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RICHARD SERRA'S nttto ARC

TiJI~d Arc, commiuioned fOf Fedenl PU.u in 10",« Manh..nu • 1'7'J"
insu.lled in 1981. m..k evid~nt effortS to contrOl tho: spKo: in _
Mwatwl in front of the fnlenl Court House. c...ltu~ eli.ta." du..p.
G~nc~ Servk~1 Adminutf<nion's (GSA) "Art·in-An:h.i.ttctvu" po.­
claimed th~ SpiIC~ as an oppc;>rtunity for an usthet:ic cxprtUion "" a~
lor, Ridurd Serra, ",ho had ret::eivt<! acclaim by the esubl~bed art-Wit
..,hich the avant-garde in general, and minimalism in partictlW, _ ...
tutionaJized. Serra Iud already exhibited sculptures in elite~ ..
numerOUI public iNtallations around the work\. FOf this~ lir
cruted a long, arcing Slul wa11tltat strctelted across and oocapWd ..e­
t« of Federal Plaza, to",erilt& above lhe heads of pusenbys.11_.
imJ>Olin&, and aggressive, forcing visitors and ..,0Jir.en Ul ..Il __ ill
rusting Sleel face. It "'U t ",all in t crowded urhtn area, _ t...-"
Slr«t and the Twin Towers.

T.JuJ Arc ful'lClioncd U t ",.til boIh physially and rJ:..t;.~'~';"~;especia1ly urban wall, beatUoe il attrxted vafflli Mmy ..

w~ked~.lived.~n~ contat of the Fedenl Pbu ..- ~. ,~.r;
.til llIIposmon, funcuomng as.t metl\S to litenUy and~ ._
~"?,"unity.To them, the KUlprureconuined &lid c:>OO4lDcQd ....~
Jimued.~ to t space that had prerioudy bcea fl- m' "'..~
and open to divCDe wcs wd maninp in ~ utbuI trU..wr~..
s~ is highly limited.. Rderences to the sculpnm well- - ... tllt'
of Foley Square" rdIteted this peruption of the wall ... f-;.·C''p
con~ and opprcuion. Othns a1sospokeof me aevJprIIft,,;... '"
nun s UncI" and CONtiNung a • vUw1 assault.." (GSA 1i



•
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I" Iht hetrinc OIl ...het:bn-1O~~ scWpnLr6 ,.......aJ.~_
....,.kin, blame paramount, alan; wnh delll'ICation of identity in ImRI at
",hal ~bi", ilfI ;n.di..;du~Or a comml.U'lity 01 indiridlWs Iurd 011 w, spau in
the pUn. For eumple, prior~ the ueuioa of TJuJ Arc. the Iw:ahh~_
~t ~.-d the pbu as a me of h.:ahh fai~ and for publicd~rion
of ~alth informacion. According to the had of the baIth ckp&ruDmt. door:
~e of. the KUIp""~ .dis....p~ thc c:oonIinWon and s......ns ol dococ
floin, .rnnnc opport\ln't1n for dl"~ and publicly directed usn of thc
space. Those in.positions of political power-thc political dile-wbo COO<'O­

d~ ,bo: hurinK. and ...ho were appolntel:l of a~"' admimRn.­
cion. also ch.ulcni:~ IhI: authority of the cultural clites rorontrol and ddiM
dlt piau s~.They perceived the $l;U.\ptun 10 be "" affrom and adual 10

tIW authority. nucnifyinc ~r fnn of ..-ho mi&bt be Iw\.int ill public
·behind t1~ wall.· Furthermore, they ~uated thc ...a11 ~th symbols of ler­
rorist m~ks. TM Kulpturc rcfttcnc:cd tnYOfisl b&rric.adcs on t1x_1w>d,
• wcD u a poccnWl bbu ...a11 for dir«ti", lhe~ force ol a bomb
tOWards thrir building.

