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‘Public space’ is a dubious concept. What used simply to be called ‘the street’ was, a few decades ago, suddenly given a new name. This is usually an indication that something is going on. The street was an area where all kinds of things could happen, but it could also be a remarkably quiet place, and whilst the former situation was alarming from a social and political point of view, the latter was experienced primarily as a commercial problem. The creation of the concept of ‘public space’ put an end to the vagueness of this situation. Specification and allocation made it possible to combine more surveillance with a greater potential for commerce. Nowadays, the vast majority of urban space is carefully zoned. You know where you have to shop, where to go out in the evenings and where to relax. Vagueness has been replaced by monocultural intensification. Clarity has supplanted ambiguity. 

Since the beginning of the 1970s, public space has more explicitly been designed as an area for activity and it is probably no coincidence that it was during this same period that art as an activity found its way into the public space. The abstract works of the Arnhem School saw art stepping down from its pedestal to search for a place amongst people, with the result that, from then on, no street or square was safe from concrete ledges or rusty obstacles designed to elevate the indifferent passage of users of that space to a higher level of consciousness and activity. And although only a trace of those works remains here and there, that emphasis on stimulating and heightening our experience has never gone away. Since that time, public space has primarily been a place in which to do things. The design of outdoor space is booming, with the unsuspecting passer-by being besieged by seats, litter bins, green spaces and other obstacles. Squares are no longer left in peace either. The modern-day ADHD ideology means that they are usually places where any second devoid of hysterical activity is regarded as a lost second.

Right from the beginning, this sanitisation of the street to create a public space had to contend with a reaction in the form of a guerrilla-like disruption of the image presented. Graffiti may be seen as an attempt to reclaim the street from the clutches of planners and administrators and transform it once again into a place where the regular and the random can come together. Unfortunately, it now appears to have lost this subversive power. Not only have its forms stagnated in colourful uniformity, its power has also been reduced by adherence to the system of names and words that are of meaning only to insiders. This means that graffiti has become bogged down in the triumph of the sign that was particularly celebrated in the 1980s. The return of a belief in content, which has become apparent, for example, in attempts at engagement within the visual arts, seems, for the main part, to have bypassed graffiti artists. Graffiti is nowadays more of a tradition than the expression of a counterculture, having been ritually banished to the edges of the city or neatly channelled into graffiti walls provided by the authorities. This means that, just like its cheerless companions the youth club, the skate park and the coffee shop, graffiti has degenerated to become part of an official policy designed to channel young people into adulthood. And yet graffiti still offers interesting possibilities. These lie not only in its quasi-illegal character, but in precisely that aspect that allies it with the visual arts: graffiti is paint.

Every work of art carries the museum within itself and this is a burden, particularly in the public space. Not because it means that the stigma of being elitist and incomprehensible is, from the outset, imposed upon the work, but because, outside of the museum, the label ‘work of art’ hinders, rather than helps, the search for meaning. And so art in the public sphere generally has to find a balance between being recognised as art and being understood within another context. The best works manage to maintain this equilibrium successfully, and so are able to create a sort of vacuum of meaning that may elicit all kinds of interpretations, sometimes even contradictory ones. This equilibrium is also sought in projects where the work of art consists mainly of social interaction with residents. Such projects also involve a tricky balance between social engineering disguised as art and mediocre art that claims to be motivated by social empathy. It is in fact the case that all art in the public sphere is saddled with the dilemma of wanting to capture the unexpected, the contrary and the deviant, whilst at the same time being part of a government strategy to bring the public space under control. The sanitisation of the outdoor space is a process in which design and regulation help to prevent situations of conflict, with contradictory demands and interpretations being, as far as possible, all lumped together. This means that both object-focused and more process-like works in the public space run the risk, even with the best of intentions, of occupying the outdoor space in a manner that corresponds perfectly to the prevailing sense of horror vacui. The most extreme consequence of this situation is the decision to allow citizens to have a say in the work of art that is to be created. Whilst in socio-cultural projects, the participation of residents may involve genuine problems and the attempt to give people more control over their own lives, the democratisation of the artistic commission is no more than a cunning bluff. It is a way to present the transformation of an area of activity into public space as having been prompted by the desire of the residents, whilst the decision process itself, in its total exclusion of any form of surprise or risk, is a fine example of the strategy of control that is universally applied as part of the policy of the ‘public sphere’. 

The dilemma with which the visual arts are confronted in the public sphere has consequences not only for what is depicted, but, first and foremost, for the medium, the material that is employed. In community projects, it is immediately apparent that they are operating with social fabric that in no way differs from the social interconnections that regulate our daily lives. These works, then, require a very strong counterweight in the field of the arts in order to retain their equilibrium. More concrete forms of art have the opposite situation to contend with: so as to resist the unambiguous designation of ‘work of art’, they often opt for materials and forms of presentation that are not out of keeping in the public sphere. But the trade-off for using methods such as photography, video and light is that they have to deal with the risk of becoming invisible amongst all the other fashionable bearers of information. As well as this, there is the additional problem that these transitory media end up as self-contradictions, having exchanged their transience for everlasting, permanent existence. Nowadays, imperviousness or invulnerability, the requirement that works should be ‘vandal-proof’, seems to be the most important criterion involved in awarding commissions in the public space. The general assumption is that anything in the street that can be broken will be broken. This may, for the most part, be true, but it is questionable whether works of art in the public space really are so often the target of vandalism as is supposed. Works of art are rarely scrawled upon with graffiti and it is quite likely that, in addition to the usual dose of everyday senseless violence, open-air art is most often vandalised when there is a conflict about where it has been placed. In such cases, the emphasis on invulnerability would actually increase the aggression because it underlines how the public space has been appropriated by something that has no plans to disappear. 

Opposite the public space is no man’s land: an area that cannot permanently be claimed, where no specific rule of law applies and where, in principle, everything seems possible. It is, therefore, an area that can be overwritten again and again with ever-new layers of meaning. This no man’s land currently seems further away than ever. Works of art are indeed capable of bringing confusion and ambiguity in a particular place to the fore, but all too often this serves as symbolic compensation for the one-dimensionality that has been imposed upon the area. Rather than creating space, works of art occupy space, and are therefore inextricably connected to the government strategy designed to bring about both activation and control.

And yet art does offer a way to escape from this diabolical dilemma. Just as graffiti had the capacity to leave behind a trace of secret dealings upon the built environment, so painting, the least public of all public art, is able, specifically because of its unlikely presence, to transform the space into unknown territory. Not in the form of a clearly delineated painting, because that, with its frame, would promptly turn the public space into the domain of the museum. But certainly in the form of a painting that superimposes its own world over the existing one with just one thin layer, a skin that can be touched directly, recognisable as the trace of an action, unable to resist the effects of time, not invulnerable, and therefore unable to appropriate anything. Every painted layer evokes the idea of the layer beneath; it is precisely this accumulation of layers and meanings that communal areas need in order to escape the clutches of the ‘public space’.

