
7 

At Home on the Street 
Public Art in Montreal and Toronto 

JOHANNE SLOAN 

In 2003 the City of Toronto repackaged various works of art that had 
been installed over the previous twelve years into an orchestrated "Art 
Walk" through what is described on websites and in brochures as "To
ronto's Outdoor Art Gallery." Across town, a "public art corridor" is 
proposed for Meadowvale Road, and as justification for this, the city's 
Art Committee for Public Places notes that this particular part of Scar
borough "lacks geographic identity," while announcing confidently 
that "such a public art corridor would accent and impact the tourism 
to the area" and that "the impact over time would generate economic 
and commercial value to the community" (City of Toronto). In both 
Montreal and Toronto, artworks are indeed conspicuous in streets, pla
zas, and parks, while instances of "public art" feature prominently in 
tourist brochures and on municipal websites. The development of what 
is known as public art has resulted in an altered appearance for many 
cities across North America and Europe, and it could be said that some 
public manifestation of modern-looking art is now considered a vital 
component of the up-to-date, world-class city. Authors such as Sharon 
Zukin (1995) and Stephen Ward (1998), in their discussions of postin
dustrial cities, have pointed out that urban planners and administrators 
are eager to have the cachet of the artworld on their side as they brand 
and sell their cities as attractive places in which to live and work, to 
visit and do business, within the present-day global economy. If pub
licly situated art is expected to enhance the urban environment, does 
this mean that it must contribute to a city's commercial viability or that 
it should compensate for a possible lack of identity? This kind of civic 
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boosterism often informs the public art discourse, but on many other 
occasions the role of art within the life of the city has been approached 
more critically. 

A rather different understanding of what public art can be is implicit 
in Ken Lum's billboard-sized photo-mural There is no place like home 
(2000), which occupied a downtown street in Montreal during the fall 
of 2001 as a public art component of the Mois de la Photo, a city-wide 
photography festival. This artwork consists of eight documentary-style 
portraits of people of different ethnicities, alternating with brightly co
loured boxes of text expressing contradictory sentiments about the no
tion of home. The photo-mural addresses its audience using a globally 
recognizable rhetoric of catchy designs, pithy phrases, and an array of 
multicultural faces, while the artwork ultimately becomes meaningful 
in relation to local histories of immigration and xenophobia and to lo
cal modes of feeling estranged or fitting it. The mural's texts under
write this shift back and forth between individual voices and the social 
collectivity, between the global movement of peoples and the circum
stances of local residence. When one man seems to rant, "Why don't 
you go home?" and a woman seems to confess, 'Tm never made to feel 
at home here," home might be an emotionally and politically charged 
concept across the globe, but here becomes the street corners, subway 
platforms, waiting rooms, and workplaces of Montreal - the constella
tion of public places where inhabitants of this city might encounter 
each other. Before its appearance in Montreal, There is no place like 
home had been shown first in Vienna and then in other European cit
ies, including Berlin, Paris, and Warsaw. It has also hung opposite the 
parliament buildings in Ottawa and might well touch down in Toronto 
as well. It was not a work created specifically for Montreal, but here, 
as in its other host cities, the work succeeded by pointing to a tension 
between the notion of home as a refuge or safe haven and the public 
space of the city as a site of social interaction or conflict. 1 Writing in 
1961, Jane Jacobs commented that the "art form of the city" consists 
precisely in the way that order and safety between strangers are main
tained: "the bedrock attitude of a successful city district is that a per
son must feel personally safe and secure on the street among all these 
strangers . He must not feel automatically threatened by them" (30). 
But Lum's work insists that the entry into a heterogeneous public space 
necessarily involves "risk," very much in the sense that Alan Blum 
(2003, 268) has described: "The lure of the street is connected to this 
risk, this seduction: that it always endangers the sanctity of domesticity 
and productivity by making problematic its subject's return." 

It is significant that Lum's work was exhibited as part of the Mois 
de la Photo, which is itself part of Montreal's renowned sequence of 
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festivals, those clusters of cultural activity that cumulatively aim to 
draw tourists to the city and, more symbolically, to confirm the city's 
identity within national and international spheres as a centre for art 
and culture. In the festival context, every jazz concert, stand-up rou
tine, and visibly displayed artwork is supposed to contribute to this 
burnished image of Montreal. Lum's artwork was only a temporary 
addition to the urban landscape, but in any case, it was not likely to 
appear on the City of Montreal's website, or on any other city's official 
website, for that matter, because There is no place like home urges us 
to recognize the urban environment as a fraught, dystopian social 
space, which not every individual has the cultural confidence to claim 
as his or her own and where not all voices will be heard. There are 
kinds of public art, in other words, that do not provide reassuring sig
nifiers of community and place and that cannot be easily appropriated 
as emblems of a city's commercial vitality and cosmopolitan pedigree. 

At the present time, Montrealers and Torontonians going about their 
daily business in their respective cites will encounter a motley assortment 
of permanently installed abstract sculptures and architectural embellish
ment, as well as more temporary forms of billboard art, site-specific in
stallations, or works presented as critical "interventions" in the urban 
environment. If all of these qualify as public art, it is not enough to di
vide the field between artworks that are official and those that are oppo
sitional. The Culture of Cities Project is interested in deciphering the 
cultural uniqueness of every city, so it is key to compare how the public 
art debate has varied from city to city and to ask whether the public art 
requirements of every city are truly different. This chapter examines first 
how the category of alternative or oppositional public art has been con
stituted and then how this was interpreted during the r98os in projects 
by two artists' groups: Public Access in Toronto and Fleming and 
Lapointe in Montreal. By tracing practices and debates back to this de
cade , we return to a moment when the identities of the two cities seemed 
highly distinct, as Montreal's economic slump, material disintegration, 
and inexpensive lifestyle could be dramatically compared to Toronto 's 
visible prosperity, expansion, and gentrification. I want to argue, how
ever, that the differing models of public art that arise out of this compar
ison can be considered paradigms for the study of contemporary public 
art in a range of different contexts and cities. 

