THE POWER OF AGENCY

Urban Communication
and the Rhetoric of Public Art

Victoria J. Gallagher
North Carolina State University

Margaret R. LaWare
lowa State University

An area is not a slum simply because the people living there are poor and
black. A community becomes a shum when the space is represented for
everyone (including those who live there) by those who don't live there.

—Marback (1998, p. 82)
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1 hat act as social codes and evoke a sense of cultural value. As we cop.
nhpecist

;  to which urban spaces contain compeutng desires, uses, defi.
sider the exten \nd narratives, there is 2 need to move the conversation from
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and expenences, P:c :mt:.t:cmmplish this is thmugh an examination of
g o i ality, public art both inhabits and creayey

ublic art. Because of its matenality, Pt s by g 2
e and a space where tensions are projected, illuminated, and articulaeg
ilu'lupk meanings exist and are evoked on h-olt::ﬂ emotional and intellec.
cual level, yet the matenality of the work and the space H?: COnsengy
that 1s rarely, if ever, artained. Indﬂ:‘d- th WOy PrOOESES Ilf which public 3
works come to be are themselves indicative of the Strugg H-._tl'l-e hopﬂ_ the
promises, and the practices that make up urban life. Public art in urbeg
spaces holds out the promise of !‘.H_-lbhc, ::immcmt dchhcunc!n., even a i
reminds us repeatedly of the realities of imposed control by elites, whether
corporate, governmental, or cultural. There are many examples of public an
projects located in urban spaces that enact the desire of elites 0 control whay
is valued and who is worthy of power and recognition. For instance, elitsy
may argue that a particular aesthetic use of a space is desirable and good and
that the public eventually will come to appreciate it (¢.g., the Monumens &
Joe Lowis in Detroit, Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc in New York). But, by
imposing a particular interpretation of a site, public art also calls artention 10
those power structures and power struggles that may otherwise remain hid-
den or unspoken. Indeed, as Senie and Webster (1992) indicated:

Public art with its buih-in social focus would seem vo be an ideal genre

for a democracy. Yet, since its inception, issues surrounding its appro-
priate form and placement, as well as its funding, have made public an
an object of conroversy more often than comsensus or ]

Onginally viewed by many in the new nation as a huxury incompatible
with republican values, public art (indeed am in general) was (and coe-
unues 1o be) regarded with distrust. (p. x1)
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lic art highlights, evokes, and intensifies emotional responses. ’:ﬂl‘
other contemporary forms of discourse that seek to M
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reflection every time it is encountered b g
Burkean sense) such thar i“diﬁdu']ﬁmkdmmdnf attention (in the
a way that previously may not have been significant. Pubﬂl:lﬂlﬂm In
least partly because it is less ephemeral than ey Othed art docs this ar
[t cannot be mn.iudn:cd ]ila;.il a product—it continues 1o stay there i ;ﬁ;i
in our city, in our day-to- day seeing of it o
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Second, public art invites viewers to make 2 ju dgment. Thi .
ﬂMIFWquﬁﬁqame&Ihwm;
emotional, visceral responses, and to make sense of them in light of stan-
m;—itmmﬁpmp!cmmthemkufqiﬁn,mkm”q s ainadl
fﬂtﬂlm“f““dtmmdingithmhmﬂtlndmmmm
b;u:ktnthehmt:ha;puhhcaThuHsnpmﬂtmmd‘t bic has
some (opportunity) for control in urban space, spaces that
ly mrp.:f:ati:ed and/or institutionalized. e

Thjrd,thcvﬂuﬂﬂfpubﬁcmmnntunhuﬂlbmmmth:pmd-
sct of an epoch—they are, in other words, historically contingent
(Beardsley, 1981). As a result, public art links history and memory together
in 2 way that says something about 2 community at a particular moment in
history. Rhetoric deals with the contingent and the transcendent by focus-
ing our attention on context and its complexities, complexities that inchude
deep-seated and subtle issues of race, control, power, and privilege; in other
words, who has agency to determine what appears in public spaces.

