04 | M31A3u Lev Inand

Janet Echelman, Richmond
Olympic Oval, 2009,
Richmond, British Columbia.

Starting a Dialogue

BECAUSE TEMPORARY PUBLIC ART is nimble, it can ground
projects in a rapidly changing social consciousness. The fact
that much public art is temporary both challenges and under-
scores our notions of sustainability: It is not the art piece itself
that persists, but the content.

A provocative interface of contemporary art and sustain-
ability is the community-based politics of food. Fallen Fruit
by the collective of David Burns, Matias Viegener, and Austin
Young conducts expeditions in which artists lead participants
on walks through urban communities in order to “liberate”
the profusion of fruit that may end up rotting each year. Fritz
Haeg's Edible Estates transforms “useless” front lawns into
productive vegetable gardens. These projects blur the lines
between art, ecology, and social initiatives. The impulse is to
design an activity that anyone could do themselves.

Investigations of cultural and social sustainability through
art excite many artists: Paul Chan staged Waiting for Godot in

New Orleans’ post-Katrina Lower Ninth Ward. Gustavo Artigas’
Rules of the Game (part two) was a sports event that addressed
two cultures living in the same geographical space but playing
by different rules in San Diego-Tijuana. Jochen Gerz's Les Mots
de Paris (The Words of Paris) featured poems and thoughts of
the homeless on the glass cover of an underground tomb-like
hole in the forecourt of Notre Dame Cathedral, complete with a
slot for depositing money. Artists here serve as cultural barom-
eters, provocateurs, and illustrators of community stories.

In my own current series Love Buttons, Love Bites, |
investigate a different kind of sustainability—not ecological or
cultural so much as human: What lasts, what sustains us as
people? The series takes on love, loss, and language by flirt-
ing with the fluid parameters of public and private, prose and
poem. Over the past year, the work has connected participants
through chance encounters and by dispersing a sea of poetry
into the audiences of jazz festivals, a summer art walk, an art
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Can Art Save the World?

WE ALL EXPERIENCE the bombardment of images and data

about the ticking time bomb that is global climate change. One

would have to be in complete denial not to acknowledge that
the icebergs are melting, the frequency and severity of floods

are increasing, and our oceans are warming and becoming
acidified to the detriment of coral reefs and marine life.

So as professionals in the arts, what are we to do? We can’t

all drop our lives and become full-time activists, and who
knows how useful we’d be, even if we did. So the question
becomes, how can we stop being part of the problem, and find

willing to design their new award. I accepted, and last year
was invited to join the board, where I was able to initiate a

new Art and Design category for the awards, convincing others

of the fact that public art and design are able to make a critical
difference in public opinion and in energy conservation.

This year, I look forward to seeing a more direct environ-
mental impact, as my sculpture commission for the Richmond

Gregory Sale, Love Buttons, 2008, Scottsdale, Arizona. The buttons initially
functioned as event tickets and became wearable, interactive performative art. At a
Sunday afternoon jazz festival, 9,000 buttons and 500 Frisbees were distributed.
More at www.love-buttons.com.

wedding, a museum opening. By confounding preconceptions

Olympic Oval, the speed-skating venue for the 2010 Vancou-
ver Olympic Winter Games, has just opened. In this new con-
templative environment that encourages visitors to linger in a
shared public space, people approach a new water garden by
walking on curving red wooden bridges. Above their heads,
red netted “sky lanterns” move in the wind, and below, “water
drawings” can be seen amid reflections in the pond.

What remains unseen is the environmental component:
This project takes the runoff water from the Olympic Oval's
five-acre roof and cleans it through aerating fountains and

nity take our creativity and apply it to the task of preserving
our planet, we will have an impact.

JANET ECHELMAN is a sculptor who creates monumental pub-
lic sculptures that respond to environmental forces including
wind, water, and sunlight.

experience in problem solving and facilitating complex
negotiations often set up new and unusual systems of
communication. There is an impulse to take the art into the
everyday—the Lower Ninth Ward, one’s front lawn, a jacket
lapel. In these places, where artists are exploring multiple
and varied intersections of art, sustainability, and the public
realm, sustainable can mean “maintainable” or “balanced” or

=
a natural and meaningful way to take our skills and expertise, ~plant selection. The water garden with fountains serves as a g
and become part of the solution? How do we use art to save  wetland treatment pond that provides storm water retention, F
the world? water quality treatment, and water storage for irrigation use. z
[ believe public art and design can play a pivotal role  The planting elements absorb heavy metals, prevent siltation 2
in the sustainability of our physical environment. I'm trying  and remove other impurities from water; provide native habitat %
to find ways to engage that may be small but are themselves  for birds, mammals, and aquatic life; and recreate an authentic
sustainable, both personal and professional. I will share a  native wetland garden experience for visitors. s
couple here. I'd like to close on the subject of collaboration. I've found =
Two years ago, the Aspen Institute established a new  that reaching out to other professionals in collaborative work :
Energy and Environment Awards program, and asked if I'd be  opens new doors. I believe that if the art and design commu- 3%

of appropriate civic dialogue and expanding the possibilities,
it is part psychological experiment, part collaboration with
strangers, and part compulsion to elicit intimacy.

Are all these projects within a discourse on sustainability?
Today many artists striving for a transition to sustainability
w are asking questions rather than offering answers. Artists with

“lasting.”
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is a public artist who works in visual and
performance art, and creates community-based projects in
Phoenix, Arizona.




