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Then- is no consensus today about 
what public art should look like, 
or certainty about what a monu-

ment is. Public art has served concurrent-
ly as landmark, symbol, monument, 
functional element, architectural embel-
lishment, isolated aesthetic object, and 
cultural artifact. A century ago, public 
sculpture glorified the ideals or triumphs 
of an entire community by presenting 
familiar figures or symbols; alternatively, 
it glorified the person or group who paid 
lor it. but public art isn't just .1 hem on a 
horse anymore. Bronze memorials gave 
way to the large-scale abstract sculpture 
that flooded the public domain when the 
National Endowment for the Arts 
launched its Art in Public Places program 
in the 1960s. Then the explosion of new 
forms in the 1980s- street art, video, 
billboards, protest actions, environments, 
graffiti, murals - radically changed the 
face of contemporary public art. 
Economists, historians, and urban socio]-
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Cancer .. There Is Hope, Victor Salmones's bronze figures at the Richard and Annette Bloch Cancer 
Survivor's Plaza, 1993. Prominently located on Hermann Drive between Main and Fannin streets south 
of the Museum of Fine Arts, this privately donated commemorative plaza raises questions about who 
determines the selection and placement of public art in Houston. 

Public art begins in the 
democratic urge to bring art to 
a broad, unspecialized public. 

ogists have discussed the meaning and 
political uses of public spaces, the impov-
erishment of public life, and the possibili-
ties for its rehabilitation and revitalization 
through art, architecture, and more cre-
ative city planning. But despite a general 
trend toward involving artists in the pro-
cess ut designing buildings and public 
areas, public art is often applied like 
Band-Aids to predetermined sites, as 
after-the-fact attempts to remedy poor 
planning or as extraneous baubles, monu-
ments to good intentions. 

The public must be puzzled by these 
efforts. It struggles to understand, or 
ignores, and can end up destroying the 
work. To succeed, public art has to tran-
scend the laws that offer it a rightful place 
in the built environment as well as specif-
ic issues that legitimate it. It must invest 
itself with the collective understanding of 
the place and recognize the ideals of its 
audience. In our fragmented contempo-

rary society, rarely does any one work 
or program accomplish this almost 
impossible task. 

What makes public art public? There is a 
difference between art that is intrinsically 
public (art produced with partial or total 
public funding) and art that is public 
essentially because of its location (pri-
vately financed projects placed in publicly 
accessible areas). Puhlic art in the first 
sense implies that the work must have a 
significance that is commonly recognized 
and respected.1 As one critic points out, 
"Recognizability means that style and 
subject matter can't be obscure or per-
sonal."2 Privately owned sculpture and 
paintings found outside museums and 
galleries in places accessible to the public 
do not necessarily constitute public art, 
as is illustrated by the sale and removal 
of America! the majestic, 46-foot-long 
mural by the late Rufino Tamayo that 
hung in the lobby of the Bank of the 

Southwest for nearly 40 years.' "Art in 
public places" may be a more appropri-
ate designation for works belonging to 
museums, universities, or corporations.4 

What role should the public play in pub-
lic art? The issue has become more urgent 
as works of contemporary artists appeal 
with increasing frequency in corporate 
plazas and city parks. Perhaps public 
sculpture's problem lies in its very puhlie-
lU'ss. h inherits the difficulties implicit in 
its funding label, "art in public places," 
raising the disturbing yet necessary qoes 
tion of whether "art" and "public art" 
are not m i different things.1 II public 
sculpture is subject to the definition 
implicit in its name - if it is designed to 
be seen outside the cordoned-off viewing 
area that the exhibition system provides-
then it enters a sphere that is unfocused, 
unspecialized, and unmediated by tradi-
tional aesthetic norms. It engages an 
audience that is broad and heteroge-
neous. And it enters an environment that 
removes art from its privileged status to 
an ancillary one, involving new roles 
within a wider realm of entertainment, 
politics, and economics. All of these, of 
course, are consequences of the desire to 
make public art useful or usable by a new 
and larger audience. 

Public art begins in the democratic urge 
to bring art to a broad, unspecialized 
public. To this ethical vision of art's 
transforming social power - its capacity 
to alter the communal mind - has been 
added a corresponding vision of its 
economic function. Therefore site can 
be interpreted in many different ways, 
from spatial to social to financial.'' 
Increasingly, public art must be held 
accountable both to political and eco-
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mimic forces and to society's concerns. 
I Mil so, private and piihlic demands tend 
to coexist uneasily within the sphere of 
civic art . For "publ ic" is not a passive, 
fixed idea: it has to be continually invent-
ed and constructed. Public life assumes 
many forms, and the advice of experts is 
no guarantee that more than cluttered 
mediocrity will result from the combina-
tion ol development dollars and aesthetic 
pretensions. Public dialogue on the sub-
ject has been stuck on one question for 
years: Do we put cerebral, hard-to-
understand works in public places for 
the educational experience they can offer, 
or do we opt for the middle ground -
works essentially aspiring to the condi-
tion of Muzak? In general, the successful 
public art projects have been those in 
which the community was fully involved 
in the selection process, and they were 
deemed successful because they generated 
no controversy. From a developer's or 
institution's viewpoint this may be the 
bottom line, bur lor an artist it can 
be disastrous. 