By bringing these three rhetorical functions of public art rogether, the
emotive function, the invitation to express opinion and make 2 judgment,
and the ability to concretize and offer a reflection on public memory and
history (agency), public art in urban spaces coatributes to discourses of pub-
& idenuity, providing a space of attention, a space to pause and reflect, 2

making and reflections on the self within the context of 2 localized social,
]Enl'““] and physical or material environment. This is why, as a@:’{nﬂ_tfr-
"“i:hhclrtn&enbmunmm of controversy, encouraging individ-
. "espond both i as well as rationally, to articulate 2 posi-
n““ﬂﬁnﬁu,mmmwﬂulmﬂ#@&m
agsedby the an. As art critic Amy Goldin (1974) explained, “public
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Bon as participants in 2 publc
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hﬂtdﬁc[w?:,m‘dﬂut.pubﬁ:mdnﬁin willing 1o take part

anyon<
for ingi: s 10N Controversies over blic art have provided opporTuItes
Viduals articulate their mpupoﬁtm in relation to urban, |
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spaces, and the meaning these spaces have for individuals and communig

As Harriet Senic (1992) argued, “many controversics that appear to h-: ffles.

public art are actually about the use :md meaning n'F the site” (p. 9).
Through examination of three brief case studies of ¢ bk

- art in urban spaces, we demonstrate how a rhetonically informed )
L?:rr":q::n“tﬁbum Eﬂ- our understanding of the complexities of mm
who controls the way puhlicwhnnqr}'isrrprrgnted.mfﬁmmh
fmsmpuhﬁcmmnwmy,pmdﬂfmtvmﬂmﬂmd—h
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ame&edﬂrrianh;mnmdﬂ'memn?wamﬁiqnm.ﬁ_m
:hirdfmumuankMHmmﬂuupm'&hm*
ruisunccmtheimpmiﬁnnufmning,inthtfurmufmm? :

RICHARD SERRA’S TILTED ARC

Tilted Arc, commissioned for Federal Plaza in lower Manhattan in 1979 =
installed in 1981, made evident efforts w control the space in lower
Manharttan in front of the federal Court House. Cultural elites, through the
General Services Administration’s (GSA) “Art-in-Architecture” progam
claimed the space as an opportunity for an aesthetic expression by a sculp-
tor, Richard Serra, who had received acclaim by the established art workd i
which the avant-garde in general, and minimalism in particular, were mss-
tutionalized. Serra had already exhibited sculptures in elite muscums md
numerous public installations around the world. For this commissos, ke
created a long, arcing steel wall that stretched across and occupied the e
ter of Federal Plaza, towering above the heads of passersbys. It was bege
imposing, and aggressive, forcing visitors and workers to walk arousd =
rusting steel face. It was a wall in a crowded urban area, not far from ¥l
Street and the Twin Towers.

Tilted Arc functioned as a wall both physically and sydnﬂii‘:
ﬁpcciaﬂyurbmdebncnus:hmtmdpufﬁﬁ.Hﬂrﬂh B
worked or lived within the context of the Fad-:nll’hnn-:i"‘?;'k
munpoﬁﬁnmiumﬁanhaguamumﬁmnﬂyaﬂiw -
community. To them, the sculpture contained and m"“"‘i
hmwdﬂmm:mda:hﬁpmhn!yhmm#ﬂ
mwmﬁmmnﬂmﬁnﬂhmwﬂfﬂi
*pace Is highly limited. References to the sculprure such 5
“Fﬂkrsqum'rcﬂmd:hhpucepﬁnndﬂuﬂ" e
control and oppression. Others also spoke of nhe-culvﬂ;_ﬂi,.,
man’s land” and constituting a “visual assault.” (GSAT
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In the hearing on whether 1o consider the sculpture’s removal, meaning-
making became paramount, along with delineation of idenuty in terms of
what claim an individual or a community of individuals had on the space in
the plaza. For example, prior to the creation of Tilted Ar, the health depart-
ment had used the plaza as a site of health fairs and for public dissemination
of health information. According to the head of the health the
presence of the sculpture disrupted the coordination and success of these
fairs, wresting opportunities for diverse and publicly directed uses of the
space. Those in positions of political power—the political elite—who con-
ducted the hearing, and who were appointees of a conservative administra-
ton, also challenged the authority of the cultural elites to control and define
the plaza space. They perceived the sculpture to be an affront and a threat o
their authority, magnifying their fears of who might be lurking in public
“behind the wall.” Furthermore, they equated the wall with symbols of ter-
rorist attacks. The sculpture referenced terrorist barricades on the one hand,
as well as a potential blast wall for directing the destructive force of 2 bomb
towards their building,