THE "PERCENT-FOR-ART" CITYSCAPE 

More permanent forms of contemporary public art are often a result of 
the "percent-for-art" ordinances that were introduced in many Cana
dian an d American cities, big and small, following Philadelphia 's lead 
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as the first North American city to introduce its One Percent for Fine 
Arts Program in 19 59. Usually, these programs ensure that approxi
mately one percent of the cost of new architectural projects is given 
over to some form of art, with the emphasis put on the harmonious in
tegration of art and architecture. In a way, it's as though these officially 
sanctioned public art programs still - anachronistically or naively -
carried forth the visionary plans of modernism, whereby assertively 
new forms of art, architecture, and urban design would be harbingers 
of a new social order. The most easily recognized instances of public art 
in most cities are those permanently situated sculptures (often abstract 
or semifigurative) to be found just outside of government and private
sector buildings. Art historian Thierry de Duve (1993, 25) has re
marked that "the 'biomorphic' or 'Minimal' monsters decorating the 
esplanades in front of huge office buildings ... look more like giant 
logos than works of art." While these artworks ostensibly occupy a 
public, collectively inhabited urban space, they can easily be regarded 
as a form of corporate advertising, therefore, even when the individual 
artists involved had no apparent intention to propagandize for the gov
ernment or to celebrate the triumph of global capitalism. This para
digm has often been criticized within international public art debates 
precisely because the artwork often appears as an addendum to the 
projects developed by architects and urban planners. Tom Finkelpearl 
(2000, 21), who was director of New York City's Percent for Art Pro
gram during the early 1990s, has remarked on the compensatory bur
den placed on public art in the United States in recent years, subsequent 
to critiques mounted against the modernist cityscape: "Just as archi 
tects were demonized as destroyers of the city, artists were unrealisti
cally asked to salvage it. At some basic level, there was a hope that art 
could revive an old idea of the city." If architecture couldn't deliver on 
its promise that a glittering new skyline would improve the quality of 
urban life, in other words, then perhaps this particular utopian vision 
of the modern city had to be tempered. The reintroduction of anecdotal 
street-level activity, small storefronts, and pedestrian traffic is meant to 
humanize an otherwise austere modern cityscape, which is where pub
lic art can also be asked to play a role by reactiva ting some lost quality 
of urban life, something supposedly antithetical to the modern ethos. 
The artwork introduced into the urban environment can be regarded as 
the hand-wrought outcome of individual labour and the product of a 
single human imagination. The artwork might even be considered a 
symbolic equivalent to that curiously phrased "art form of the city" re
ferred to by Jacobs, whereby the antisocial impulses of the city's inhab
itants are held in abeyance. 
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The Toronto megacity has its percent-for -art program, which, post 
amalgamation, replaces the more uneven commitment to public art of 
the previously discrete municipalities - and as mentioned, the public 
good of public art is trumpeted on city websites and through other forms 
of public relations. The situation in Montreal is somewhat different in 
that the city falls under the jurisdiction of a province-wide ordinance, ad
ministered by the Ministere de la Culture et des Communications. Under 
the auspices of this program, between the introductory year of 1981 and 
2000, over 2,500 works of art have been commissioned for government 
buildings and sites across Quebec (Gouvernement du Quebec 2000, 3).2 

Quebec's program emphasizes that its purview is anything but Mon
treal-centric because the dissemination of art and culture is considered 
to be a national (i.e., Quebecois) mandate. In fact, a minority of these 
thousands of artworks are to be found in Montreal mainly because 
very little new construction was undertaken within the city limits 
throughout the 1980s and early 199os.3 It is important to remember, 
with regard to these percent-for-art programs, that the work of art that 
is "integrated" into a new architectural construct will be considered 
part of the public domain regardless of whether it is located inside or 
outside of a building. Also, in Montreal as in Toronto, the public art 
produced under the official percent-for-art programs includes a great 
deal of stained glass, tapestries, furnishings, and various kinds of inte
rior or exterior applied decoration, as well as more conventional sculp
tures and wall-works. 

Given the proliferation of official percent-for-art ordinances over the 
past few decades, it is evident that a kind of mimicry has occurred, as 
one city after another apparently succumbs to the notion that public 
art will add that je ne sais quoi of cultural capital to the city's identity. 
How often is it the case, however , that works of permanent public art 
created under the auspices of such programs are truly unique to a city? 
It can be argued that Melvin Charney's 1986 sculpture garden at the 
Canadian Centre for Architecture, created under the auspices of Que
bec's official public art program, is successful in this regard. Built on a 
promontory overlooking the southwestern part of the city, Charney's 
botanical arrangements and miniature architectural structures allude to 
the material and economic transformation of Montreal over time. At 
the same time, the garden seems to problematize the sense of visual 
mastery that accompanies such a lofty position above the workaday 
city. A recent guide to Quebec's percent-for-art program, however , is 
mostly illustrated with artworks that do not directly engage with the 
social or historical complexity of the city. Pierre Granche, for instance, 
has been the recipient of many commissions over the years, and it is 
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difficult to discern anything unique to Montreal, or to Quebec, about 
his abstract, whimsical sculptures. A glance at the officially sanctioned 
public art of other North American cities suggests that Granche's 
sculptures would just as easily fit in Cincinatti or Saskatoon. It does 
seem as though a generic and universally acceptable type of permanent 
public art has taken hold, which is neither informed by nor sheds light 
on the distinctive features of the city in question. Presumably in order 
to avoid offending some members of the public, it is often the case that 
the public art sponsored by municipalities avoids potentially disturbing 
questions of identity, collective experience, or historical memory. The 
problem with this compromise is that such public art succeeds by 
blending in with its environment, by not standing out, which can so 
easily mean that it becomes quasi-invisible, barely noticed by the in
habitants of the city. 

HISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS: 

BERLIN AND DUBLIN 

The remarkable flourishing of public art over the last thirty years or so 
has involved a tremendous variety of materials, art forms, strategies, 
debates, institutions, communities, and sites in dozens of cities. Before 
returning to case studies in Montreal and Toronto, it is therefore of in
terest to see how the question of public art has been regarded in Berlin 
and Dublin, the two European cities included in the Culture of Cities 
Project. In Berlin, a number of public art projects in recent years have 
powerfully addressed questions of history and memory, often by trans
forming preexisting monuments and buildings. Both Christa's Wrapped 
Reichstag (1971 - 95), a temporary silvery-white sheath for the entire 
building, and Hans Haacke's Der Bevolkerung (1999), a permanently 
installed "garden" space dedicated to the entire, diverse population of 
Germany, targeted the Reichstag, perhaps the city's most iconic public 
building.4 It should be noted that both Christo's and Haacke's projects 
were allowed to proceed only after much opposition, some of it from 
the parliamentarians who occupy the building. Christo had actually 
tried to get this project under way at various moments during the 1970s 
and 'Sos, but whatever significance might have been attached to this 
work if it had been realized in previous decades, its appearance in the 
1990s seemed to speak directly to the unification of Germany and espe
cially to the newly unified, post-Wall city of Berlin. The gestures of cov
ering and then uncovering this building became, for many observers, a 
"symbol of the rebirth of democracy" (Weiss 1994) or "a ritual cleans
ing"5 (Galloway 1995). Writing about artists who struggle with issues 
of memory and historical representation in Germany, James Young 
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(1992, 271) has described the "counter-monument" as a possible al
ternative: "One of the contemporary results of Germany's memorial 
conundrum is the rise of its 'counter-monuments': brazen, painfully 
self-conscious memorial spaces conceived to challenge the very pre
mises of their being." Christo's temporary installation did trigger a 
massive outdoor party for Berliners, but the ongoing debate about the 
politics of commemoration, occurring at civic and national levels, en
sures that such works of art will be taken seriously as interventions in a 
publicly staged form of cultural exchange. 