Writing in Art in Public Places (198 I), 
John Beardsley argued that "because the 
forms of art have evolved and diversified 
so dramatically in the last several 
decades, there is a disparity between con-
temporary artistic practice and public 
expectations of what art should look 
l ike ." 7 Often the "dispar i ty" can be 
smoothed over by a mixture of careful 
preparation and community participa-
tion, sensitivity to attaining the best pos-
sible work loi the appropriate site, ind a 
civic consensus that paying for and sup-
porting such art is the right thing to do . 
Do artists have a responsibility to their 
audience as well as to their art? Sculptor 
Richard Serra was faulted when his 
Jttted Arc 11981), commissioned by the 
General Services Administration lor Foley 
Square in New York City, was greeted 
with such hostility by those who had to 
look at it and walk around it that after a 
lengthy process of petitioning and public 
hearings it was removed in 1989. Along 
with several tons of Cor-Ten steel, a 
whole battery of assumptions about pub-
lic art was tossed into the dustbin: who 
makes it, why it gets made, who it is for. 
Before Tilted Arc. Sena commented that 
"after the piece is built, the space will be 
understood primarily as a function ol the 
sculpture."-s Since that debacle, however, 
the discussion has shifted away from the 
notion ot site specificity as a response to 
the formal dynamics of the site toward a 
concern for community as context. 

A similar controversy erupted in 
Washington, D.C., over the Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial , designed by Maya 
Ling Lin. After significant negative 
response from some public figures and 
veterans1 groups w h o called the piece 
unpatriotic, a compromise was reached 
with the placement nearby of two "Item-
izing" statues, Frederick Hart 's battle-
weary male soldiers dressed in fatigues 
and Glenna Goodaere 's Vietnam 
Women ' s Memorial . 

But as the Vietnam Veterans Memorial 
proves, education ol the community 
must be an integral part of any plan to 
bring art to civic places. Almost 13 years 
after it was erected, this gravely beautiful 
work of art ranks as the single greatest 

come that far from the false consensus 
implied by the traditional war memorial 
or public statue? Moreover, the tendency 
to romanticize community may prevent 
some artists from acknowledging the 
tensions and conflicts that exist in any 
group. The Ahearn case highlights all the 
crushing issues for public artists: Should 
pleasing the local neighborhood be the 
artist 's primary goal? Should works nec-
essarily be decorative? Should artists be 
encouraged to provoke debate on rele-
vant issues? We feel torn by the case with 
which one can undermine anything that 
is unor thodox and experimental. But if 
public art is one of the most active areas 
of artistic "research and development," it 
is because the average pedestrian has 
become passionate about what goes up 

John Ahearn and Rigoberto Torres. South Bronx Sculpture Park, 1991, detail. In the wake ol strong com-
munity objections to the implied characterization of neighborhood residents, the lifelike cast figures were 
removed shortly after their installation. 

monument built in our time. With its 
seemingly unending scroll, a powerful 
ritual of naming is enacted, individual 
experiences occur, and collective meaning 
is generated. The controversy that 
surrounded its creation arose from an 
awareness that such generation of mean-
ing would fake place and might have 
political implications. Perhaps the first 
mandate for attributing meaning to a 
work of public art is to recognize that 
meaning-making is a shared activity 
between artist and observer.4 

On the other hand, can one go too far in 
the direction of consensus and communi-
ty? Take the recent controversy over John 
Ahearn's South Bronx Sculpture Park. 
In the wake of community objections, the 
figural sculptures, painted casts ol neigh-
borhood residents by Ahearn and his part-
ner, Rigoberto Torres, were removed just 
a few days after they were installed. 
Community members believed that the 
subjects for the lifelike cast figures nega-
tively represented their neighborhood. 
Ahearn's willingness to listen to the com-
munity is commendable, but the removal 
of the work raised distressing questions. 
If we reduce public art to the role of pro-
moring community self-esteem, have we 

on his or her block or in his or her mall. 
According to critic Lucy l.ippard, a pro-
gressive artist 's job is 

to produce an image that expands the 
public's expectations of what they may get 
from public forms, to provoke thought, 
and help people look around them with 
fresh eyes. The more permanent public art 
must offer an experience that is intimate, 
complex, and enduring, as well as decora-
tire and acceptable to its sponsors.10 

The relationship between art and environ-
ment, art and context , artist and audience 
remains at the heart of any public art 
worth its turf. But the great and still elu-
sive questions surrounding public art are. 
Which public? Is there an exchange 
between art and audience? Does art in the 
public interest really interest the public? 

These are just a few of the knotty ques-
tions that public art raises in Houston. 
The questions concern not only aesthetics, 
but also the line line dividing exploitation 
and collaboration in the relationship 
between artists and their communities. It 
takes more than an outdoor site to make 
sculpture public. To consider the public 
nature of art is to undertake an analysis of 
arrmaking that highlights issues of audi-

ence, context, and meaning. The problem 
is that the dialogue surrounding public-
art in Houston has been too closely cir-
cumscribed. By asking more far-ranging 
questions, we can consider not only pub-
lic art but perhaps the very nature of art 
in our contemporary situation. And this 
goes beyond discussion about the merits 
of abstract versus representational art , 
"p lop" art versus collaborative action, or 
whether public money should be spent on 
works that may offend public taste. 
Something more fundamental is at issue: 
the very identity of Flouston. Four recent 
examples plainly illustrate the problems 
surrounding public art in the city. 