Ultimately, Tilted Arc was removed, and this reflected, we argue, more
the ascendance of a political elite over a cultural elite than the resistance of a
group of nonelites connected to the site through their quotidian acuvities.
However, the controversy over Tilted Arc and the hearing that ensued did
provide an opportunity for articulation and definition —perhaps most sig-
nificantly, for artculating and visually graphing the convergence of power
struggles within the public realm, within a complex, socially and politically
significant urban space.

MONUMENT TO JOE LOUIS,
AKA, “THE FIST”

In the city of Detroit, located at the terminus of Woodward Avenue as it
intersects with Jefferson Avenue, resides axulpuntnf:lhd:hrnmmd
fist, hung by cables frnmau'iauguhrfﬁme.ltissmmﬂdlr?cdy:n?n
from a classical, allegorical statue known as the Spirit of Detroit, thrusting
toward the futuristic fountain and pylon of Hart Plaza. This sculpture, rep-
fesentative yet also abstract in its disembodied form, and referred to in the
“nnmuhrnfthccityshuplyu"I'heFiﬂ,"nmnrcf?rmllykm:sr_hc
Monument to Joe Lowis. What is the meaning, the significance, the poteatial,
and the reality, of a huge bronze fist in the middle of a downtown intersec-
"on, in the heart of a city ndicallyrgmnﬁgurndh}'ﬂraliﬁu:u_nfmﬂ
strife? It is heroic in scale, yet :nti-huuic;ithnmn.rﬂ.mtm
Memory and provokes debate; it is both glorious and grim.

h—-—#———"—_—_&_--
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On one level, the Monument to Joe Lowuis is unique because it explicitly
evokes the memory of an African-American man who became a hero w
both Black and White Americans during the 1930s when he scemed to
embody the spirit, strength, and determination of Amenca i:l'l his historic
fight with the German boxer, Max Schmelling (“the Nazi). It is also unique
in that there are few public representations of African Amenicans in promi-
nent urban locations. Yet the sculprure itself represents trends in public ar
that favor prominent arusts chosen and approved by art world elites as
opposed to locally rooted artists, and that deny opportunities for participa-
tion in the selection and design stages by representatives of the larger pub-
lic. Furthermore, under the guise of “realism,” the sculpture as a reahstic bur
disembodied fist, is more representative of the abstract art that tends to be
the mainstay of public arts commissions. Abstract art by its narure invites
and fist may reference not only a fighter’s punch, but intentionally or not,
other images of forearms and fists, whether that be the Black power fist of
the 1960s or, more recently, the strange and disturbing images of Saddam
Hussein's “Hands of Victory™: forearms holding swords at the entrance w
his parade ground in Baghdad.

On the one hand then, the sculpture needs to be understood in 2 broad-
er context of the history of commemorative public art commissions and
controversics and the tenuous relationship between the public, commission-
ing agencies or patrons (in this case a corporate patron), the artists, and the
public. Monument to Joe Louis is connected 1o this larger history involving
the struggle over both defining and representing local and national histories
and sigr:iﬁcant figures in that history and the struggles regarding the control
of public space, particularly in an era when public space that is not con-
trolled by private corporate interests is increasingly limited. Monument to