UllilNldy, TJwJ Arc was rcmov~ and thil rdlccud., '"~~
1Mu«~ of a politieal dite: OWl' • culnual diu tbul dw I . • ...... of •
I'O\'p of nondhn o;<>nn<:o;tl:'i 10 the si\e thl'Ol,l&h thcir qllOcidian xtiritiC$.
HOWC'Ytt. 1M controversy ovcr rJltd A'I' and thc hearinc that msucd did
p<O>'idc :an opponunity for ...ma.I~ and ddiniUoa - pailapo _ sic­
lIif".aptly, for anieul"tinll: and >'isu'l1ly graphing lilt CO!lY(tv!"c:c of poooel"
ltnlggln within rm public realm, within a compla,~ and poIjcigIly
~I urbu> SI»"-

MONUMENT TO JOE lOUIS.
AKA. "THE FIST"
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~. ThiI.'~ ~f aef~~. to domin.atf tM "public" an _ in
Detroit, If II did In many C1Ur$ d,m"g the 19701. In the aft=nuhof.he~
riot' of 1%7: ci~~ ~nd «>fP?ra~ leaden num",td to rq\l~f~ <be Of}' ol
~I by lIISUllInng a rnnv"onted publio; m propun (Nawrocki &:
~ 1910). As~ 1I>d Wd:>s= (1992) poimcd out,'" an iDiri.o.
rio'< ...as "''''"''..... COm_ durinc thilli.... period:.~ an ......_.
put of lIrWn rmCW<ll procnms, u ~ had~ in cmuulcs ~t, funaioninc
as l/'l emblem of culture and. ",an,fC5tallOR of «OnOmic: wullh,. lign of
the POW'" of iu pmvn" (p. oiv). Vo.rioulI _rlu of;lll ....n th.... siud in
downlO..n Oftroit publi<; 5pa<;cs. 1l>ese worlts~ • IlIOCknIis:< -s.
-. and ton>nimG abo invoktd futuriaic rom... 1'bq iclduded ........'_
rC ...aD paintinp &nd rnu..us by ...no... local and DOt-too-Ioeal aniom, I

I"'isted 51«1 pylon and •••td (""nuin (shaped like. cIonut held up by TWO
,ted ,t"'..,) design«! by !umu Noguchi, l/'ld various odltr obscncI sucl
K\llprorts ;t\Clllding ona by Alcundcr Uldcr and John Pia. "Tho Ql\mi/u.
-.01 this.~~. _ dw buiIdinc of W )W!.imN'C Urua- on tW
,;.ah..., in downlOW1l Dftmit.llncnblinc. foruasol Red and~ ok
Km·j,,·....,. <:.mitt Ius !wi • mi>:cd histoty. Its pPntiI; Kale :alllI"coW·
ullmor and «urior, pIll. its inac:ccnibility from the IUM., maU it an
impressive: spccudc which people 500n grow tim!. of. It conrinwlly strug_
pes to atlnct and k~ WW1U and patrons.

Gj,ocq WI eM c:<:>IlCCpl of pubGc an pruuppo5eJ • f&i:rly bouoo&uw­
public &nd I La.n~ of an dw spaks 10 aD (SaMe, 1992), tIw nlOtiw for.
dlo >esdlmc: $l}'k, and~ rimine of IXvoiI'S public: an~cadurinc dw
19i'Os ar( highly ironic. 'fhc, campaign il I dcmonslntion or~ UIUIlIO
..-hich Whil( (lil(S comin~ 10 I« m( cily :as ·~irs· dapiu the flCl thai
thty bad puytd • signif..:anc rok in autin& w tbc:n is-inc dw ciIy'.
IOCiaIlI>d~ probklns.. Despite Of pnh..p. r<'C:CI brew'v of tlw: riDa.
dlo~ dius &lol1i': wilh tlw:~ Blade poIitiW WIlt, 0DIlCinued 10
oqka c~ views and ..a/U(S ollhrir fdlow citiuns, wbor percepGons of
dl< art bdng foisl«i on m( city "'(~ likdy 10~ q\lile diff«(lIc from dlOIt
of l~ (1i1(S,:as xni( and Wdn!Ct (1992) poinud oue:

Cntainly, public aJ1 hu hid. miJ;ed history in me Uniled SUoccsw tM
:::~nill d(sign l~thmc hu (lowed contro..my in Other cities in~ 10