Last year, controversy erupted over 
Moody Park's Vaquero, designed by 
prominent Mexican-American artist 
Luis Jimenez. The gun-toting statue is an 
exuberant homage to the Mexican cattle-
men and horsemen of two centuries past. 
Installed in 1981, three years after the 
\ lood> Park not , the vividly painted 
fiberglass sculpture ot a Mexican cowboy 
riding a bucking blue horse with red eyes 
has always bad its detractors and its 
defenders. It became the focus of new 
public attention when some area resi-
dents, thinking that the sculpture depicts 
a drunken Mexican, collected hundreds 
of signatures and petitioned the city to 
remove it from the park. These groups 
perceive the statue as a poor representa-
tion of Hispanic heritage and as a symbol 
of violence in a violence-plagued area. 
They believe the sculpture was commis-
sioned by the city in an at tempt to 
appease the riot-torn neighborhood. 
However, just as many residents view 
the Vaquero with pride and respect, as a 
valuable enhancement ol the community. 
Not only is the Houston Vaquero the 
artist 's first public sculpture; it is the first 
in an edition of six, another one of which 
was acquired by the Smithsonian 
Institution's National Museum of 
American Art in Washington. Jimenez 
typically uses images and techniques 
drawn from popular culture, particularly 
Mexican-American culture and Mexican 
myth. Based on traditional monuments of 
historical figures on horseback, the statue 
powerfully conveys the spirit of the 
vaquero in the taming of the West, but at 
the same time raises the problem of how 
such a work is perceived in the changing 
life of a community. 

A more difficult area to grapple with 
critically is that of accountability and 
ethics. In the past leu years, some of the 



38 C i t e 3 2 : I 9 9 5 

Luis Jimenez, Vaquero. 1980. Moody Park. 
Houston. Members of the Hispanic community 
have recently objected to the imagery of this 
molded fiberglass sculpture, going so far as to 
suggest its removal from the park. 

city's most visible sites have been given 
over to permanent works that aspire 
unsuccessfully to lofty ideals ol collective 
experience and the common good. 
Dedicated in 1992 after seven years of" 
planning and the investment of $1.2 mil-
lion in private funds, the Houston Police 
Officers Memorial, a forbidding pyrami-
dal granite monument on the banks of 
Buffalo Bayou beside Memorial Drive 
near downtown, is neither the family 
playscape nor the serenely meditative site 
that sculptor Jesus Bautista Moroles envi-
sioned. This memorial to police officers 
who lost their lives in the line of duty, one 
of the largest contemporary public sculp-
tures in the country, consists of five 
stepped pyramids, each 40 feet square at 
the base. Fach has s u p s ol I CN.IS granite 
and terraces of grass. A central ziggurat 
rising l2 ' / i feet from ground to apex 
culminates in a slab of carved granite 
bearing the names of the officers. Pour 
inverted pyramids seemingly plunge into 
the earth, creating modest amphitheaters 
around the central structure. Accessible 
only from a small parking lot beside the 
westbound lanes of Memorial Drive and 
guarded 24 hours a day by Houston 
police officers, the isolated site neither 
welcomes people nor serves as a retreat 
for spiritual renewal. Moroles intended to 
create a place where children and parents 
would want to spend time - an interactive 
monument , perhaps, that would work as 
seamlessly with the landscape as Maya 
Lin's Vietnam Memorial does. But the 
result is an example of public art that has 
not met the planned criteria of site and 
context. A major thoroughfare linking 
Houston 's residential and downtown 
areas. Memorial I >t 'ive is more conducive 
to "drive-by" than interactive sculpture. 
Neither the site nor the massive work are 
friendly to the viewer. After parking their 
cars, people must first pass through a 
small pla/a featuring benches carved with 
dono r s ' names, a police bunker, and a 

blue portable toilet before setting out on 
the walkway to the tomblike monument . 
The sculpture itself is ominous, perhaps 
dangerous. Its grassy levels and stairs 
must be climbed on circuitous routes. 
The pathways are narrow and uneven, 
and the sharp edges are too precipitous 
for adults, much less small children. Even 
worse, the view of downtown and adja-
cent Allen Parkway from the top of the 
pyramid is unrewarding and reveals few 
perspectives of the landscape other than 
those already drawn from the street. 
Significantly, the four below-grade plazas 
are too small to function as individual 
amphitheaters. 

Joe Iiici.iper,i. Christopher 
Columbus, 1992, donated to 
the city of Houston by the 
Federation of Italian 
American Organizations of 
Greater Houston and 
installed in Bell Park on 
Montrose Boulevard over 
the objections of the 
Municipal Art Commission, 
whose decision was 
successfully appealed to 
city council. 

Jesiis Bautista Moroles. Houston Police Officers Memorial, 1992, located off Memorial Drive 
outside downtown. 