Joe Lﬂﬂﬂ, commissioned b}" Spﬂm Tllustr, . was created dl.l.ring the late
e e corporations became heavly involved in the arts and in financ-
commissions as a form of public relations as well as invest-
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#ke_mqu?iacsdmﬁ?mmeﬁmdmﬁmdu'mbﬁc'm scene in
Detroit, as it did in many cities during the 1970s. In the aftermath of the race
riots of 1967, civic and corporate leaders attempted to rejuvenate the ciry of
Detroit by instituting a rewnvigorated public art program (Nawrock: &
Holleman, 1980). As Senic and Webster (1992) pointed out, such an initia-
tive was somewhat common during this time period: “Public art became a
P.nufurba.nrmcwnlpmpanu,uith:dbnm in centuries past, functioning
as an emblem of culture and a manifestation of economic wealth, a sign of
the power of its patron” (p. xiv). Various works of art were thus sited in
downtown Detroit public spaces. These works embodied 2 modernist aes-
thetic, and sometimes also invoked futuristic forms. They included geomet-
rc wall paintings and murals by various local and not-so-local arsts, a
rwisted steel pylon and a steel fountain (shaped like 2 donut held up by two
steel straws) designed by Isamu Noguchi, and various other abstract steel
sculptures including ones by Alexander Calder and John Piet. The culmina-
won of this “renaissance” was the building of the Renaissance Center on the
riverfront in downtown Detroit. Resembling a fortress of steel and glass, the
Renaissance Center has had a mixed history. Its gigantic scale and “cold”
interior and exterior, plus its inaccessibility from the street, make it an
impressive spectacle which people soon grow tired of. It continually strug-
gles to attract and keep tenants and patrons.

Given that the concept of public art presupposes a fairly homogenous
public and a language of art that speaks to all (Senie, 1992), the motive for,
the aesthetic style, and the iming of Detroit’s public art campaign during the
1970s are highly ironic. The campaign is a demonstration of the extent to
which White elites continued to see the city as “theirs™ despite the fact that
they had played a significant role in creating and then ignoring the city’s
social and economic problems. Despite or perhaps even because of the nous,
the White elites along with the emerging Black polirical elite, continued to
neglect the views and values of their fellow citizens, whose perceprions of
the art being foisted on the city were likely to be quite different from those
of the elites, as Senie and Webster (1992) pointed out:

hﬁmhwmﬁmmﬁﬁiﬁ'

bk ol e aadietcn ﬂ'lﬂll’“"ikl'" Art in the public
domain, a sign of the power of its patrons, frequently becomes the focus
for discontents that often have nothing to do with art. Small wonder

:‘;Twﬂkmmdm:rmmhwbﬂwiﬁ{?'
)

mudfmain!r,pubﬁ:mhummimdhiminﬂuuniwdaummd&-e
r

nist design aesthet; in other cities in regard 1o
e e d . Dt e
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thetic of the Monument to Joe Louis has an additional disturbing side as well.
The disembodied forearm and fist function as a metonym for Louis, and 25
such, the sculpture is both a grotesque caricature of the man and a glorifica-
tion of his limb. Using one body part to symbolize the whole of a person
objectifies the person, dismembers him or her, leaving the person ripe for
consumption, domination, even violence. Feminist critiques of contempo-
rary advertising center on this type of objectification of the female body for
the male gaze and the troubling power relanions thereby advocated. Given
the level of control exercised by dominant elites over “The Fist,” it can be
read similarly: a piece of a (subhu)man, whose life can be reduced to one
limb, to be held up for the gaze of the “public,” a curiosity, a carnival
sideshow, 2 burlesque oddity. The fact that “The Fist™ is hung from a tripod
by chains simply underscores such a reading. Perhaps it is not surprising
then, that upon seeing the sculprure for the first time, Joe Louis’s widow
murmured, “It could be anybody's arm™ (Carswell, 1987).