This is not to say that all public art in Berlin engages with architec
ture and memory in such a critical and reflexive way. Daimler
Chrysler's rebuilt Potsdamerplatz is a spectacular arrangement of glass 
towers on a site that had once been the bustling heart of the city before 
becoming a no-man's-land during the period of the Wall. A sequence of 
interior and exterior plazas, punctuated by large sculptural works of 
art, is explicitly presented as a new kind of public space for Berlin on 
the company's website: "All the artists involved have developed their 
own strategies for addressing the current relationship between art and 
urban space ... They use art as a way of talking to people, making an 
almost Utopian attempt to turn reality into art" (DaimlerChrysler). 
These allusions to the people, the public, and utopia do indeed echo the 
sophisticated discourse that has developed around public art, but it is 
important to note that DaimlerChrylser treated the Postdamerplatz site 
as a tabula rasa. None of the artworks owned and installed by Daim
lerChrysler (by Jeff Koons, Keith Haring, and Robert Rauschenberg, 
among other world-famous, non-German artists), whatever aesthetic 
qualities they possess, evoke the fraught historical circumstances of the 
city. Here, the creation of a new public space is linked to the construc
tion of emphatically new architecture, and as this newness seems to ne
cessitate a drastic break with the past, this particular instance of public 
art facilitates a kind of historical amnesia. 

The recent debate about public art in Dublin involves questions of 
history, memory, and contemporaneity in somewhat different terms. It 
is the city's belated formulation of a modern identity that seems to be 
at stake for defenders of the Monument of Light (more colloquially 
known as the "Millennium Spire," the "Spike," or "The Stiletto in the 
Ghetto"), a needle-like structure erected in January 2003 on O'Connell 
Street . This 120-metre high work, designed by Ian Ritchie Architects of 
London, is certainly the most high-profile work of contemporary pub
lic art in the city. Originally meant to appear in time for the millennium 
celebrations, it was finally installed only after a legal challenge to the 
winning entry and much acrimonious conversation in newspaper col
umns and editorial pages about the aesthetic value of the work and its 
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meaning to the city's inhabitants. It is not without significance that this 
public art project occupies the erstwhile place of Nelson's Pillar, an 
1808 monument to British military power that was blown up by Re
publicans in 1966 on the fiftieth anniversary of the 1916 Easter Rising. 
The Monument of Light site came accompanied with quite a sensa
tional former history, in other words, but this was in no way acknowl
edged or commemorated by the new artwork; instead, as was the case 
with Berlin's new Postdamerplatz, a casual but deliberate erasure of the 
site's past is set in motion through a public art initiative. Dublin Cor 
poration (the municipal government) and other proselytizers for the 
city 's new Europeanized identity clearly want art and culture in the 
new millennium to be affirmative and forward-looking. This position 
was articulated in the official defence of the winning entry: "The jury 
felt this brave and uncompromising beacon reflects a confident Ireland 
in Europe and reaffirms the status of O 'Connell Street as Ireland 's prin
cipal urban thoroughfare, creating a new focus for its surrounding 
streets and buildings" (O'Connor) . This new monument is certainly a 
far cry from its predecessor or other extant monuments in the city, 
most of which are figurative, allude to historic episodes, and/or com
memorate individuals who fought for Ireland's independence. The 
Spire lacks any kind of political, historical, or folkloric connotation be
cause this "brave and uncompromising beacon" is meant to connote 
Dublin's embrace of all things modern, international, and technologi
cal; it is as though Dublin's past were incommensurate with its future. 
If Monument of Light is a rather overdetermined artwork insofar as it 
attempts to connote futurity, it can be argued that the city's constella
tion of newly opened or renovated museums, galleries, and cultural 
centres succeed more forcefully in positioning "art" as a sign that 
Dublin is now a thriving, world-class city, while suggesting that art, ur
ban space, and historical consciousness can profitably intersect. 6 

PUBLIC ART: UP AGAINST THE CITY'S 

MONUMENTALITY 

It is worth mentioning at this point that Montreal still has its own, in
tact Nelson's Column in the now-quaint Place Jacques Cartier, al
though, foreshadowing the fate of Dublin's pillar to Nelson, this 
monument was itself almost bombed out of existence in 1893 by local 
opponents to British imperialism. In the summer of 2002, meantime, as 
part of a temporary art event entitled Memoire Vive, this aborted plot 
was commemorated by the artist Mathieu Beausejour .7 The artwork/in
tervention in question consisted of a bronzed bundle of dynamite sticks 
introduced at the base of the existing monument. This new public 
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artwork, entitled Horatio Nelson: r758-2002, was symbiotically 
joined to the traditional monument, making the front page of newspa
pers when some nervous tourists alerted the police about the dangerous 
explosives apparently left lying about (Davenport 2002). 8 Writing 
about Montreal's nineteenth- and early -twentieth-century monuments 
at the time of their conception, Alan Gordon (2001, 17) comments 
that, "above all, public memory is a contest that pits competing pasts 
against one another in a struggle to define the present." We might ask, 
following this notion of "competing pasts," what this monument, 
square, or neighbourhood might signify at the present time. The so
called Vieux Montreal is ostensibly the city's most historic neighbour
hood, but it is often difficult to see beyond the area's reframing of 
"oldness" as a touristic category and a real estate opportunity. Beause
jour's fake dynamite does suggest that a range of memories are poten
tially embedded in the materiality of these old streets (and perhaps that 
some kind of mnemonic detonation is necessary.) The Memoire Vive 
exhibition as a whole - organized by a small artist-run centre, Galerie 
Dare-Dare, in collaboration with Montreal's history museum, Le Cen
tre d'histoire de Montreal - set out to conjoin serious historical investi
gation with what the organizer of the project, Raphaelle de Groot 
(2002, n.p.), described as "personal rereadings of the history of the 
city." What this example shares with the above-mentioned case studies 
in Berlin and Dublin is an awareness of how particular buildings or 
sites within the city become both ideological and imaginative nodal 
points. The subjectivized transformation of objects and spaces can 
challenge the dominant story or image of a city. 

In opposition to the traditional monument and its present-day gov
ernmental or corporate counterpart, then, there exists a branch of pub
lic art consisting of ephemeral objects, images, events, and gestures that 
for a limited period of time come to occupy the site of a commercial bill
board, a sidewalk, or an unused building. Ephemerality is woven into 
such alternative ways of responding to architecture, the built environ
ment, and the life of the city. If the permanently installed work of public 
art inevitably echoes the solidity of the built environment, with its con
notations of vested authority and ideological fixity, the ephemeral work 
of art can perhaps provide something that would be structurally equiva
lent to the city's dematerialized movement and imaginative energy. We 
cannot assume that every permanent, officially sanctioned artwork em
bodies a reactionary ideology or that it is complicit with the commodi
fied spaces of capitalism, just as it would be wrong to champion every 
temporary installation in the city as a radical, emancipatory opening up 
of genuine public space. Nonetheless, the field of public art is informed 
by a productive tension between permanence and impermanence, 



222 Johanne Sloan 

between monumentality and ephemeral traces, between the material 
weight of history and the fleeting signifiers of everyday urban experi
ence - even while these questions must be addressed in relation to the 
specificity of each city. 