On an even more prominent site,the 
Richard and Annette Bloch Cancer 
Survivor's Plaza should set off a red alert 
in the design community. He is the " R " 
of II & K Block, headquartered in Kansas 
I m , and was MI grateful for surviving 
lung cancer that he decided to build 
Cancer Survivor's Plazas in the 52 largest 
cities in the U.S. and Canada. In Houston, 
with the support of Peter Marzio, director 
of the Museum of Fine Arts, Bloch chose 
a nice little triangle of grass and trees at 
the northern edge of Hermann Park, 
between Fannin Street, Hermann Drive, 
and Main Street. Adjacent to the Museum 
of Fine Arts and the Warwick Hotel, the 
piece was intended to bring together park 
visitors and cancer survivors alike. The 
overall design works well as a contempla-
tive pedestrian plaza, with a low circular 
wall and benches on the inside. A three-
columned fountain that the Women 's City 
Club gave Houston in 1944 is still in situ, 
but it is overpowered by a flowery sculp-
tured tempietto - a mishmash of garish 
architectural styles and decorative ele-
ments, including brand new classical 
columns, lacy ironwork, and an abun-
dance of sources of nighttime illumina-
tion. Bits of advice about cancer are cast 
in bronze and attached to posts. Worse, a 
computer encased like a shrine (or funer-

ary box) offers cancer information. 
Tipping the scale far past bad taste is 
Victor Salmones's bronze rendition of a 
family gamboling through bronze rectan-
gles, looking happy to have made it out 
alive. The $1 million maintenance endow-
ment that Bloch paid to secure this prime 
real estate smack in the middle of one of 
Houston 's most heavily trafficked inter-
sections was a bargain. What Fiouston 
received in return is an insulting interpre-
tation of a terrible disease. 

After a successful appeal to city council 
to overturn the ruling of the Municipal 
Art Commission, the intimate garden 
areas of Montrose's Bell Park were com-
promised by a schmaltzy bronze statue of 
Christopher Columbus by Galveston artist 
joe Incrapera. File Federation ol Italian-
American Organizations of Greater 
I Imision donated the piece to commemo-
rate the 500th anniversary of the explor-
er's voyage to America. Columbus holds 
a nautical map in one hand and points 
due west with the other, either symboli-
cally aiming toward uncharted lands or 
merely gesturing at the Italian Community 
i ultural ( enter across the street, \ monu 
ment to Columbus may be appropriate 
in the right context, perhaps in the federa-
tion's front yard. But a public monument 

to Columbus that looks like it was made 
two or three centuries ago is an illustra-
tion, not a work of art. 

For years there have been safety nets, 
checkpoints, and committees intended to 
ensure that we, the public, receive great 
works of art from donors . Like most 
major cities, however, I louston has some 
intelligent and adventurous works, such 
as Claes Oldenburg 's Geometric Mouse X 
and lean Duhulfet's \\tniumeiit tin 
Fjtttitme, but also its share of public arr 
that can be described as innocuous at 
best. Unlike that of most major cities, 
almost all of I louston's public art has 
come from private sources. There is no 
municipal budget for art acquisition. 
Some works have been donated by the 
artists who created them; other pieces 
have been commissioned by corporations 
or foundations, accepted by the city coun-
cil on the advice of the Municipal Art 
t Commission, and installed at the donor ' s 
expense. Corporate and philanthropic 
largesse, which brought Houston some 
major pieces of blue-chip public art in the 
central business and museum districts, 
proved that Houstonians can accomplish 
great things, but the private initiatives 
and programs scattered throughout the 
city also hindered the development of any 
public plan. Significantly, 190 cities in the 
U.S. have a public art program, but 
Houston does not. 

What the city has is pieces of a process. 
The Municipal Art Commission (MAC) 
consists of a group of citizens, appointed 
by the mayor, that serves as Houston 's 
conduit for receiving gifts of ar twork to 
he displayed in the city. More important-
ly, it is charged with the authority to 
approve any work of art to be placed on 
public property, MAC also solicits funds 
for the purchase of art , promotes beautifi-
cation of public spaces through displays 
of art, and advocates further development 
of the arts in Houston. Unfortunately, 
MAC'S authority can be too easily chal-
lenged, because its decisions are only 
recommendations that must be approved 
by city council. Another agency 
concerned with public art is the Cultural 
Arts Council of Houston/Harr is (County 
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< At l l l h . an independent, nonprofit nrts 
group that contracts with the city of 
Houston to provide services and disburse 
city funds to the local arts community. 
Mori.' specialized programs include the 
SPARK ('"school park" ! program, which 
enables artists, landscape architects, and 
neighborhood residents to create parks on 
HISD school playgrounds. SPARK is 
sponsored by HIS!) and funded by the 
city of Houston, individual schools, and 
neighborhood organizations and business-
es. Multicultural Education and 
Counseling through the Arts (MECA) 
assists the artistic development ol low-
income families, mainly in the Sixth 
Ward, by sponsoring student murals in 
HISD buildings. 

Wh.it I lonston has lacked over the years 
is the implementation of some shared 
vision. With the recent publication of a 
cultural arts plan from the Houston/ 
Mains I outny Arts Task Force, there is 
promise that the future wil l be better. 
Among other things, the task force recom-
mended that by 1996, a full 1.75 percent 
of the money for city and county capital 
improvement projects be allocated to art. 
Most of the proposals wil l be the respon-
sibility of Jessica Cusick, the newly 
appointed director of CAC'I II I's public-
art program. Before her position with 
C A C H H , Cusick was director of the 
public art project of Los Angeles's 
Metropolitan Transit Authority. In 
Houston, her goal is to develop and coor-
dinate guidelines, processes, and method-
ologies for a public art plan. 