A counter movement culminated in the siting of a representational stat-
ue of Louis in the Cobo Hall Convention Center just 1 year later. An
anonymous donor whose gift was “matched by Detroit citizens, Louis’s
family, public school students, teachers and staff” funded this second sculp-
ture (Graves, 1992). The stated purpose of the commission was to site 2
sculpture that “the community could identify with,” one that would serve as
a corrective to “The Fist”. The result was a 12-foot representational bronze
statue of Louis in a boxing stance created by Ed Hamilton, an African-
American sculptor who won the design compettion (Graves, 1992). This
second time around, the community chose 2 traditional, honorific style of
commemoration associated with memorializing uflh:pﬁtlndthtmm
and political elites accepted the community’s right to participation in the
public representation of history. . :

As this discussion demonstrates, the Monument to Joe Lowis is rheton-
cally powerful. Its aesthetic qualities and surrounding context (both physi-
cal and historical) provide the resources from which controversy, ﬂdﬂh
and other forms of material rhetoric have emerged. Unlike other sites of
memory that tend to emphasize progress and amnesia at the expense of con-
testation and debate, the arresting material and symbolic qualities of “The
Fist” are hard to ignore. The memories evoked are much broader and more
scattered than one might suppose from a sculprure titled for a specific per
son. Indeed, the hegemonic process by which the sculpture came into being:
and the vernacular nature of the counter memorial in Cobo Hall, may be
more apt, when taken together, to achieve a counter hegemony than 347
number of representational sculptures celebrating civil rights and/or ¢
African-American experience. The Monument to Joe Louis materialized 3
an artempt 10 inscribe an elite group vision onto a city and its citizens b
became, in addition, a resource for engagement.
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COMMUNITY MURAL PROJECTS

As the counter memorial to Joe Louss in the case just ihustraes,
may also represent efforts by nonelites to provide what Joha Fﬂ::’;;
rdmtdmﬂ'vtmnhr'fmgmm-ﬂ.I _uhﬂﬂ

:h]l}rrﬁiﬂcnnuulb}':litﬁ,-hﬂ;uﬂt!htm ]
ﬂ:ﬁm-lnthhdﬁrdminqiﬁ&nﬂm-md:m

=
-

space.
pmbub!ybmmpmmmdbyﬁtmﬁymimhhph
the late 1960s inurbanndghbndmnd:inhhid-'dyb,ﬂ!t-
ummwmmummﬂhﬂuﬁmdﬁm
Progress Administration murals of the 1930s and 1940s = America The
community mural movement, which is also called “people’s an™ or “strees
art,” seeks to reclaim the meanings of urban space for the people Eving wich-
in them, and not leaving such meaning-making to cutside clives who ofeen
defined such spaces as “ghettos,” spaces sited for urban renewal

One of the first examples of the “communiry-based mural movement™
or “people’s art,” was the creanion of the Wall of Respect on the south side
of Chicago in 1967. The local city government, without consulting local res-
idents, had designated a particular neighborhood to be razed as part of an

urban renewal initiative. By reclaiming community space for the communi-
ty, the Wall of Respect delayed those plans (see Cockcroft, Weber, &
Cockeroft, 1977, p. 1). The project combined poetry, mural painting, and
easel painting (boards installed on the wall) and was ongmally cressed as
part of a festival of arts for the primarily Black citizens who lived nearby.
Later, the mural bﬁmaullyingpniuhth_j.-hn

'“hlmdmtpxcnfﬂtmfwﬂﬂﬂrﬁ-“-‘

(Cockcrofy 1977. p. 3). The mural incorporated the rhesorical judg-
F‘md:in':::‘ulhcrp‘}' i -hu-:hf:;:::'ﬁ:
"Mages on the wall continued to change and evolve
deMnyduarmkﬂmnﬂi-hﬂﬂh_*
'"“hﬂﬁ:ufﬂ:ingo.
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ticular types of urban exigencies such as the need for creating positive
images and memories of a community or the need to recognize the plight of
a particular neighborhood and to initiate and direct a response. Community
murals initiate impulses in the community that include seeing individuals a5
part of the community and as agents of change. This effort is also evident in
community murals on urban neighborhood centers such as Casa Aztlan in
Chicago where images of historic revolutionary figures in Mexico as well as
figures from 20th-century liberation movements in the United States includ-
ing Cesar Chavez, adorn the brilliantly colored outer and interior walls (see
LaWare, 1998). These images serve to create a space of identification and
pride where families and young people from the community seek assistance
for better integrating into the dominant culture without completely forgo-
ing their cultural memory or their community affiliation. As Cockerofteral
(1977) explained, “people’s art” incorporates and makes visible the real expe-
riences of the people it addresses; “their history and struggles, their digniry
and hopes” (p. xxii). “People’s art” therefore, makes these localized expen-
ences real and visible to those not only within the community but to publics
outside the community as well. Community-based mural art makes visible
meanings inherent to the identity of the local community to those who
might be inclined to project or impose their own vision on the communty
from the outside.

