
The Power of Art in Public Places 

   

Image Credit (left): © Lorna Jordon and Paul Sorey, Justice Garden Path, 1997. Garden, brick & flagstone path, steel pergola. 

King County Public Art Collection. Photo from 4Culture website.      

Image Credit: (right): © Dan Corson, Empyrean Passage, 2008. Metal, painting. City of West Hollywood. Photo by Dan Corson. 

Photo from Americans for the Arts Public Art Network Year in Review Database. 

We all know that public art adds beauty to our everyday lives. Which is important, and meaningful, and 

public art does it really well. But public art can do a lot more than just add beauty. And that’s what I 

want to talk about today. Public art creates one of a kind gathering spots, that let you know that you’re 

in a place like none other. 

 

 

   

Image Credit (3 images): © David Dahlquist, RDG Dahlquist Art Studio, From Here to There: High Trestle Trail Bridge, 2011. Polk 

County, Iowa. Photo by Kun Zhang. Photos from Americans for the Arts Public Art Network Year in Review Database. 

It changes the way we view our surroundings, from day…through evening…and into night. 

  



 

Image Credit: © Herbert Dreiseitl, Atelier Dreiseitl, Tanner Springs Park, 2010. Photo from Explore the Pearl website. 

Public art can establish a sense of place that marries the modern with our historic past. 

 

  

Image Credit (2 images): © Herbert Dreiseitl, Atelier Dreiseitl, Tanner Springs Park, 2010. Photos from Atelier Dreiseitl website. 

And it can take us from an industrial grid like this…to an urban sanctuary like this. 

Public art has a proven record, nationally, and internationally, in communities of all sizes.  

When artists are brought into planning discussions early on, they can help bring about positive and 

meaningful solutions to so many of the issues and opportunities that we’re talking about in our 

community today. 

 

So let’s talk about some specific examples now. 

  



 

Image Credit (3 images): © Tony Tasset, Magnolias for Pittsburgh, 2006. Pittsburgh Cultural Trust. Photos taken onsite. 

This photo is of a work in Pittsburgh, by artist Tony Tasset. Tony was involved in the creation of this 

entire park setting, and we can imagine ourselves in this wonderful greenspace, full of blooming trees, 

and wide open vistas. Except the artist is playing a few little tricks on us, and helping us to redefine and 

reimagine the very spot where we’re standing.  

 

The first trick is that these magnolia trees are not real. These are painted bronze trees, letting you walk 

through a park where the blossoms, even in the dead of a Pittsburgh winter, are forever in bloom.  

 

But it’s not until we take a step back that we realize the real trick. Which is that the artist has brought us 

to an experience with nature not in the middle of a vast greenspace. But in a tiny parklet, built into the 

very busy and urban center of downtown Pittsburgh.  



 

Image Credit: Google image search for Wastewater treatment plant images. 

This photo is not of a public art project. This is of a typical water treatment facility, whose job it is to 

treat wastewater and sewage. It’s a very necessary piece of infrastructure but it can get a bad rap as the 

classic NIMBY, not in my backyard, project. 

  

Image Credit (2 images): © Lorna Jordon, Waterworks Gardens, 1997, Stone, concrete, mosaic, landscaping, King County Public 

Art Collection. Photo from 4Culture website. 

Story Source: Retelling of story from 4Culture Public Art Staff/”Art/No Art” presentations. 

This is Waterworks Garden by Lorna Jordon. This project is a great example of what can happen when 

artists are brought into the planning process early on. Waterworks is an 8 acre site that includes 

wetlands and mosaic’d grottoes. It’s a functional wasterwater facility, where the earth and water 

sculptural elements actually serve as operating elements of the treatment process. And, so what could 

have been a NIMBY project is instead is a well-loved community asset, where families come to picnic 

and walk the trails. 

 

Image Credit: © Lorna Jordon, Waterworks Gardens, 1997, Stone, concrete, mosaic, landscaping, King County Public Art 

Collection. Photo from Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage website. 

And a setting so beautiful that the facility routinely gets requests from people wanting to get married 

here.  



 

Image Credit: © Anne Marie Karlsen, Subdivisions, 2008. Glass. Los Angeles County Arts Commission’s Civic Art Program. Photo by Bryan Foto. 

Photo from Americans for the Arts Public Art Network Year in Review Database. 

Some of the most successful public art projects incorporate art as architectural elements. With artist designed 

windows, flooring, hardware and lighting. 

      

Image Credit (left): © Brian Goggin, Photogenesis, 1999. Steel, incandescent light. King County Public Art Collection. Photo by YaM Studio. 

Photo from 4Culture website.  

Image Credit (right): © Ann Hamilton, LEW Wood Floor, 2004. Wood. City of Seattle Office of Arts and Culture/Seattle Public Library. Photo 

from Seattle Public Library website. 

Image Credit (left): © Linda Beaumont, Current (detail), 2006. Epoxy terrazzo, aluminum, brass inlays, semi-precious stones, beads, glass cane, 

crushed iridescent glass. Collection of the City of Bellevue. Photo by Spike Mafford. Photo from 4Culture website.  

Image Credit (right): © Jim Drian, The Bollard Project (detail), 2014. Mixed media. Miami-Dade County Art in Public Places. Photo from 

Americans for the Arts Public Art Network Year in Review Database. 

And these artists aren’t just creating functional architectural elements. They’re creating pieces that also tell a story 

about where you are and what you’re doing there.  

   

Image Credit (3 images): ©Ralph Helmich, Pattern Recognition, 2008. Glass, LED, metal. Phoenix Office of Arts and Culture, Public Art Program. 

Photo by Clements/Howcraft. Photo from Americans for the Arts Public Art Network Year in Review Database. 

This is a light fixture housed at a Police Crime Lab in Phoenix. In a building dedicated to forensics work, this piece 

tells a story through its materials. The piece is made from more than 200 beakers, flasks and petri dishes, and 

includes images of things like DNA strands and fingerprints.Not only is this piece providing lighting for the space, 

but it’s making a statement about the work that goes on in this building.  



 

Image Credit: © Lucia Neare, Lullaby Moon, 2008-2011. Photo from Lucia Neare’s website. 

Great public art can have a fun factor as well. Performance-based or temporary public art projects can 

be incredibly successful in providing those one-of-a-kind, unexpected moments that are so good at 

building excitement and anticipation about a project. 

  

Image Credit (2 images): © Lucia Neare, Professor Pomme’s Pomp and Pastry Paradoxicals I, II, & III, 2012, presented as part of 

Site-Specific by 4Culture.  Photos from Lucia Neare’s website. 

This work is by Lucia Neare, and this was commissioned during the construction of a new community 

park. The park replaced an auto body shop and strip mall that had previously been on the location. This 

project took place over the span of a few months, and it began with two smaller scale performances and 

parades through the neighborhoods surrounding the location. 

  

Image Credit (2 images): © Lucia Neare, Professor Pomme’s Pomp and Pastry Paradoxicals I, II, & III, 2012, presented as part of 

Site-Specific by 4Culture.  Photos from Lucia Neare’s website. 

And then the final performance took place in the new park when it opened, with a larger-scale 

performance that culminated with performers and audience joining together in old-timey square dance 

fun. 



I look forward to City for Champions taking the lead in our city and our region on a greater 

understanding of public art possibilities.  

And I look forward to all of us being inspired by the very best in public art. 

Thank you! 

 

 

 


