by those 

who come across it. 
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The Achilles heel of public art has to be the process by which it is realised. Individual interest is the 

first of the limiting factors on the creative practice of public art. Public art commissions are costly 

and as such are required to deliver a “return” within the intended interest of the commissioners and 

sponsors.
23

 As stated in The Greater London Strategic plan, “Over 15 million overseas tourists come 

to London each year and seven out of ten visitors say that the cultural offer influences their decision 

to visit.”
24

 In order to keep this level of cultural tourism the Mayor of London, as the commissioner 

of the Fourth Plinth initiative, requires the selected works to be appealing to, and inclusive of, a 

wider audience. 

 

In Gormley’s case more specifically we have the Mayor of London asking for work that is going to 

make big noise; loud enough so that it can be heard overseas. Then we have the Arts Council for 

England which is lottery funded – in other words publically funded – supporting the event financially. 

They wish to invest in, “artistic experiences that enrich people's lives,” and, “create these experiences 

for as many people as possible across the country.”
25

 To add to the mix we have Sky Arts, part of the 

BskyB corporation who’s largest share holder is Rupert Murdoch; he is also the owner of The Sun 

tabloid newspaper and The Times, amongst many other media related businesses. It would be 

foolish to assume that when offering to support public art programs, Sky Arts has no individual 

financial interest.  They say they are concerned with, “making great arts accessible to everyone.” 

This is swiftly followed by,  

“Now, with four arts channels Sky Arts broadcasts more than 36 hours every day of the week on Sky 

Arts 1 and Sky Arts 2, with the best of both shown in high-definition on Sky Arts 1HD and Sky Arts 2 

HD.”
26

  

So perhaps we are talking about everyone with a digital TV subscription; highly democratic.  
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Gormley’s One & Other fails to convincingly address many of its relational networks. The plinth as a, 

“public space becomes an appropriated territory subject to, rather than representing the limit of, 

regulatory power.”
27

 It is trying to produce a portrait of modern day Britain. Its methodology being 

the production of essentially 2400 individual portraits, or living monuments as Gormley described 

it
28

, in order to then get an overall picture. But this overall picture is all but flawed. It is essentially a 

portrait of middle class Britain. Where were the homeless, the immigrants, and the young? Surely 

this only serves to highlight the problems with our so called democracy where only those who have 

something which is deemed significant enough to say, by the powers that be, have a voice or are 

represented. Participation in the project was directly limited by social, economic, and educational 

factors. The concept of representing and celebrating the diversity, and in turn the equality, within 

our democratic system of modern day Britain is fantastic. However this execution is platitudinous; a 

front held up by very weak foundations. Perhaps those foundations being the flawed and weak 

democracy we live in, where no one is truly happy or represented. 

 

In addressing the site the problem is that there are other monuments in that square and Gormley’s 

work has not produced living monuments; rather a showcase of exhibitionists. In activating the 

plinth by turning it into a stage, Gormley also activates the participants’ characters within the 

performance. Tom Lubbock describes one of the participants: 
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“There he is. He looks like a perfectly friendly guy, but he isn’t up to any tricks. He’s just standing 

there. He’s being a proper living statue. He’s doing nothing in particular to draw attention to himself, 

except from being still and being on a plinth. He works perfectly.”
29

  

Perhaps, if Gormley had asserted more authority over the piece and imposed restrictions on the 

participants’ activity as the “monument’s” creator, we may have had less of an attention seeking 

spectacle, and more of a focus for individual and collective contemplation. Less noise, more 

dialogue. 

 

It seems that in trying to produce a democratic piece of work, Gormley has tried to remove himself 

as far away from the project as possible. He has abdicated all creative power and process to this 

random selection of people. As highlighted by Patricia C. Phillips, “The historical precedents for public 

art offer no template for the present or for the future,” and she is right, we should be looking at new 

innovative forms of creative production. However she then continues to say that public art “does not 

have to cast its message to some unmistakable but platitudinous theme that absolutely everyone will 

get.”
30

 However this is exactly what has happened in One & Other. Its lack of self reflection as a 

piece, on the part of the artist, has left it labouring on the points of universal inclusivity and 

supposed democratic process, whilst losing sight of its bigger goal as a representative image.  