Ill$u\Lorions: .101 indicittd by~ 3!IaIysis hcr( ci. rukJ AK; Bue dw aa.-
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.hnk of Ii>( M"""wrc<II(JJ~ Lo..u Ius;ln addi,ioNJ dilturbinr; lOde u ...d1.
1M diwmbodinl f.-urn md filt function;\$ a mnonym fw lou;" Q '"
such. tM.K~IJ'l'urt: ~ bock a I:RXdquc nria.,u~ of W ftWl and a Pwa.a.
100." ~ his hmb. Ulmg one body put 10 .ymbo/iu the ...!Iok of a pcnoa
objccrifon. tM per_.. dismc"lbt.. him or her. luvinc the~ ripc far
CONUmpl~ dominmon, "no wioknu. Feminist cririqua of conwm~
rat)' M!W(nurnC unitt on this rypcol ob;Ktifiarion oi.he fanak body far
1M nuk pu uw:l dlc lroublinc power rdarions~y adO'(lQtfl!. GM:ca
1M level of control ntteu..d by dominull .,lila ovCt" -n.c, Fist,. it QtI bf
read simibrly: a pie« of a (Iubhu}man. whose life an be miuud 10..,
limb, 10 be hdd up for the line of lhe ·publK,· a curiosity•• c.arnm.I
lidcl~"". a.burl.-squc oddity.~hClI~'·~Fill" is hunc from. tripod
by chAl"' SImply undcl'Komi luch a rcadinr;. Perlups it i. IlOI $Urprising
.hen, Ihn upon I~ing the Kulpturc for the first time, Jot LoI,l;'"1 ",.;w".,
murmured, -[I could be anybody', arm" (Carswen. 1987).

A COunter movement culm;n'iled in the .iting of I repr~n13,ional stat­

u\" of louis in the Cabo Hall Convcnlion Cmter JUSt 1 yur later. IuJ
;u>onyrnoul donor ...hOK gifl ...u "mllchtd by De1roit eitiuns, LouQ:'$
f<lmily, public s<:hoolsludenu, lcacheTs and suff" funded dIU second Ku!p.
lUre (GnvCS, 1992). 11Ic Rated purpose of the commission was ~ sitt a
KUlpo:urc tlu.t ~the~munity could identify wtth," one dill. would Kl'TClS
a Wi ,«uve 10 1M FISt·. The n::$\Ilt.u a t2-r.:x. rtpramUtiorW broau
sUlue of Louis in a bo"inc sun« ereated by Ed H.amiho<t, an AfricMt.
Amtrican IICI.lIpwor who -on the cksi&n compct:itioa (Gr:a'Ol5, 1992). This
second rime around. the community cl>osc a traditiorul, bOllO. ir.c: Ryk tl
oommcmontion aslOCUtcd .nth memorializing of the past and tbt admnI
and polirieal dilts acctpUd the community's rizhl to ~tici~Don. iD die
public rtpr~nutionof histOry. .

M this discussion dtmollStntts, the M"""mt7l1 tDJ« fA,.is is r!lcmri­
cally po-terful. Its :oesthnie qualitits and lurroundin, c:onlt](t (boc:h physi­
uI and hinorical) provide the r~rces from which contl'OVtny, dtbm.
and other forms of material rnclOn.: have emerged. Unlike~ siles 01
memory Ihat tend to emphuize progress and amnesia al the cxperutof c0n­
testation and de!»'le, the arrestin, material and symbolW:: qualities oJ"l'br
Fist· an: hard 10 ignore, The memories evoked an: much broader and~
Kattcred ttwa one might suppose from a sculpture rided for a specific per­
son.lndccd, the hegemonic: proccu by whW::h the $CulpNrc umt into bcilIII;o
and lhe VtmacuUr nalUre of dot: c:ountu memorial in Cabo Hall, 1lU1 be
more apt, ...ben taken IOgttMr, to achieve a aKl.lltu I...eemony tbaa IIIJ
number of repramnUon.al sculpo:urcs cddJnMc: ciriI rigblll andJ« dot
AIrie&n-Amc:rian apaicoiU. The MonllmCll UI J« LA.is Imterializ:cd­
an attempl to inknbc an dite IVOUP~ onto a city and iu ciwe-!luI
became. in addition, a rcsouru fOl" tfIpcemcnL
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licuJar typt's of urban a;lltncin $uch a::< the, no«<! for creating positi~(