Murals can also call artention to the need for beauty and care and can
help people to not only feel that they are deserving of such beaury and care,
but that they can act to expand the beauty reflected in the mural into ther
own lives and neighborhoods. Philadelphia is a city where this is perhaps
most visible. Community muralists working in progressively deterioraung
neighborhoods have collaborated with the local residents 1o create beauniful
images of hope and transformation. For example, graffiti artists whose work
tends to reflect the deterioration of community and the control of neighbor-
hoods by gangs and drug lords, have been transformed into muralists. One
mural artist reported that members of the neighborhood asked her to pant
waterfalls, because they wanted images of flowing water, 10 show bow
things were going to be cleaned up and get berter™ (Halpern, 2002, p.1)- Ja¢
Golden, 2 community mural artist who has been working in north and west
wmmm:m,mmmdw
nity murals to not only make art accessible to people, but to “create el
MWFWMMMmMMTEM
communicate that the people who live there do care and cherish beauty 3¢
mmmwmmrhmmmmw

t environment or in other local settings. Murals commu™”
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cate possibilities for hope and transformation from within the community,
Fmﬁding a space for recognizing agency, the ability to assert a collective
will against hopelessness and neglect resulting from poverty and racism and
w0 suggest alternative possibilities for the future.

CONCLUSION

As indicated by the cases cited here, examining public art in urban spaces
provides a rhetorical means for coming to understand some of the complex
dynamics that define urban communication, dynamics thar reflect struggles
for power and control over the creation, meaning, and use of public
resources, including public spaces. The examples above show the way pub-
lic art, both through controversy and through community involvement,
essentially highlights and brings 1o attention, often as diverse exigencies, the
particular forces beneath the surface that shape the contours of urban life.
Tilted Arc and the hearing concerning its removal delineated the conflicting
power bases of conservative political elites and established cultural elites, as
well as efforts by the local community to insert their own meaning into pub-
lic space. The controversy over Tilted Arc ultimately transformed the con-
duct of public arts commissions by compelling commissioning agencies to
better incorporate the needs and interests of local publics more effectively
and 1o reflect diverse uses of a site. Monument to Joe Lowss also delineated
conflicting efforts to define and control Detroit’s urban spaces, bringing
head to head corporate, cultural, and political elites and, ultimately, the com-
munity. As a monument to a prominent individual, “The Fist* also evoked
other feelings and memories as a result of its aesthetic and visual properues,
thetorical character. Citizens were (and continue to be) emotionally engaged
by it, taking on the role first of critic and then of agents who successfully
demanded the right to participate in decisions about the public representa-
tion of history. Finally, the community murals discussed illuminate not only
the devastating results of ongoing struggles between corporate, political, and
“ﬂ?mhwﬂdiminmkh:gmturﬁmhwhnmhmpmﬁ
mitory for neglect and abuse, but also efforts by local communitics o
%dmmfumaﬂmmmﬂﬂmh“rpb
¥ &1t can create opporrunitics for identification, and ultimatcly agency. by
making visible the citizens and the communities whose interests are 1CO”
borted into, reflected, and often challenged, by the maceial nd discurs
used 1o frame and define urban spaces.
ﬁmﬂﬁqhmwa@&mmﬂﬂ““m
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es, materialities, and experiences, thereby providing resources for inven-
tion: shared commitments to beauty and community revitalization (the
community murals project), the attractions of accessible, open spaces in the
urban environment (7ilted Arc), and the community nature of public mem-
ory (Monument to Joe Louis). Such resources are necessary to developing
theories and practices of urban communication that move us beyond the
restrictions of current economic, political, and racially grounded modes of

enactment.
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