The Citizen Artist: 20 Years of Art in the Public Arena

Study Guide

She Who Would Fly (p. 7)

1. Suzanne Lacy raises the debate about whether art should necessarily have a social message when she states “I think that painting and sculpture are behind the times.” (9) She goes on to define the characteristics of art that is personally meaningful to her. What are her criteria? Do you agree or disagree?

2. Lacy says that artists who use mass culture images on their work and don’t critique them, they “…just reinforce that kind of image…” (10) In doing your Busting an Ad assignment, you are picking up on images from the mass culture and critiquing them or the words that go with them. Discuss your ad and how your manipulation of an existing image provides a critique of the original.

3. How would you respond to community members who you were working with on a community-based art project if they didn’t “trust art”, and wanted you to refocus your efforts on more tangible projects (11)? What should be the goal of art, if not solving the immediate problems?

4. “I have faith that whatever comes out of my unconscious is going to be in some way political.” (11) Is that a good enough process? Is there a better way?

1. Touch Sanitation (p. 55)

2. Merle Ukeles creates art that doesn’t reside in images but rather in “…a systemic style of creative action.” (55) How do Ukeles’s actions redefine common maintenance activities as art? In what ways are they not art?

3. Ukeles sees the context of her art as coming from a feminist position. In what ways is it feminist? How is it also a commentary on class systems in the US?

4. According to Ukeles, what is the point of shaking the hands of all 8,500 sanitation workers in New York? Now, consider the same question from the perspective of Bowling Alone.

5. How are the questions listed on page 58 similar to your thesis research process? Creative Community made the point that all community-based art begins with a research process. Do you agree?

1. Two Lines of Sight and an Unexpected Connection (p. 61)

2. The article begins with a series of questions. Using these questions as a guide, write your definition of environmental art, citing examples that you consider to be noteworthy to support your definition.

3. How does Newton explain his relationship with art as a product? Why does he say art becomes anonymous when enacted in the real environment? (64)

4. In what ways is Cruciform Tunnel a work of art? Of ecological art? Of ecology/environmentalism? (65-6)

5. Can you realistically separate an aesthetic from a larger social context? In other words, can an aesthetic be completely isolated from the environment it was created in, including the person who made it? Can the “Art for Art’s sake” philosophy be justified? Why (not)? (69) 

6. How is the promenade project an example of art as social capital building? (69)

1. The Artist as Citizen (p. 93)

2. Look up the meaning of the term postmodern. How is community-based art reflective of the values of postmodernism? Why do these qualities make it hard to transmit and replicate ideas from place to place (as opposed to, say, the idea of public art as making a replica of a statue from one town and installing it in another.)

3. How is Gomez-Pena’s goal of “…creat(ing) a bi-national dialogue that supercedes mass-media-produced misconceptions and transcultural fears” similar to Ukeles’s in the previous chapter? (95)

4. Notice that the article is comparing and contrasting several artists. Note how the author has structured the essay, extracting specific characteristics of each artist’s work and discussing how they carry it out.

5. How does the recontextualization of images and text as an art form reflect postmodern ideals? (96)

6. What should the goals of community-based art be? (The conclusions of the Creative Community study may help you here.) Which of the artist’s projects as described in the article do you consider to be most in keeping with the goals you defined? 

7. Why does the author believe that Chicano artists reflect a stronger relationship with politics in their work?

1. It’s All I Can Think About (p. 111)

2. Do you think that Nancy Buchanan is correct in asserting that people in the US are not callous or bloodthirsty, but are merely uninformed? Is public education a realistic goal for a public artist to have? (113)

3. Do you see the “drop out” mentality of some of the left as a cop-out or as a valid response to information?

4. If art is to be a part of changing the world, how are artists going to be able to overcome the control of information?

5. How would you respond if you were in Buchanan’s class and were asked whether art should be political or should be free from any “pollution from the real world”? (115)

1. Robbie Conal (p. 117)

2. “The primary goal is just to get people to think about people in power—to think along with me.” (118) How is Conal’s approach a postmodern one?

3. Again, an artist who says it’s a goal of theirs to engage people in inquiry! How are Conal’s posters effective towards reaching this goal? Not effective?

4. Re-read Conal’s assertion on the top of page 119. How is adbusting as an activity aligned with Conal’s ideas and work? 

5. Towards the bottom of page 119, Conal talks about how many people become cynical when they “get wise” about the system. Is there really nothing people can do, or is Conal right—does empowering people with information help them take back power? What historical examples come to mind to support your view?