If public art can critically intervene in the historical consciousness of 
a city, the 1976 case of Corridart has served as a model and a caution
ary tale for Canadian artists. An outdoor art exhibition that was meant 
to take place along Sherbrooke Street when Montreal was hosting the 
Olympic Games, Corridart was dramatically dismantled by city offi
cials on direct orders from the mayor on the eve of its opening. The 
twenty-one participating artists would use Sherbrooke Street not 
merely as a neutral or picturesque backdrop for their art; rather, in the 
words of the organizer, Melvin Charney ( 1977, 5 4 5 ), the point was to 
create "an exhibition of the street itself," with artworks "inserted into 
the interstices of the street." It can be said that Corridart set out to aes
theticize the cityscape, but this exhibition was not in any conventional 
sense a beautification project, nor did its image of Montreal corre 
spond to the glowing and future -oriented one cultivated by Mayor 
Drapeau's administration. The route eastward along Sherbrooke Street, 
from the city's downtown core to the new Olympic Stadium, was mea 
sured by moments of strange construction and dilapidation. Charney's 
Les maisons de la rue Sherbrooke, for instance, consisted of the ersatz 
facade of a greystone installed on a block where similar buildings had 
been torn down. If real estate speculation and civic mismanagement 
had led to the demolition of many historic buildings, all in the name of 
a new and improved future city on the cusp of becoming, the Corridart 
artists called attention, as well, to the obliteration of the city's collec
tive memories. To borrow Robert Smithson's (1967, 72) terminology, 
the cityscape was now punctuated with "monumental vacancies . " If 
certain statuary and buildings have been designated "historic" and 
deemed collectively significant, it is possible that the city is full of less 
obvious "monuments" and that we can learn to regard a range of or
dinary material objects and urban spaces as repositories of historical 
experience. Under certain circumstances, works of art can uproot 
sedimented ways of inhabiting the city and activate memory in unex
pected ways. 

INTERRUPTED PROGRAMMING: 

PUBLIC ACCESS IN TORONTO 

Some artists specializing in public art have built their careers around 
competitions for permanent public commissions, but these isolated cases 
don't by any means tell the whole story of how art has been introduced 
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into the space of the city. Many more contemporary artists negotiate a 
range of media and exhibition sites that occasionally fall under the rubric 
of public art . Indeed, it would be difficult to find practising artists who 
have not, at some point in their careers, exhibited outside of the museum 
or gallery, in streets, squares, and alleys, or staged a temporary installa
tion in an office building, shopping mall, vacated factory, or other such 
site . Contemporary art practices over the past few decades have repeat
edly sought to challenge the institutionalization and commodification of 
art by inserting artworks into motley everyday scenarios. The art histo
rian Rosalind Krauss (1979) has written of contemporary art's "ex
panded field" of operations, whereby the nomadic object of modern art 
has been supplanted by a more complex negotiation between art objects 
and the surrounding environment. 

The artist can thus turn his or her back on the art gallery; once situ 
ated "outside," the artwork will accrue meaning in relation to a heter
ogeneous environment of visual signage, movement, and social 
interaction. Yet the artist who operates in the city at large is also pre
sented with a formidable challenge. Hans Haacke (2001, 340), an art
ist whose entire career has been concerned with the political and public 
parameters of art, regretfully concluded about a recent multicity poster 
project that his work probably got lost amid the urban kaleidoscope of 
images and messages because many people just block out the overstim
ulation of street signage . Displaying a work of art beyond the reach of 
the museum or gallery does not, therefore, ensure a quantitatively 
greater or more coherent public response. Ken Lum, for his part, is de
termined to win the public's attention on the street, playing by the rules 
of spectacular urban advertising, where messages come encoded in vi
sually fashionable compositions and where size matters a great deal. 
Since his photo-mural has in certain locations dwarfed adjacent com
mercial billboards, it does stand a better chance of being noticed by the 
city 's ever -distracted walkers and drivers, flaneurs and working people. 

In Toronto the conviction that public art should be an interruption 
of urban experience and an intervention into a social world was inte
gral to the activities of the collaborative group Public Access since its 
formation in 198 5. The very make-up and organization of Public Ac
cess are relevant in this respect because the original eight members 
(Mark Lewis, Monika Kin Gagnon, Janine Marchessault, Christine 
Davis, Marc Glassman, Rosemary Heather, Andrew Payne, Thomas 
Taylor) included not only artists but also writers and academics, all of 
whom set out to develop a theoretically rigorous basis for understand 
ing the intersection of public art and public space.9 Public Access exhi 
bition projects such as Some Uncertain Signs (1986), The Lunatic of 
One Idea ( 19 8 8), Posters Mean Business ( 199 1-9 2), and Contested 
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Spaces (1994) involved the temporary takeover of billboards , electronic 
screens, or other forms of technologized urban signage that usually 
transmit commercial endorsements of some kind . If these were not the 
first public art endeavours in Toronto, 1 0 the importance of Public Ac
cess lies in the breadth of their activities: alongside exhibition projects, 
they wrote and published critical texts about the public art debate, or
ganized unusual outreach programs, such as a lecture series held in a 
Queen Street bar, $I.99 Discourse (1987), while the journal Public, 
which first appeared in 1988, was an important long-term outcome of 
this collaboration. Some Uncertain Signs came about when Public Ac
cess managed to negotiate access to an electronic signboard on Yonge 
Street. Twenty-two works by both local and internationally known art
ists appeared over a period of a few months, interspersed amid the reg
ular stream of advertisements. A two-fold agenda was already evident 
in Public Access's first project: on the one hand, a preexisting sign or 
mediatized surface was used to make contact with the expanded audi
ence that exists beyond the doors of the art gallery, and on the other 
hand, there was a volition to scramble the signs, logos, images, and 
texts that contribute to the city's semiotic identity. The pixelated sign 
used for Some Uncertain Signs could accommodate simple images, but 
most artists' contributions consisted of selected words or phrases. The 
American artist Mary Kelly created a sequence of phrases suggestive of 
a fraught amorous encounter; Toronto-based artist Lynne Fernie was 
responsible for the catch phrases "Lesbians Fly Air Canada" and "Pri
vate Desires/Public Sins," the first of which was ultimately modified to 
avoid litigation; and Montreal-based artist Charles Gagnon supplied a 
parade of verbs, "provide, conquer, condone, propagate, constrain," 
and so on, that suggested the rhetorical forms of address that we en
counter daily as we tune in to the public world of media and entertain
ment. These and other artworks emphasized the discrepancy between 
private, subjective experience and the common ground provided by 
commercialized popular culture. If the late-twentieth-century city was 
becoming a virtual space where mediatized images and texts continu
ously stream around us, over us, and through us, these artists acknowl
edged this contemporary urban experience and worked with it. It 
wasn't that the artworks looked entirely different from what was nor
mally on screen or that the artists were intent on completely blocking 
the usual flow of information. Rather, Some Uncertain Signs proposed 
a new aesthetics of interruption in that the artworks took the form of 
unexpected twists of language, apparent lapses in communication, or 
strange technological glitches. This strategy was extended with Public 
Access's next project, The Lunatic of One Idea, which occupied a 
thirty-six-monitor video wall at a suburban Toronto mall. Here , the 
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spectacular advertising program that was unceasingly "on" during the 
mall's opening hours would give way, on an hourly basis, to original 
video works by sixteen artists. The plugged -in mode of this kind of 
public art is key in that the artists working with electronic screens (or 
even those inserting their works onto ordinary billboards) are fully 
aware that Nike ads or CNN news bulletins will precede and follow 
their artwork. The artworks inserted into these sites can only provide a 
temporary alternative to the usual repertoire of ideas and images flash
ing across screens around the globe. 

