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are the values of the city? Who should
we commemorate and honot? I'm glad
it stimulated that dialogue. Plus, every
time you go by, there's somebody get-
ting their picture taken with it.”

It is impossible to determine how
many people have had their photograph
taken at Eero Saarinen’s St. Louis Gate-
way Arch, Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veter-
ans Memorial, the Statue of Liberty,
Mount Rushmore, or the Eiffel Tower.
And it’s hard to imagine how many
more will do the same at Minnesota’s
biggest foray, by far, into public art: $2
million worth of creations incorporat-
ed into the Hiawatha Light Rail line,
scheduled to open this month. How does
public art benefit communities? Why
does public art matter? And what kind
of return are we getting on our money?

ALLEN STEPPED INTO HIS ROLE at
Metro Transit, which operates the light
rail line, in the spring of 2000, a year
into a series of community workshops
Metro Transit initiated to help define
the character of each rail station. Allen
and his panel reviewed the work of 260
artists and winnowed the list to 16. He
then matched artists with architects,
who collaborated to design the stations
and accompanying works of art.

Twelve of the Hiawatha stations are
scheduled to open in April. Some have
an urban look, with sleek lines of steel
and glass; others feel more historic, using
Arts and Crafts elements that echo the
bungalow-style architecture of the adja-
cent neighborhoods. And then there's
the art, most of it representational
rather than abstract. With everything
from an overhead model of a neighbor-
hood made up of Sears catalog homes
to interactive kiosks with audio and
video clips to a contemplative bench,
the themes and media are as diverse as
the prospective rail riders. Allen feels
confident the public will react favor-
ably—but when it comes to public art,
little is certain.

Though public art has been around
for a long time, perhaps beginning with
cave paintings, it still isn't easy to define.
Jack Becker, artistic director of Forecast
Public Artworks, a St. Paul nonprofit
that funds public art projects and pub-
lishes the journal Public Art Review,
says people typically think of public art
as “the four m's: murals, monuments,
memorials, and mime.” Actually, he
notes, public art can include temporary
installations, performance art, sound-
scapes, and street theater: the Quadriga
(golden horses) on the state capitol, the

What’s Good

Wing Young Huie's Lake Street, USA,
is a series of 650 photographs of
activity along Lake Street that was
displayed along six miles of the street
during the summer and fall of 2000.

“He helped bring to the surface the
diversity of the communities on Lake
Street and showed people like me who
was there. He involved hundreds of
businesses and people along Lake Street
in the process. The records of images
will last in our memories forever.”

—Shelly Willis, University of Minnesota
Public Art on Campus program

Peter Woytuk's 1,400-pound bulls, on
the University of Minnesota’s St. Paul
campus, are loved so much by the
public that they occasionally “wander”
during the night. U of M public art
coordinator Shelly Willis likes the
public interaction, and wouldn’t mind
letting people move the bulls if it
weren't for the risk of damage or the
cost of moving them back.

“Good public art also plays with the
memory of the experience. | am much
more aware of the [surrounding] build-
ings, their function and their use, and
the landscaping. Everything in my mind
is much more vivid. Public art becomes
a landmark, a place people return to, to
appreciate art on its own terms.”

—David Allen, Hiawatha Light Rail

Maya Lin’s winter garden, with its
wall of water and rolling hardwood
floor, was installed in the foyer of the
American Express building in downtown
Minneapolis in 2002.

“It's mesmerizing, simple, and
elegant. | love the piece.”

—David Allen

Western Sculpture Park, located in the
city’s most densely populated neigh-
borhood on the edge of downtown
St. Paul, features a rotating exhibition
of 20 large-scale outdoor sculptures.

“| tove it because of the things that
are in there and also what it's doing
for the neighborhood. It’s a motivator
for social change.”

—Christine Podas-Larson, Public Art
St. Paul

What’s Bad

“My least favorite public artwork is the
family of cartoonish bronze blobs that
Brooklyn artist Tom Otterness installed
outside the Federal Courts building
opposite the Minneapolis City Hall.
His irksome little figures lout about on
shaggy mounds that are the remains
of an expensive landscaping debacle.
In the midst of the blob-critters stands
a blob-giant who appears to have
been made of Milk Duds or dog turds.
This is a tedious exercise in cuteness
that trivializes a courthouse plaza. if
it were possible to move it, the piece
might suit a school playground, where
its whimsy, scale-shifts, and playful
dumbness could enchant kids.”