im~ges and memories of a community 0. lhe nefti '0 m:ogniu the plight of
a partic:ulu neighborhood and to in;I;"'I( and dircn a rnponse. Commllnity
muraU initiale impulsn;1\ the community I"'" include S«inl individll.us u
pan of the community and u agents of clunge. nil ~fon i. also evidrnl in
community murals: on urban neillhbomood crnt~ JUCh u ~ Azd.." in
C~ ..h~c images of hiswric rcvoluliotury r~ura in Mnico as ..ell u
figures from 20!:h-ullt\lry libcntion rnC/Y'eIMIIO in the. United SUIQ includ_
ing CaM Ch.lv~ ...tom tM brillundy co'orcd OIItn and intmor ..ills<_
UW~. \998). 'fhe.K inugn K1'VC to errate a ~c of idenuflClltion m:I
pride ..here famila.llld yOUllC people from 1M (Ommuniry seck:l$5isuncr
fOl" bmn inttp1lUnll inlo the dominant (1lltun widlOUt compl=ly ferp­
ing their .:ultunl memory or tbdr community affiliation. AJ Cockcrolt~U
("11) apbincd., "pcopIe·. Mt- il1COfl'O'ales and nuke5 visibkthr rW~
~es of thr people;1 Midrasa:; -thri.~ and suuWcs. mar dipUry
and hopes" (p. W). ·P«Ipk's ut" tb",tfOie, nuke~ localized czpui-­
n>ccs raJ and ..uib!e 10 theM not only within W rommunity bul to pubIia;
ouai<k the community IS ..dl. Community-bued !Dun! an rmkts risiblr
maninp inhc:nm to tIw idnuiry of thr local commwlif)' 10 dooM: who
might be inclined 10 proj«1. or irnpo6e thrir OWn vision <XI dw; CIClItlm1.IDity
from rhr outsilk.

Munh gn al.o uII anenUon 10 rhr nttd for bauty and e.ut' and an
help people 10 nor only flOd dw dw;y an dele. 'U\c 01 such benny and~
bu. dw tIwy CUI Xi 10 OpaM dw; beaury ad1ecmi in. rhr munl imo tbrir
own 1i\"Q and~ Phibddphi.a is a city _bert this is pcrhipl
moR vi1:ibk.. eommunity mwali$u ororkinc in.~~
~bofhood.s baytcollabMattd...ida rhr Ioc.aI residenu 10 UCllle btautifuI
irauCf'l 01 hopt and uanafonnatioll.. F« taampk, vaffio anisu ..-hoIt.oat
leDds 10 rdle<:t tht ckreriorao.:.. of c.oonmwUty and dw; conuol 01 DtiPb­
hoods by P'P and dnll1orda.1u~ bc'COI uansfonntd Uno mural_ 0­
mural Mtist «pOi'Ied thai IlImIbtn 01 rhr qhbo. hood aaked ht-r 10 pailII
..,.lefblh., ba:aux thty ..anted im.&ca 01 &winc; walti', -10 aoo.~
lhinc;s _ae r;oUte 10 bt cleaned lip and sa: bma-- (Halpcm, 10Q2, p.I}..JaaW:
GoIckn, a QlIiIiil\Inity mural aatist who Iw bmr ..-ockins in. north -a --"
Pbibddphia N:i&hbornoods Ana 1984, tmplusiud dw; powti' oIl:(MP1D1t'
~ munls 10 nor OiIly nuke m. !lc'XT'Pbk to peopk. tM to -C1'Q.tt reJi
neachborhood dtange:" (fu1ptrn, 1002, pol). Nat" murab. community pta"
pie ftd mtpowti'td to taU dt.arct oIiheir ncigbbotloooch. pbnt eanka'­
plan ~boriIOOd pthcrinp, and~ fo.u 01.11 dole da1tts. The mllrab
(ommUNCaU: thai tnt peoplt ...ho Iiyt there do c:are and d.msh beaul}' aDd
mom tht dnlSUtion CflC\lIfme not on}y tht rauttaW COil.U::1I of thtir ~yd,
bul~ dw;hu~ O?"lnt,~LuIy tht 101.1111 who find no aPd>orS r!
hopt UI tht buill tilYlfonmtl1l or in othter Iot:aJ stnings. Murals (()iftl'll1I1li'
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Q-ll possibilities for~~ ~fonnation from within the «Immunity,
providing ~ 5pace for m»gJ\':ung agency, the ability 10 ilS$Crt a rollttl''''
:,..iII ;&g3inJl hopele$SMSS and ~ect raulting from povmy and racism and
1IO JlIgg~ <l!ltmnive posJibiliDe$ for the furu~