Some of the artists who contributed to Public Access projects pro
duced messages with a decidedly political edge, but others opted in
stead to introduce unintelligibility or semiotic confusion into the 
unceasing stream of text or images. Mark Lewis's contribution to Some 
Uncertain Signs, for instance, consisted of some ideologically sugges
tive sequences of words, such as " history" and "distort," but these 
were intermingled with nonsense vowel sequences that might be under
stood as inarticulate cries. While it is difficult to gauge the effectiveness 
of artworks even under more controlled circumstances, it is exaggerat
edly so in the case of artworks such as these. Does the art get absorbed 
and lost within a maelstrom of mixed-up information, and are artists 
fooling themselves into believing that their interruptions make a differ
ence? Or is it the case that highly attuned and media-savvy viewer
pedestrians register all kinds of subtle shifts in the urban environment? 
Perhaps even such minor disturbances in the media flow can make 
viewers self-aware of their status as consumers of images and informa 
tion. The implication here is that public art can at least momentarily re
direct some habitual mode of perception or behaviour, perhaps creating 
an imaginative or even utopian opening, and this fundamental notion 
is still at the heart of many contemporary public artworks. 

If on one level their intention was to "discover new places and zones 
for art" (Public Access), the Public Access collective also announced 
themselves to be engaged in a more theoretically complex and paradox
ical project involving the interrogation of public space. A manifesto of 
sorts, coauthored by Lewis, Marchessault, and Payne and published in 
Parachute magazine in 1987, emphasized "the difficulties inherent in 
producing any work of art in a commodified culture and specifically the 
difficulties inherent in producing so-called 'public art' when the spaces 
afforded to such production are privately owned and regulated" (24). 
This understanding of public space drew on an interdisciplinar y (and 
international) discussion by authors such as Jurgen Habermas, Claude 
Lefort, and Thomas Crow. The bigger issue of public space presented 
artists with a quagmire of problems and difficulties, but Public Access 
announced that their intention was "never to resolve those difficulties 
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but to stage them as process, a process of contradiction" (24). This is 
key: art would be introduced into the space of the city not to appease or 
reconcile but as a polemical and provocative gesture. Moreover, To
ronto was conceived of as economically, technologically, and ideologi
cally akin to other cities. 

MICROENVIRONMENTS WITH GLOBAL SPAN 

Rosalyn Deutsche, one of the most important scholars of the public art 
debate, began publishing on these questions in the mid-198os, just 
when Public Access emerged, and there are indeed significant points of 
convergence in their respective texts from this period. Focusing prima
rily on New York City, Deutsche has pointed out that profoundly un
democratic principles underlie the lived space of the (American) city in 
that ordinary sidewalks and parks are not really allowed to function as 
venues for discussion and social interaction. Deutsche noted that art 
was often introduced into the city at the very moment when an erst
while "bad" neighbourhood needed to be transformed - that is, purged 
of its poor and homeless populations. A genuine public art, in Deutsche's 
(1996, 288) terms, must be linked to the desire for genuine public 
space: "Since any site has the potential to be transformed into a public, 
or for that matter, a private space, public art can be viewed as an in
strument that either helps produce a public space or questions a domi
nated space that has been officially ordained as public." A key point of 
Deutsche's argument, one shared by Public Access, is that public space 
currently exists only in a degraded and imperfect form. In her formula
tion, art can help to reverse this situation: art can become "an instru
ment" to be willfully deployed against instances of "dominated space" 
within the city. And if Public Access stressed the value of staging "a 
process of contradiction," Deutsche has argued that the controversies 
and debates raised by controversial public art are valuable in them
selves because these are some of the rare occasions when collectively 
held notions of democracy and public space can be challenged and re
assessed. It is curious that this politicized view is a kind of mirror im
age of the official public art programs in that both positions evince a 
certain faith that public art can be an instrument for change within the 
urban environment. The City of Toronto hopes that a Scarborough 
"art corridor" will lead in the long term to more commercial activity, 
while in the terms laid out by Deutsche and Public Access, public art 
should be the catalyst for the transformation of this same commercial
ized and commodified milieu into a socially just public space. 

The imbrication of the local and the global was at the heart of Public 
Access projects such as Some Uncertain Signs and The Lunatic of One 
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Idea. The electronic sign on Yonge Street or the bank of video monitors 
in the neighbourhood mall cannot be regarded as merely local phenom
ena because they are the means by which the delocalized concerns of 
multinational capital are introduced into the everyday urban environ
ment. The artist who takes over one of these screens is creating a site
specific work for Toronto, in a way, but he or she is also interacting 
with a globally disseminated, commercial network of images, signs, 
and texts . These Public Access projects approached Toronto as one in
carnation of a globalized, "internetworked" metropolitan experience. 
Saskia Sassen (200 1, 15) has recently written that, "much of what we 
might still experience as the 'local' ... is actually something I would 
rather think of as a 'microenvironment with global span,' insofar as it 
is deeply internetworked." That Public Access invited British and 
American artists such as Victor Burgin and Jenny Holzer to participate 
in Toronto public art projects is thus significant. Not only local resi
dents would be mandated to speak to and for the city because practitio
ners of this new, oppositional, urban art form were also understood to 
be participants in a larger, globally relevant urban culture, suggesting 
as well that the artwork produced for Yonge Street or for a Mississauga 
mall would be equally intelligible in New York, London, or Montreal. 

THE POETICS OF EMPTY SPACE: FLEMING AND 

LAPOINTE IN MONTREAL 

If the varied practices of public art have spread rapidly throughout 
North American and European cities, so too have the distinctive con
cepts and terminology used to encompass and explain the new develop
ments on the street. Neither Public Access's activities nor the critical 
language that its members deployed in Toronto during the 1980s were 
entirely unique, in other words. Yet the Montreal art scene during this 
period differed significantly from that of Toronto. If artists in both cities 
were increasingly eager to operate outside of institutional parameters 
through the creation of temporary artworks that in some way critically 
engaged with the social space of the city, the results were often dissimi
lar. To begin with, Public Access's fascination with a mediatized city
scape didn't resonate in the same way for Montrealers during the 
1980s. In comparison with the activities of Public Access in Toronto, I 
want to bring forward the case of Martha Fleming and Lyne Lapointe, 
Montreal artists who inhabited derelict buildings within the city, slowly 
transforming these "found" material fragments and architectural 
spaces. Public Access has never had a permanent exhibition space or in
stitutional affiliation, and its members developed an independent, ad
hoc way of working within the urban environment. Likewise, the series 
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of projects undertaken by Fleming and Lapointe were independently or
ganized and deliberately fleeting, and a heightened temporal conscious
ness was indeed central to their aesthetic conceptualization of the city. 
The Montreal duo 's emphasis on memory, materiality, and ruination, 
however, points to the troubled identity of Montreal at this time . 