Can we have a public art program here? 
Or does public art benefit and serve only 
a few people? After all, I louston is a car-
centered city with sprawling suburbs. 
Multilayered, pluralistic, and roughshod, 
it has an electrifying spirit, but for a city 
its size, Houston has an amazing lack of 
convivial places where people congregate 
by choice - not schools, malls, or commu-
nity centers, but the in-between spaces for 
the public's enjoyment, such as squares, 
fountains, and promenades. Unlike other 
cities with successful public art programs, 
such as Seattle, Phoenix, Philadelphia, or 
Chicago, Houston has neither a remark-
able landscape nor the amenities that 
residents ot older cities view as their 
birthright. In what circumstances wil l 
people appreciate public art and consider 
it part of their city's identity? Who is the 
audience for public art in I louston, and 
what is public art's significance in 
I louston at the end of the century? 
Depending on one's point of view, such 
questions may conjure up the image of the 
public realm as a kind of experimental 
laboratory, even a labyrinth. The survey 
of selected Houston cultural leaders, 
artists, and professionals that follows 
indicates the conflicting ideas that arise 
regarding public art. 

Project Row Houses, 1994, at 2500 Hoiman in the Third Ward. This community-based project brings 
together neighborhood revitaliiatton, presenralion, and public art. Eight of the ten restored 1930s shotgun 
frame houses will have revolving art installations by regionally and nationally selected artists. 

Viewpoints 
Peter Marzio, director, Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston; chair, Public Art and Urban 
Design Committee, Houston/Harris County 
Arts Task Force. 

I don't believe (here's been a lot " t 
thinking here about public art. What we 
tried to do in the task force report was to 
get away from the narrow, elitist concept 
of just a few sculptures standing around 
and deal instead with everything from 
thinking of the bayou as the spine of the 
city to thinking of landscape design and 
making additions to the landscape that 
enhance the individual's interaction with 
it, like the walking and running paths 
along the bayous, so that you see the 
whole city as a big interactive sculpture. 
The fact that this was the first report of 
its kind is significant. Even if only five 
percent of its proposals are accomplished 
in twenty years, the next committee wil l 
have our report as a base to work from. 

It seems to me that a lot of the neigh-
borhood-based work is most important. 
I include sidewalks, curb design, and sig-
nage, so that public art is the boundary 
ol the private sector. It makes life nicer, 
enhances the v.slur of the land, and 
instills pride. 

The Project Row Houses is something 
th.ii I would call a significant public art 
project. Oftentimes historic preservation 
can create neighborhood pride. Obviously 
I'm not against the great sculptures, but at 
times we've asked a sculpture to do too 

much. I've often heard criticism of the 
1 lenry Moore piece on Allen Parkway. I 
run by the Moore every day, and I think 
it's a handsome sculpture. Bur because 
there's not a lot of that kind of work in 
Flouston, you tend to get a group that's 
very critical. I find their criticism 
extremely destructive. What we need is 
tolerance toward different approaches to 
public art and getting the neighborhoods 
involved. That way, the people who are 
going to be looking at the work and 
involved with the environment every day 
wil l have had some say in what it is. 

What I like about the Cancer 
Survivor's Plaza is that it is endowed for 
maintenance, i saw that as a precedent 
for any kind of public art here. There's no 
sense in having public art that's going to 
deteriorate and the city isn't going to 
keep up. I think the Cancer Survivor's 
sculpture itself is kind of corny, but truth-
fully, I'm not violently against it. I'll her if 
you polled the people of I louston, that 
piece would not come out as one of the 
more unpopular sculptures in town. 

1 also supported the Christopher 
Columbus statue in Bell Park, and there 
was a big hubbub about that. 1 don't see 
what's wrong with it. There's a lot of 
mediocre sculpture in Rome, for example. 
But somehow it gives lite, a sense of activ-
ity. It reflects the variety that makes up 
the society. I'm not defending bad art; I'm 
just saying there's got to be some toler-

ance. It's the layers ot the city, to be able 
to peel away and see what was important 
at different times. We can have that 
in Houston. 

Paul Winkler, director, Menil Collection. 
I he wholt idea ot sculpture at'J how 

it plays a role is very interesting. If you 
think of Rome and its marvelous piazzas, 
everything is geared toward walking. 
Then you come to cities at the end of the 
20th century that are geared toward the 
automobile, and yet we try to do some-
thing in a traditional manner called public 
sculpture. 

In a city like Houston, where it can 
rain nearly 60 inches a year, we have an 
abundance of water, and yet we don't use 
water at all, basically. I can think of just 
two or three fountains. A fountain is a 
beautiful thing, because it can work as a 
point of organization for a city or a street 
scenario. It works from the car, it works 
for pedestrians, it works from ever\ point 
ot view. And yet we tend to not even 
think about fountains. 

To come tip with a plan ol boulevards 
and fountains takes a real vision of the 
city, with the community behind it. How 
much should he sculpture and how much 
should be city planning and architecture? 
Sculpture is a very specific thing, and 
sometimes we want to use it for the 
wrong reasons. 

We are about to take down one of the 
most interesting forms in Houston, the 
Blue Ribbon Rice elevators. You'll never 
be able ro build a sculpture of that scale, 
one that represents the last piece of the 
city's agrarian history in the memory ot 
its citizens. Do those things count for 
anything? I think a lot more needs to be 
done fust in urban planning - how we get 
around, how we spend our rime, where 
we go to spend our time - before we can 
havt anj realb wonderful plan tor art. 