CONCLUSION

~ indicated by the QKS alto;! Iwn. aaminia& pub&: :an in IItban~
Jl'O""des a r+.ttoria..l mans fOf cominc 10wxkn~_ 01 thr t;Ompklt
dpwnic:s tlut cicfim~ o:ommunicarion, dytWnia dw rdlm wucgIeJ
f« po....C'!" and control Ova" lhe ~arion, meaning. and u.sc 01 public
letO\lrces, including public .paces. The eumples above .110.... the ~r pub­
lic ut, both through contrOVersy and through commw>ity involvement,
~ ltichli&hts and brinp 10 mtDDoa, ohC%I as divt1'K aiemcies. the
,...ocuw £orca bmath the sudau dw~ the COIlIOUl'i of wOOl life.
Tizd Arr and dw huriq coocerninc iu~~ ddinc:afed the oonfIicrinc
POW'"b~ oi~ti~ polirial dita and esu.blishcd C\llrunJ elites, as
wdI as efforts by the local community 10 ifIKrt their O"'n rmuing ;nlO pub­
lic lp..ce. The oontl'O~rsy over TJwl IIrr u1ti~"ly tnnrl<ll'TnC'll the con­
duct of public MU~ by COfl1J'dIinl~ acmcics 10
bmer iDt:oi jICh.u the .....,j, and inceruu of Ior;aI pub&;s _ d'feai>'dy
>Dd. lO rdlm: divaw \lsel 01 a ate. NOtfIIUJItIll UI~ I..o.iI abo~ud
CCMlfIictinc tffons 10 define and conlrol Detroit's urban~ brincinI:
head to head corporate, cultural, and poliDcal diU'S and, uJrill'lawy, the com­
fIllll\;ty. M a monllmcnt to I pl"OllliMnt individ~ -1M fiu· a1so evoked
otbtr f«linp and mctnOric:s as I tuUh of ;0 aad>ctX and mila! propenia.
u racial~ and illI IccaUon, aU 01 which au india';", 01 iQ;

rIIc-iaJ chanct.... Citizens wen (aDd wnri..... to be) • ".)...a1Iy.....-cc:d
by it, taking on the role firs!. 01 cmie aDd <ben of oceaa -"?~y
~td lhe righl 10 puricipate in decisioN about the. p"b~ rqmsmu­
lIOn of history. Finally. we community murals discuued IJhllnUlal~ ~ only
d.e~tin&: rQlIlu of oncoin& stnlgks between COIJlOOIIe, poI,~ aDd
rom tuhunJ mus ia mulo:ins OUI t.eniIOry ;., tubaD :lJUI for &tt~ and
~ for nqkn uxI abIue, but aho cffora by kal c:oour 'nnxl ..

~ Ihosc spou$ (Of"~es. A1IIhrer eumpIcs~ the .-a)' pub­
5e~ can arau oppomutiries (Of' Wienuficl.\;on, snd ~d)' .~. by
IlU.ing visible the (:iti~_ and the eorlllnunities whoJ.e 'n.1UeIlS~~~
POr-.,j into, rcfkcud, and ofttfteh~ by the rnarrrial and nlW
I)'IIlboIs UHd to fnme ami. defu,e urban spaces.

Eu.nininc dx rDnoriaJ funaions oi publif; an~ \IS 10: ;:

~ by _hid! u<ba.n JPKC'I' arcc:moud aDd~~



~s. I1UletiaJ'I;es, and uptn~nca., lMrWy providinc reIOUKU for illyen.
lion;~ comrn;umnts 10 beauty and communilY ~uliu.lion (tb.
community mUM pro;cc:l). 1M attractions of xccssibk, opetIs~ in tb.
urban mvironrMnl (Ti/ud Jtrc). and lhr o;ommunity lW\I~ol public mat'I.

01')' (MOIl..mclfl to}Of' Lo..u). Such rC:SOUKes an: nccns.ur 10 de.c~
throric:s and pracrica of urban o;ommumcalion dUI I'llOYC US beyond !he
restrirnons of currenl tcO<'IOJl\ic, political. and rxiany VOUI>lkd modes of
CllKtmall..
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