Toronto and Montreal were then at markedly dissimilar moments in 
their life cycles as Canada's premier cities. During the 1980s and into 
the 1990s, Toronto was growing at a tremendous rate, partly because it 
had taken over from Montreal the role of corporate headquarters of 
Canada. Public Access's very insistence that what defined their particu
lar urban experience went far beyond local concerns should be consid
ered a response to the global-business consciousness that was becoming 
central to Toronto's identity. Intervening directly in the space of the city 
meant something rather different to Montreal artists during the 1980s 
because, while Toronto's affluence and global connectedness was be
coming visible to the naked eye, Montrealers were faced with the 
counter-spectacle of the city's economic decline, characterized by the 
striking absence of any new construction, and a line-up of boarded-up 
shops on the city's main commercial streets. Yet this entropic cityscape 
also provided artists with plentiful and inexpensive spaces for living, 
working, and exhibiting, and as this coincided with the proliferation of 
artist-run centres and other venues such as the city-run Maisons de la 
Culture, the art scene was thriving. 11 A certain romantic notion of 
Montreal as the anti-Toronto can be dated to this decade : if Montreal 
had higher unemployment and a lower level of commercial activity, its 
charming decrepitude could be interpreted as a sign of resistance to To
ronto's corporate mentality. As Geoff Stahl (2001) has commented, the 
"myth" of Montreal as a kind of bohemian paradise is linked to its 
lack of prosperity during these years. This context is therefore impor
tant when considering the Fleming and Lapointe projects of the 1980s: 
Pro jet Building/Caserne number I 4 ( 19 8 2- 8 3) took over an old fir eh all 
in Plateau Mont Royal, Musee des Sciences (1983-84) was installed in 
an erstwhile post office in Little Burgundy, while La Donna Deliquenta 
(1987) saw the artists move into what had once been a vaudeville and 
movie theatre in St Henri . The buildings that Fleming and Lapointe 
chose to work with (or against) had once offered important amenities 
to the community, but their era of usefulness - when they'd contributed 
to the everyday life of the city, to the public good - was ostensibly over. 
Still, the artists took temporary possession of the "abandoned" fire sta
tion, post office, and theatre and created what might be called a kind of 
posthumous public art . This can be regarded as a kind of inversion of 
percent-for-art programs, which generally are activated when there is 
growth and prosperity in the city. At such times, the combination of 
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new buildings and new art seems to announce the future identity of the 
city. The lack of new building in Montreal during this period meant 
that Quebec's provincially administered public art program was flour
ishing everywhere else across the province except in its largest city. In 
any case, Fleming and Lapointe turned their attention to postindustrial 
neighbourhoods that had not seen thrillingly new architectural projects 
for some time and that, indeed, seemed to have no secure handle on fu
turity. If their percent-for-art brethren were caught up in a modernist 
dream of the new, these artists intervened at moments of architectural 
decrepitude and social oblivion, so the artworks' temporal orientation 
was toward the past rather than the future. 

The grand -looking building that became Fleming and Lapointe's Le 
Musee des Sciences was originally a post office in Little Burgundy, a 
working-class neighbourhood close to downtown. This kind of archi
tecture, with its temple -like columns and other neoclassical elements, 
stands in for a worldwide network of such buildings that embody Eu
ropean notions of civilization and progress, and these indeed have par
ticular resonance in countries like Canada as traces of the colonial 
project. The artists were able to inhabit and re-present this bulding to 
the community as a kind of alternative museum, a place where the 
artists would "propose alternative ideas about the order of things" 
(Fleming, Lapointe, and Johnstone 1997, 27). 12 La Donna Deliquenta 
took over what had once been a vaudeville theatre, a venue for boxing 
matches, and then a cinema, although in the years immediately prior to 
the artists' residency there, a plumber had been using it to store old 
bathtubs and toilets. Fleming and Lapointe transformed the entire inte
rior of this building, using discoloured patches on walls as the basis for 
paintings and drawings and then deploying lighting effects, flickering 
projections, and the play of shadows to evoke a vanished world of illu
sions. Unlike many other works that fall under the public art rubric, La 
Donna Deliquenta was conceived for this site only and could not be 
recreated elsewhere; this was a site-specific work par excellence. 

SITE SPECIFICITY 

The art world continues to debate how and when a work of art is gen
uinely "site-specific." Many of the artworks that were featured in the 
Public Access projects were created for specific screens within the city, 
but as discussed above, the aesthetic strategy of choice was often to 
mimic the nonlocal rhetoric of the corporate image-world. This point is 
significant because "site specificity" has often been considered an es
sential aspect of public art projects. This concept evolved in reaction to 
the high-modernist, autonomous art object, which is shown to most 
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advantage in the distraction-free "white cube" of the modern art gal
lery. In site-specific sculptures, installations, or interventions, we are 
not meant to consider the artwork as something discrete or transcen 
dent, nor is the site to be considered merely as the neutral background 
against which we view the work of art. Instead, the artwork and its em
placement are supposed to be semantically entwined and mutually con
stitutive. Nor is it enough to acknowledge that the work of art is 
imbued with some aspect of the site because so too should we under 
stand that the space of the city is potentially transformed through the 
introduction of works of art. As Miwon Kwon (2002) says, "the space 
of art was no longer perceived as a blank slate, a tabula rasa, but a real 
place" (3 8, original emphasis). Eventually, as the German art historian 
Walter Grasskamp (2001, 520) remarks, with some regret, questions of 
site came to thoroughly dominate the public art discourse, making site
specific the "magic words" associated with public art because of an 
implied promise that the social isolation of the art object would be un
cannily overcome. Thus the sense that site -specific are "magic words" 
can be linked (rather paradoxically) to this possibility of finding a "real 
place" for art. 

For Fleming and Lapointe, site specificity was not a process to be 
taken lightly as merely the latest art -world gimmick. The artists com 
mitted themselves to spending months inside a chosen building, becom
ing phenomenologically attuned to the site, and learning about the 
history of the building and who might have inhabited it over the years. 
Only with such an immersion did the artists undertake an aesthetic dia
logue with the site. Certainly the purpose was not to restore these build 
ings, or to make them look new again; if the buildings were timeworn, 
the artwork would be in sync with the processes of material disintegra 
tion. As the artists have remarked, "It is difficult to discern, in our 
projects, which elements were found in/with the building, and which we 
brought into or brought out in the site itself" (Fleming, Lapointe, and 
Johnstone 1997, 21). Whereas the firehall and post office of the previ 
ous two projects had served the public in a more prosaic sense, La 
Donna Deliquenta was qualitatively different because the public service 
offered to the inhabitants of St Henri by the Corona Theatre had been 
the opportunity to be swept up in a world of theatrical and cinematic il
lusions. Fleming and Lapointe set out to evoke these realms of fantasy 
and escapism, which had once proved so tantalizing to neighbourhood 
audiences. The visitor entered the theatre and wandered through the 
dimly lit areas, from stage to lobby to stairwells to balconies, the whole 
while moving through visual, sculptural, and aural effects that power
fully evoked other times and other places. Fleming and Lapointe's rein
vented Corona Theatre could thus become a "memory theatre" (22). 
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This didn't necessarily mean that specific historic events or figures 
would be commemorated or that the past would be restaged in some 
kind of realistic way but that the entire installation seemed to mimic the 
fallible processes of remembering and forgetting. 