—Mary Abbe, Star Tribune visua/
arts critic

muosaic mural at Minneapolis’s Resource
Center of the Americas, Metro Tran-
sit’s bus poetry, and 4th of July fire-
works displays.

Public art, clearly, must be located
in publicly accessible spaces, but Beck-
er and his colleagues are quick to dis-
tinguish public art from art in public
places. True public art is site-specific
and may respond to the characteristics
of the location: the physical environ-
ment—wind, sun, scasons—or the his-
tory, demographics, social issues, and
concerns unique to a people and place.
Artwork in public places (in its worst
cases, nicknamed “plop art,” as it seems
to have been arbitrarily plopped some-
where) is not created with the space in
mind. Over time, though, some of these
works, or even pieces not conceived as
art, such as northeast Minneapolis’s
Grain Belt Beer sign, can slowly become
integrated into a site’s identity.

Public dollars and public property
are not necessarily characteristics of
public art, cither; in fact, many cor-
porate projects, such as Maya Lin’s
winter garden in the foyer of the
American Express building in Min-
neapolis, have become local favorites.
Some public entities, such as the state
government of Minnesota (including
the University system), employ Per-
cent for Art programs, which desig-
nate a percentage of construction
costs toward artwork for the site. For
instance, funding for the light rail’s
public art was a percentage of the dol-
lars granted for the project by the Fed-
eral Transit Administration. But pri-
vate money plays a significant role,
particularly in the Twin Cities.

“One thing people don’t realize is
that the majority of public art in the
Twin Cities is privately funded,” says
Becker, who lists individual donors,
foundations, corporations, and churches
as common funding sources. He admits
there are gray areas between the public
and private realms. “Arc architectural
buildings public art?” he asks. “The Tar-
get building [in downtown Minneapo-
lis]? Is that art? Is it architecture?
Ornamentation? The changing display
of light—1I'd call it public art. Does Tar-
get think so? What is the intention?”

The common denominator is that
public art interacts with an environ-
ment and a diverse, changing audience.
“It connects with audiences who aren’t
necessarily arts audiences,” Becker says.
With public art—downtown Min-
neapolis’s artist-designed manhole cov-
ers, for example—the audience is not
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“This is who we are.”

If public art is difficult to define,
it’s even more difficult to evaluate.
When people aren’t responding to art
in museums and galleries, attendance
and sales go down. But with public
art, criteria are more subjective. And
public art’s future seems as debat-
able as the merits of St. Paul’s Peanuts
gang. Last session, the Minnesota Leg-
islature put a $100,000 cap on the
Percent for Art program and cut the
State Arts Board's budget, which
forced the state to lay off its public
art administrator. Meanwhile, in a sur-
prise move this winter, President
George Bush gave the National
Endowment for the Arts its largest
increase in 20 years.

Ultimately, public art is not driven
by funders and administrators, but by
the creative élan of artists. Most pub-
lic artists working today got their start
by apprenticing with other artists, but
Becker predicts that degree programs
in public art will grow from a hand-
ful to 50 nationally within 10 years.

And as cities expand outward,
suburban communities struggling to
define their character will likely top
cities in investing in public art. The
most visible of these projects will be
found in new sculpture parks and
libraries, but temporary works, too,
such as festivals and performances,
will prove low-cost ways to test con-
cepts and establish ideas for perma-
nent works.

In the bigger picture, committing to
the art associated with the Hiawatha
Light Rail is similar to committing
to light rail itself. It is a move toward
community interaction and shared
public space—away from gated com-
munities and the isolation of individ-
ual agendas. Committing to public art
says we believe social interaction and
collaboration are valuable, necessary
even, to human culture. We cannot for-
get, Becker notes, that art can be an eco-
nomic development tool; in the past
four years, the Peanuts statues have
generated an estimated $150 million
in revenue for the city of St. Paul. And
to this, we can all toss our tams. MM

Rachel Hutton is associate editor of
Minnesota Monthly.