What are the public spaces in Houston 
that are really used and where people 
come together? I lermanu Park, the jog-
ging track at Memorial Park, the Transco 
water wall. Those are our public spaces. 
The greatest public space for years has 
been Millet [heater, yet we haven't taken 
care of it, and we failed to make it visual-
ly stimulating. What people have to real-
ize is that there are sites that have a 
priority to the overall city. The notion of 
"site specific" is an extremely difficult 
and delicate thing and means something 
far beyond what we've seen so far in this 
City. It's very hard to put an object any-
where. Ihere are onh a certain numbei ot 
important sites, and great care has to be 
taken in what's done with them. We're at 
a point in our growth when we can take a 
little time and really look at some things, 
We are going to survive. We are going to 
be a city. How do we want ro look? What 
do we want to be? 
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Mel Chin. Manila Palm, 1978. Located behind the 
Contemporary Arts Museum. 

Marti Mayo, director, Contemporary Arts 
Museum; former director, Blatter Gallery, 
University of Houston. 

Houston is such a new city that, unlike 
New York or Washington, D.C., cities 
that really came into their own in the 19th 
century, there's no tradition of public art 
here. Washington is full of 19th-century 
sculptures of generals on their horses, and 
we know what that kind of art symbolizes. 
In Houston, wc don't have much older 
public art, so everyone thinks we need 
some. What I think the public in Houston 
doesn't always realize is that those gener-
als were commissioned and sited at a 
time when realist sculpture was the pre-
vailing aesthetic. 

The best art, the art that survives in the 
public mind over time, is the best art of its 
time. Today, we need to focus on work 
that represents the best artists working 
now, and a breakdown occurs here 
because contemporary art is so distant 
from the public's eye and understanding. 
Nonetheless, we need to make serious 
efforts to educate the general public so 
that it sees art as a necessary and impor-
tant part of everyday life. And to do this, 
we need great works that are permanent 
and that can become part of the visual 
fabric of the city. I'm not sure I want a 
program that consists only of temporary, 
socially aware installations. We need vari-
ety and experimentation of all kinds. 
There's a lot of good work and a lot of 
trash done in all styles. And we need to 
realize that public art is going to be 
uneven, depending on the broad 
constituencies involved in choosing it. 

I think one of the most successful 
pieces of public art in Houston in terms of 
function and performance is Mel Chin's 
Manila Palm, behind the Contemporary 
Arts Museum. It has turned out to be a 
kind of logo for the building and is visual-
ly a part of what we think about the 
C A M . The Museum of Fine Arts sculpture 
garden is entering the visual fabric of the 
city in a way I did not anticipate ten years 
ago. The garden is a tribute to the MFA, 
because it is so well used. People are truly 

at home there among the art works. The 
public art at the University of Houston is 
also a great success story. To have any 
sculpture at all in a public agency is a 
miracle: the fact that UH and its board of 
regents have been consistently supportive 
of such a program is a measure of com-
mitment to excellence that you find no 
where else in this state. Of course, not 
each and every piece out of fifty on the 
UH campus is absolutely brilliant, but as 
work that people can relate to, I think the 
art on the campus is very successful. 

In the end, we need to remember that 
Houston is not a pedestrian city. Public 
art here has to be something you can see 
and understand as you drive past it. Or it 
has to be in a situation, as at UH, where 
people commonly walk around as they go 
about their daily lives. 

They understand that a segment of the 
population doesn't want public money 
spent on anything having to do with the 
Confederacy. Sam Houston needs a 
tremendous amount of work. We'll have 
to go through fundraising and an adopr-
a-monument program. But we've got to 
start taking care of what we have before 
we start adding other works. I think 
M A C has always been reactive rather 
than proactive. 

Man Mullican, untitled sculpture, 1991, at the Houston Science Center Building, University of Houston. 
Since 1966. the University of Houston has set aside one percent of the canslruction budget of all new or 
renovated buildings for art acquisition. The city of Houston is considering a similar program. 

Artie Lee Hinds, chair, 
Municipal Art Commission. 

Our mandate is to review, screen, 
approve, or disapprove anything going on 
city-owned property. Then we send our 
recommendation to the city council. 
They're the ones who make the final deci-
sion. We don't always have the full 
authority we're supposed to have. We 
have to get in there and educate new 
department heads whenever the adminis-
tration changes. I am the member of 
longest standing - a total of 22 years. 

One of the problems we're up against 
now is maintenance. When people want 
to donate works, they need to give an 
endowment for maintenance. Some cities 
reserve 10 percent of the overall cost of a 
work for a maintenance fund. Maybe 
some bronzes need washing down every 
three to five years. But what do you do 
when a sculpture gets graffitied? The 
parks department doesn't have any bud-
get for restoration. I'm trying to get a 
proper restoration program into effect. 
We're going to be spending money very 
shortly on three major historical monu-
ments - Dick Dowling, Sam Houston, 
and the Spirit of the Confederacy. The 
Daughters and Sons of the Confederacy 
are raising money for matching funds. 

Gael Stack, artist; professor of painting, 
director of the art graduate program. 
University of Houston; former six-year 
Municipal Art Commission member. 