We might say, on the one hand, that Fleming and Lapointe were of
fering a valuable service to the local community with their idiosyncratic 
public art by opening the doors of these closed-down buildings and al
lowing the public to imagine new uses for these supposedly abandoned 
sites. But in another sense, the artists were making space for their own 
private experiences and desires. The artists have described their entry 
into these buildings as "empowering acts." In Fleming's words, "One's 
very own movement through a built environment, whether it is a dis
crete construction or an entire city, undercuts the rigid order that archi
tecture's divisions have been invented to impose" (Fleming, Lapointe , 
and Johnstone 1997, 27). This suggests that individuals have the po
tential to "undercut" and rearrange the spatial and perceptual order of 
the city, and such gestures are indeed all the more striking when under
taken by women. With La Donna Deliquenta, the reconfigured Corona 
Theatre was to become a new public space by offering a kind of refuge 
- for artists, lesbians, the local unemployed, flaneur wannabes, and 
various other "delinquent" types who make up the ordinary city. Fol
lowing in the artists' footsteps, visitors would enter these empty, aban
doned buildings, where they might become aware of submerged 
memories and images, they might succeed in forging an imaginative 
bond with the past, and they might momentarily cohere into a distinc
tive public constituency or community. As Alan Blum (2003, 29) has 
remarked , "The 'we' of the city is then not a thing but an object of de
sire that comes to view and recedes in conflicts at a variety of points in 
everyday life." If a fully realized public space does not spring into exist
ence with public art, Fleming and Lapointe's artworks showed how it 
might nevertheless come into view as an elusive object of desire. 

THE PRESENT-DAY STAKES 

The differences between Public Access's projects in Toronto and those 
of Fleming and Lapointe in Montreal are significant, and I want to sug
gest that these differences remain telling in relation to the present-day 
discourse about public art. Some similarities should first be noted: both 
collaborative groups were interested in creating critical public art that 
engaged with the social, everyday urban environment; both conceived 
of the artwork as a temporary intervention in the cityscape , valuing 
this impermanency; as well, both produced critical writings, which 
should be considered an essential part of their complex aesthetic 
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projects. Public Access, however, was primarily interested in how the 
city had become a commercialized, globalized, and virtual space . Under 
these circumstances, artists would have to master the rhetoric of urban 
visual culture and its ever-new visual technologies as an initial step to
ward opening up more genuine public space within the city. Fleming 
and Lapointe were more interested in reanimating neglected public 
buildings and locating mnemonic triggers in the everyday neglected 
materiality of the city and thus in providing the provisional basis for a 
collective urban identity. And if both Public Access's and Fleming and 
Lapointe 's projects addressed the intersection of private interests and 
public concerns, for the Montreal-based artists it was their own per
sonal lives on the line . The identities of the two cities have of course 
not remained fixed in the intervening years, but contemporary artists 
continue to confront cities plugged into global networks of flowing 
capital as well as cities that are backsliding economically, seemingly out 
of reach of the high -tech tentacles of globalization. The models of pub
lic art that emerged in Montreal and Toronto in the 1980s thus provide 
very useful paradigms for the study of contemporary publi c art in a 
global context. 

It is important to point out that public art has become increasingl y 
institutionalized in Montreal, Toronto, and pretty much every other 
North American and European city, and this is true not only of "official " 
public art . The potentially radical gesture of temporarily inserting art 
into the lived space of the city has gradually been normalized, and many 
cities across Europe and North America now have well-established or
ganizations that specialize in sponsoring temporary artworks, installa
tions, or dematerialized gestures in the city at large. At the present 
time , for instance, New York City and London each have two such 
long-running, independent organizations that stage temporary art 
events: Creative Time and Public Art Fund in New York and Art Angel 
and Public Art Development Trust in London . The projects developed 
und er the auspices of these groups might be of a limited duration, but 
it should be pointed out that some "ephemeral gestures" have been 
extravagant and extremely expensive to mount over the years and 
that their realization often depends on extensive corporate funding. 
In Montreal, SKOL, Galerie Dare-Dare, Galerie Optica, and Quarrier 
Ephemere are only a few of the the organizations and art galleries to 
have sponsored temporary projects and interventions in the city and 
about the city, while in Toronto such a list would include Art Metro
pole, Fado, the Symbiosis Collective , and the Off/site Collective , be
sides Public Access, which has continued to organize occasional events 
over the years. There is an extensive institutional and discursive frame
work, in other words, that can now accommodate even the most 
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fleeting of artistic projects, meaning that it is no longer so obvious 
which artworks are "outside" in any meaningful sense of the word. 
Many artists leave the gallery behind and position an artwork on the 
street or in an abandoned building, but the goal of epistemological or 
ideological outsideness remains more elusive. 

In Montreal the entropic sensibility (embodied in the work of Martha 
Fleming and Lynne Lapointe) that temporarily redirects public at
tention to old, half-forgotten, residual fragments of the city has gained 
tremendous momentum in the intervening years. Alongside a standard
ization of official public art programs, then, there is a widespread inter
est at the present time in discovering and aestheticizing the interstitial 
spaces of the city as a whole . Galerie Dare-Dare, Galerie Optica, and 
Quartier Ephemere have all sponsored more than one exhibition that 
sends the art viewer out into the city. Also, 48 Hours/48 Rooms 
( 1999 ), a two-day exhibition held in a recently vacated rooming house , 
and Hopital (2001 ), held in an erstwhile hospital, both involved site
specific installations by dozens of local artists organized by an ad-hoc 
collective. 1 3 The 48 Hours exhibition is worth singling out because it 
points to the changing stakes of public art in Montreal: the rooming 
house on St Denis Street that was temporarily taken over by forty-eight 
artists (each installation occupying a small erstwhile living space) was 
shortly thereafter gutted and turned into a condo. Many of the art
works created for 48 Hours referred with eloquence and pathos to the 
previous inhabitants of this building and to their recent displacement. 
There was something disturbing, nonetheless, about how visitors to the 
temporary exhibition were positioned as witnesses to a seemingly inev
itable process of gentrification. Quartier Ephemere is also caught up in 
this relatively new situation; in the mid-199os this group began staging 
unusual site-specific projects in the Old Port area, such as a sound in
stallation in an unused grain elevator and multimedia installations in 
old foundries and factories, while they are now semipermanently set up 
in the one-time Darling Foundry. This neighbourhood, recently re
named the Cite Multimedia by the City of Montreal, lay gritty and ig
nored for many years but is now rapidly changing as new high-tech 
tenants move in, renovate the old, picturesque, industrial buildings , 
and erect new glass boxes alongside the older architecture. Quartier 
Ephemere's "entrepreneurial" projects and aesthetic values have been 
welcome in the neighbourhood up to date perhaps because they seem 
to cast a creative glow on the Cite's entire gamut of commercial and 
professional activities . It won't be long, however, before this neigh
bourhood is devoid of "abandoned" buildings for artists to explore. 
For the first time, Montreal's urban development invites comparison 
with the model described by Sharon Zukin, whereby artists moving 
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through the city looking for cheap rents and creating a local scene be
come the avant-garde of gentrification (Zukin 1987). If Montreal art
ists want to remain poets of urban interstices, the terms of this aesthetic 
project will therefore have to be renegotiated. 