 

Public involvement and engagement would have probably been a very appealing aspect of the work 

to the commissioning and funding bodies. Certainly the lack of autocracy in the work would have 

provided a sense of excitement, the work’s physical outcome was not pre ordained. However a lack 

of autocracy does not by default deem a work of art more democratic. A piece of public art is public 
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in that it takes, “the idea of public as the genesis and subject for analysis. It is public because of the 

kinds of questions it chooses to ask or address, and not because of its accessibility or volume of 

viewers.”
31

 It is very difficult to pin point Gormley’s intended audience in One & Other; it is simply 

too vague. The agendas of all the sponsors involved have stripped the work of any sort of focus. By 

trying to speak about everything and everyman, One & Other actually speaks about nothing. Its lack 

of poignancy reduces it to a mere stunt, another reality TV show, to promote the art world as 

London centric.  

“Like "the public," "art" often connotes universality, openness, inclusion. "Public art," combining the 

two terms, comes doubly burdened as a figure of universal accessibility.”
32

  

It is these issues that Gormley’s work is addressing. However rather than disclosing the impossibility 

of this task, Gormley and his sponsors have labelled the work as a representation of the population 

of the world. This is simply not true. As argued by Robert Smithson, “Confined process is no process 

at all. It would be better to disclose the confinement rather than make illusions of freedom.”
33

 As 

mentioned earlier, the finer details of the piece such as the safety net and the media coverage, offer 

more commentary and criticism about our current socio-political situation. However these tacit 

details are overshadowed by the participants’ individual, self involved monologues. 

 

The presence of a permanent television crew in Trafalgar square not only changes the dynamics of 

the space physically and aesthetically but also weakens the impact of the work. The other plinths are 

experienced in the space with a great degree of immediacy and focus. The camera crews and vans 

provide an alternative focus within the space. Furthermore if we choose to follow the work online, 

the camera angle we are provided with is set above the participants. Where has the higherarchy in 
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the work gone? Should one not be looking up toward the plinth in celebration of the common man 

being up there? The priorities in the work are lost here. The belief or status quo in our (western) 

society is that nothing is real unless it is imaged.
34

 By imaging (filming) the event, it once again 

becomes more of a spectacle. This in turn encourages the tourist gaze, centring it in the heart of 

London. As we have seen this is something which ticks many of the boxes set out by the project’s 

sponsors; much to the detriment of the project’s conceptual and democratic integrity. 

 

So where does that leave us? If democracy is a bottom-up process, how are we to produce public art 

that has not been diluted and stripped of any poignancy, in order for it to be “acceptable”? As Dave 

Beech puts it, “public art is generally not considered to be art in the full sense,”
35

 and coming back to 

the words of Dennis Oppenheim it is because of all the, “problematic... compromise,”
36

before the 

work is produced that this is the case. “Democratic” work arrives at a conclusion before any real 

questions are posed. Is the problem with democratic public art that it aspires to be democratic in the 

direct democracy vein mentioned in the outset of this study? Whereby, the public are to make art 

for themselves; fruit of discussions about the needs and desires of a particular community? If this is 

the case then public art in this sense will never work as is swimming upstream against the existing 

representative model of democracy in which we live. Where, as discussed previously, a select few 

are empowered to make decisions on behalf of the masses. This is not to say that this process is 

wrong, as we are yet to discover or put into practice a better model for our existence in the west. 

However this cannot be and should not be the be-all and end-all. Thus before we are able to 

produce work which is dictated by the overall interest of its intended audience, if this is at all 

possible, we should be asking real questions – socio-politically, artistically or otherwise – in the 

public sphere. It is the artist’s responsibility to continue this questioning explicitly or implicitly, even 
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when restrictions, such as the one we have seen associated with public art, are in place. So is 

democratic art possible, and can it be successful in the public sphere? The answer is perhaps not a 

clear yes or no. The attitude towards the production and commissioning of public art works is 

something which needs to be re-examined. As discussed, democratic values within a piece of public 

art can often be undermined by more capitalist driven aims. The value of any artwork is the 

dialectics it spurs in its audience. A more fluid public arts programme, with more power handed over 

to the artist, is something which could allow for better discussions about art, and the wider context, 

driven by art and artists.  
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