What MAC does is make recommen-
dations to the city council, and they're 
generally gone along with, although not 
always, M A C has a separate function. It 
says yes or no to things going on city 
property. It doesn't commission art, if 
doesn't buy art, it doesn't have a budget. 
It isn't a public art program. If somebody 
in the city - like the mayor or city council 
- really wants something, then the city 
gets it. The city council can override 
MAC. A case in point is the Columbus 
statue in Bell Park. M A C voted against it; 
an issue was made of the work because 
it's figurative. 

What happens is that some people 
tend to see contemporary art, particularly 
abstract art, as elitist. In favoring figura-
tive work, such individuals don't make 
visual distinctions, even when a figurative 
work isn't successful. In their view, if you 
oppose a particular figurative piece, then 
you are against figurative sculpture. But 
that's not the real issue, of course. You 
run into problems because there are peo-
ple with things very dear to their hearts, 
and M A C tries to steer them toward 

something of quality that would better 
serve them in the long run. 

I think M A C has a place. It's not 
really a culprit, but it has been an easy 
mark for people. It has said no to the 
endless gifts that people want to give to 
the city. M A C is valuable because with-
out its input, city council decides. M A C 
was started in the sixties, by the way, 
because city council was rejecting really 
good works of art. As long as they keep 
artists on the MAC board - and there are 
terrific people on the commission now -
it can continue to function quite well, 
have a variety of inputs, and keep the 
aesthetic level high. 

Marion McCollam, executive director. 
Cultural Arts Council of Houston/ 
Harris County. 

CACHH is a catalyst, nurturer, and 
cultural planner for the city and county. 
Local arts agencies like C A C H H have 
had to step up to a larger community 
responsibility in recent years. The agen-
cies that connect with a lot of different 
resources are the ones succeeding. 
CACH H is the designated arts agency of 
the city and the county and is responsible 
for supporting the arts and developing 
partnerships that leverage new resources. 
We are connecting wtth the city and 
other public entities in numerous ways. 
To justify money for the arts when there 
are such issues as education, youth at 
risk, and homelessness, it is necessary to 
establish the crucial relevance of the arts 
to city life. In a changing society, where 
few values are generally agreed upon, 
issues of diversity and community are 
especially visible in tangible public art 
projects. We see ourselves as a lightning 
rod of sorts. Part of our agenda has to do 
with the visual character of the city: pub-
lic art, urban design, and historical 
preservation. The various studies, 
whether Main Street or Buffalo Bayou, 
are pieces of a puzzle. Public art as part 
of the city-building process could begin 
to bring some linkages. 

Some of the things that excite me 
about Houston are also some of the 
things that delay certain types of activity. 
The very individualistic approach to 
things does not always lend itself to look-
ing beyond a particular building that may 
be magnificent in itself. Take some of the 
structures downtown: they hit the side-
walk and that's it. There may be a beauti-
ful piece of art in the plaza, but there's no 
sense of planning beyond the individual 
project. How wil l that plaza be used? 
How does it relate to the streetscape? The 
idea of doing comprehensive planning is 
new here. It means looking at things 
more broadly, looking at their impact. 
This is a critical time for Houston, and 
everyone senses that. I knew what a key 
position a public art director would play 
in our future. We needed someone who 
could work with the disparate interests 
and involve the community. The mayor is 
saying "Imagine Houston," and public 
art must be part of that vision. 
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Jessica Cusick, director of public art. Cul-
tural Arts Council of Houston/Harris County. 

I can't stress enough the necessity for 
dialogue and process. I think that people 
have a right to question what they're 
going to bump into every day on the way 
to work or taking their children to play. 
That's why public art isn't right for ail 
artists, not right for all sites, not all 
things to all people. 

A public art administrator and a pub-
lic art plan have to put together situa-
tions that foster dialogue and inter-
change. But it's also important to have 
sites and locations where there's long-
term thinking, a point where government 
needs to step in and take civic responsi-
bility. There need to be times when we 
commission great monuments that may 
not be loved now but will be in forty 
years' time. It's the issue of acknow-
ledging the plurality of our society. 

On one level, public art is a great way 
to decorate, but that's the least of the 
things it can do. It's one more way of 
rethinking our society, which we desper-
ately need to do. If our cities are going to 
be successful places where we want to 
live, then we need to rethink how we live 
in them, design them, maintain them, 
and interact in them. Public art is a part 
of that understanding. 

Houston is not like other cities, which 
is the first thing you have to acknowl-
edge when thinking of a public art pro-
gram. At this point we don't have a 
program to implement. What we have is 
a voluntary resolution on the part of city 
council. But we are going to need to draft 
guidelines and develop a process for 
implementing projects. 

Somebody asked me once what was 
the best thing I could guarantee in terms 
of a public art program. I said I can't 
guarantee that everybody is going to like 
it, or that it will make everybody happy. 
I can guarantee an accountable process, 
and I think that's the most important 
thing. The most obvious way to connect 
the public and art is to put together a 
real public process. There are workshops 
I want to do with artists, input I want to 
get from the arts, planning, and design 
communities. Out of all this will come a 
public art plan, one that establishes a 
framework for public art and urban 
design in Houston. 