Toronto now provides its residents with every possible public art per
mutation, including a steady accumulation of percent-for-art objects, a 
variety of temporary art forms that encompass the beer-company
sponsored Moose in the City silhouettes let loose upon the city in recent 
years, and projects that conceive of themselves as more subversive ges
tures within the urban environment. The catalogue for Accidental Audi
ence: Urban Interventions by Artists (1999) champions its "urban 
interventions" for being "odd," "puzzling," and defamiliarizing, as op
posed to the kind of public art that is oppressive because of its perma
nence and official status (see Pruesse 1999, 7-12). Here, the objective is 
not necessarily to foster a proto -political realm of democratic interac
tion but, more modestly, to awaken urban dwellers from their usual 
semiconscious state. But it is curious, too, that a more politically en
gaged kind of rhetoric has at times found its way into government-run, 
percent-for-art public art programs. The Spadina LRT Public Art Pro
gram (which selected a series of artworks to accompany the street's re
building when new streetcars were introduced), for instance, was 
seemingly an attempt to reconcile a socially responsive, oppositional 
model of public art with a more traditional, monumental approach. 
Like Corridart twenty years before, the Spadina artworks point to the 
distinctive character and history of the street, and like Ken Lum's photo
mural There is no place like home, we are made aware that the city is a 
zone of encounter for people of diverse races and ethnic groups. And we 
could even say that, as with Public Access, the emphasis is on signage 
and voice as articulations of identity and place. The Spadina LRT orga
nizers confidently announced that the project would "create a vibrant 
new streetscape by giving form to Spadina's communities, past and 
present, with their different voices and histories. " 1 4 They rejected the 
notion, however, that this could possibly come about by allowing artists 
to unilaterally impose their idiosyncratic visions on an unsuspecting 
public. Instead, they set in motion an elaborate process of deliberation 
and discussion between city officials, urban planners, designers, and var
ious community groups to determine what kind of artwork would be 
suitable. But when the Toronto Star reported that "residents ... were 
anxious to celebrate what one termed the 'renewal of the grand ave
nue"' (Keung 1997), it became evident that only this up-beat emphasis 
would prevail, with a reiteration of terms such as "renewal," "new
ness," and "celebration." The lengthy consultation process (notwith
standing the emphasis on discussion and cultural diversity) was evidently 
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meant to forestall the controversy and more unpredictable public debate 
that have ar isen in various cases of public art across North America - in
cluding, of course, Corridart . It is tacitly assumed in this instance that 
the "different voices and histories" activated by the public art will even
tually settle into an unthreatening background murmur. 

The increasing visibility of public art on a worldwide basis can be re
garded as yet another symptom of globaliza tion, but the local modali
ties of this global phenomenon continue to proliferate. Both Montreal 
and Toronto have at various moments been the sites of public art con
figurations that bespeak their distinctive cultural identities, and there is 
no reason to doubt that new urban art forms will continue to flourish 
in these and other cities. Further, the value of public art is linked to our 
very difficulty in identifying it, defining its mandate, and predicting its 
effects. The longer that this ambiguous status can be maintained - that 
is, the longer, in Public Access's words, that public art remains a "pro
cess of contradiction" - the greater are the chances that it will maintain 
its cultural vitality. 

NOTES 

1 In Vienna, Lum's photo-mural There is no place like home was initially blocked 
by pub lic officials linked to the right-wing Freedom Party, but the group Mu
seum in Progress stepped in to sponsor the project. In Montreal the exhibition 
of the photo-mural coincided with II September 2001 and its aftermath -
a new era of anxiety about who belongs on the streets of Western cities and 
who doesn't. 

2 For the lower-cost projects, the selection committee chooses from among a pre
viously established pool of regional artists, while only the high-cost projects are 
open to artists Quebec-wide, which often means Montreal-based artists. 

3 This administrative difference between Montreal and Toronto is not anoma
lous in the North American context, where there are instances of municipali
ties, states, provinces, or federal entities taking on the responsibility for public 
art under various circumstances. 

4 Haacke's work introduced an element of temporality to the permanence of the 
project by encouraging Germany's parliamentarians to replenish the garden on 
a yearly basis with earth brought from their constituencies. 

5 A rather more sceptical commentator asserted that the Wrapped Reichstag 
"serves as wallpaper over the cracks in German unity" (Dawson 1995, 12). 

6 The Irish Museum of Modern Art, which is housed in a seventeenth-century 
building, and the Chester Beatty Library, which deservedly won the European 
Museum of the Year Award in 2002, conjoin the historic to the contemporary 
through innovative spatial design, forms of display, and artworks. 
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7 Mathieu Beausejour also works under the appellation Internationale Virologie 
Numismatique. 

8 A few weeks later, Le Devoir (25 July 2002) reported that the bronzed dyna
mite had been stolen. 

9 Information about Public Access was obtained from documents in their ar
chives and from conversations in 2003 and 2004 with Janine Marchessault, 
one of the founding members. 

rn Notably, the artist-run centres Mercer Union and A Space sponsored public art 
projects in Toronto during the late 1970s and early 1980s. 

rr Since 1982 twelve Maisons de la Culture have opened in different Montreal 
neighbourhoods, and their presence in the city has been directly linked to the cre
ation of public space: "Depuis 20 ans deja, le reseau des maisons de la culture 
s'avere un outil important d'harmonisation sociale et un creuset d'expertise de 
point en ma ti ere de connaissance de publics distinctifs" (http://www2. ville. 
montreal.qc.ca/maisons). 

12 Fleming, Lapointe, and Johnstone's Studiolo: The Collaborative Work of 
Martha Fleming and Lyne Lapointe (1997) puts forward the artists' ideas 
about such issues as public art and site specificity while also re-creating the 
imaginative universe of their major projects from the 1980s. 

13 48 Hours/48 Rooms and Hopital were projects coordinated by Ingrid Bachman 
and other artists. 

14 "The Toronto Transit Commission's Spadina LRT Public Art Competition 
awarded eight public art commissions for Spadina Avenue complementing the 
transit line. The art program was sponsored by the TTC with funding from 
the Province of Ontario and The City of Toronto" (City of Toronto, http:// 
www.city .toronto.on.ca/culture/spadina_lrt.htm). 
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