But public art planning is like any 
other process: you need to set up oppor-
tunities for dialogue and review. It's not 
going to happen overnight. It gets back 
to the question. Is public art of any inter-
est to the public? You create a program 
that's flexible, accessible, that's doing 
different types of things in different 
areas. You do it with a public art pro-
gram that makes room for projects that 
are totally community generated and 
community oriented, and projects that 
are about the best artists of our genera-
tion creating new focal points for our 
city. You don't want a program that's 
biased one way or another. You want a 
full spectrum that creates possibilities, 
both structurally and in terms of funding, 

Barry Moore, architect and Houston Life 
contributing editor. 

Who is the audience for public art? I 
guess that depends on where it is. The 
audience for public art in the Galleria is 
high school kids with cars who get out at 
the Transco water wall. 

Houston is not a public art kind of 
town. It's not an environmental kind of 
[own. I think there's a knowledgeable, 
verbal, tasteful audience for public art, 
but it's not a very wide one. Chicago is 
one of the most wonderful places in the 
world because it has an incredible audi-
ence for architecture. Cab drivers have 
opinions. They discuss it and get in heat-
ed arguments. But in Houston there's a 
lack of public awareness. Chicago has an 
atmosphere that says your opinion is 

Paul Kittelson. artist; assistant professor 
and interim coordinator of sculpture. 
University of Houston. 

Public art works on so many different 
levels. More and more artists are seeing it 
in terms of public dialogue or raising 
issues that incorporate the community 
and people's interests. The key is the 
temporality of more current work, the 
fact that it's only there for a short period 
of time. It changes and creates a more 
active dialogue with the people around 
it than the piece of "plop" art that's 
there forever, which people come to 
know and ignore. 

We have the seeds of a really dynamic 
public arr program here, if we could just 
support and coordinate some of the 
efforts going on. Rick Lowe's Project 
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Jim Love, The Portable Trojan Bear. 1974, Hermann Park. 

group of people can appreciate. In 
Houston, you'll see more and more pro-
jects going on. But unless artists start to 
turn in a new direction, we're going to 
end up with bronze cowboys. 

Rick Lowe, artist; founder. Project Row 
Houses; Municipal Art Commission member. 

There are some things that a lot of 
artists don't like to deal with. But when 
you throw the public into it, you have to 
deal with the issue of relevance. Is a work 
relevant to a group of people? When you 
start dealing with public art, you have to 
take that into consideration. The Project 
Row Houses will be very easy to get ordi-
nary people involved in and create dia-
logue. The physical houses have relevance 
to people in the area, those who grew up 
in the houses or lived near them. Getting 
the local people involved will increase 
public awareness of the project as public 
art and will definitely increase its lifespan. 
I hope each time artists come in to do 
projects they can address different con-
cerns about the houses, and years down 
the line we can regenerate those questions 
people have dealt with. These are spaces 
that have a lot of historical significance, 
and the challenge is for the artist to use 
that as a basis for creation. 

We tend to think of art as an inside-
the-I.oop thing. But if we want to broad-
en support, broaden the awareness of art, 
we have to realize that most of the 
Houston population lives out in the sub-
urbs. I would like to see temporary, or in 
some cases permanent, works of public 
art in different neighborhoods around the 
city. The freeways are prime public 
space. We stand to gain a lot by strength-
ening our focus on those areas rather 
than continuing to build monuments to 
corporate buildings. • 

valuable whether you're a homeless per-
son or a CEO. That's what public art 
is - it's something that people have opin-
ions about. 

['robahh one ol rhe best puces ol 
public art in Houston is Jim Love's 
Portable Trajan Hear in Hermann Park. 
It's for everybody, and kids love to climb 
mi it. I"he bear is an example ol public art 
that all kinds of people relate to quickly 
and positively. It's also in a place where 
lots of people can enjoy being around it. 

But Houston doesn't have a central 
place or a central boulevard. We're really 
good at designing buildings but terrible at 
designing the places they go in. Since we 
don't have public spaces, we don't have a 
very well formed idea of public art. We 
don't even have a public discourse. One 
of the reasons zoning was going to be a 
challenge and potentially a real problem 
is that Houstonians have never learned to 
have a public forum for discussion and 
debate. You can't have a city with a spirit 
of public art like Seattle, Chicago, or 
New York unless you've got a community 
that really knows what being citizens in a 
city entails. We're just a big town. It's the 
most interesting town in the world. This 
is like Sao Paulo North. You never know 
what you're going to run into. 

Row Houses is an interesting, up-to-date 
approach to public art. Or the Buffalo 
Bayou Art Park: its intention is to provide 
a training ground for artists to give them 
exposure in putting things out in public, 
dealing with the outdoors, with vandal-
ism and weather. It also establishes a 
dialogue between MAC and the parks 
department. 

How do you measure successful public 
art? You look at supposedly great works 
of public art and nobody wants to touch 
them - they're not people friendly. I think 
the most successful piece of public arr 
here is the water wall at the Transco 
Tower. People come to it, engage it. The 
tower itself is a sort of landmark that 
could almost be considered public art. 
But education is the major thrust. Places 
like Seattle have computer monitors rhat 
help explain public art. The city puts out 
the money to really educate people. They 
aren't going to appreciate art just because 
they're exposed to it. They need help to 
understand that art is about engagement 
and dialogue, and not simply a matter nt 
whether ir's good or bad. 

You can't make public art for every-
body; people are just too different. The 
art audience needs to get larger. Public art 
can't he something that only a very small 
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