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GUEST EDITOR’S STATEMENT:
THINKING ABOUT FOREVER

Public art is processual, dependent on various cultural and social relationships and
subject to the volatile intangibles of multiple publics and their fluctuating interests
and feelings. Consequently, public art that offends, contradicts, violates or chal-
lenges the beliefs of particular publics at particular times may be defaced,
despoiled, removed, re-sited, dismantled, destroyed and/or forgotten.

Public art is not, in other words, forever. Although commonly considered in
terms of the space it occupies and the place it defines, issues of duration and
impermanence, of change and instability, are also key factors in thinking about
public art. That stated, what are the ethical and political implications of public
art’s removal and destruction? Is it legitimate to erase or revise markers of history
and culture? Do such acts constitute public dissent? Are there alternatives to pub-
lic art’s defacement and destruction? Are there experts and organizations that
might take a leading role in this critical conversation?

This special issue of Public Art Dialogue examines the dilemma of public art’s
permanence from a variety of perspectives. It draws on papers presented at the
annual meeting of the College Art Association in February 2014, in a session spon-
sored by Public Art Dialogue (an affiliated society of CAA), as well as those subse-
quently selected from a call for papers issued to artists, academics, critics, and
curators. As the organizer and chair of the 2014 CAA session, which was titled
“Vandalism, Removal, Relocation, Destruction: The Dilemma of Public Art’s
Permanence,” and as guest editor for this special issue, I want to thank everyone
who submitted abstracts, attended our session and contributed to the conversation
in Chicago; and likewise, those who expressed interest in contributing to this
journal issue. I was impressed with the great variety of case studies that I received,
and the historically, critically and theoretically informed narratives they advanced.
Clearly, this is a compelling subject and one that the articles and artist’s projects
collected here address in exciting and provocative ways.

Part of the process of theorizing public art, and developing a critical vocabu-
lary that frames the arguments and issues most pertinent to the field, includes
defining relevant meta-terms, or keywords. As cultural theorist RaymondWilliams
wrote in the introduction to his influential Keywords, first published in 1976, “The
surpassing confidence of any particular use of a word, within a group or within a

Copyright © Taylor & Francis Group, LLC

Public Art Dialogue, 2016
Vol. 6, No. 1, 1–5, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21502552.2016.1149384

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
N

ot
re

 D
am

e]
 a

t 0
7:

40
 3

0 
M

ay
 2

01
6 



period, is very difficult to question.”1 Active and engaged forms of inquiry are fun-
damental to critical discourse — and hence to thinking about public art’s inher-
ently fluid cultural meanings and social and political conditions. The authors and
artists in this issue of Public Art Dialogue address the subject of public art’s per-
manence by turning to keywords such as vandalism, removal, relocation and
destruction, and also to protection and preservation.

These key concepts are not entirely distinct, of course. Vandalism, for exam-
ple, is typically defined as the damage and destruction of property. Intentions
vary, from impulsive feelings of rage and corresponding urges to do damage, to
calculated acts motivated by specific political and social circumstances: such as
defacing public monuments to the Confederate States of America, Sarah Beetham
writes, in response “to the current epidemic of police violence against black
Americans.” Some vandalism takes the form of street art: unsanctioned art made
in unexpected and/or forbidden public places by both anonymous artists and well-
known art world personalities (e.g., Keith Haring, Shepard Fairey and Banksy),
often to reclaim those public spaces for political resistance and protest. Photogra-
pher James Voller similarly places his temporary large-scale digital prints of
the Italianate bungalows once common in northern Melbourne in unexpected
public locations — like the sides of dumpsters, trams and electric substations. If
usually pre-approved by local councils, Voller’s interventionist public art projects
share street art concerns with urban gentrification, property ownership and
contemporary public agency.

Vandalism may also relate to public art’s perceived monetary value. As prices
for various metals have soared in recent years (used in high-tech goods like cell
phones), thefts of metal-based public sculptures have skyrocketed. In 2005, Henry
Moore’s Reclining Figure (1969–70), a 10-foot bronze piece valued at $4.6 million
dollars, was stolen from the grounds of the artist’s foundation in England. Police
determined that the two-ton sculpture had been chopped up and sold as scrap
metal for about $2500.

Vandalism highlights public art’s basic vulnerability, which, because of its
very designation as public art, exposes it to the processual conditions and variable
circumstances of public places and space, audiences, and duration.2 Often located
outdoors, public art is subject to wear and tear over time. Negligence takes a
further toll. Originally installed in front of New York’s City Hall, Frederick
MacMonnies’ Civic Virtue (1922) was moved to Kew Gardens, Queens in 1941
and, as Michele Bogart relates, fell into “increasing disrepair” as it was ignored,
and avoided, by generations of public officials. Likewise, sited in a small pocket
park in downtown Chicago in 1989, Vito Acconci’s Floor Clock II, a 72-foot in
diameter public art time piece whose long metal hands once swept over a circle of
carved stone “numbers,” is virtually unrecognizable today. The hands went missing
years ago and while the stones still serve as seats, they are chipped and crumbling.
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Maintenance and conservation are crucial factors in Nam June Paik’s Dadaikseon
(The More, The Better). Erected in the National Museum of Contemporary Art
in Gwacheon, Korea in 1988, Paik’s 75-foot sculpture features 1003 stacked TV
monitors whose cathode ray tubes regularly burn out — a problem, as Julia
Marsh considers in this issue, that has forced its art museum stewards to rethink
conventional ideas about object based restoration and sustainability.

Public art embodies what Pierre Bourdieu termed “symbolic capital”: the
value, utility and power of both what it represents and the environment it occu-
pies.3 Public art’s presence, and permanence, lend legitimacy to particular social,
cultural and political conditions. When its symbolic capital is deemed illegitimate,
it may be vandalized, removed, re-sited or destroyed.

Conversations about public art’s legitimacy can yield productive insights
about “dissent, democracy and collectivity,” Christine Y. Hahn observes in her dis-
cussion of a mural painted by Philip Evergood at Kalamazoo College in 1942 that
some students today find racially offensive. Likewise, as Fred Evans argues in his
article on Krzysztof Wodiczko’s media projections, public art can animate acts
of citizenship that foster democratic values. Public art’s removal, Brenda
Schmahmann asserts in her article on a memorial sculpture to Cecil John Rhodes
at the University of Cape Town in South Africa that was defaced and then placed
in off-campus storage in 2015, has “a propensity to bring about losses that far
outweigh its potential benefits.”

Yet public art’s politically determined impermanence has been seen again and
again in recent years: from the U.S. General Service Administration’s removal of
Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc from Manhattan’s Federal Plaza in 1989, to the removal
of thousands of busts and statues of Communist figures following the collapse of
the Soviet Union in 1989. Public anger about debunked figures and despised ideol-
ogies, from Christopher Columbus to the racial terrorism of the Confederate States
of America, has erupted in multiple acts of defacement and destruction targeting
the memorials and monuments built in their honor.4

While Tilted Arc was hacked into pieces and utterly destroyed, some Soviet-
era statues were removed from their plinths and reinstalled in “displaced
memorial” theme parks organized in Hungary and Lithuania. Some, as Jenelle
Davis recounts in her article on a Soviet memorial in Prague, were brazenly van-
dalized and creatively reimagined. Others were replaced with figures deemed
more akin to a post-Soviet body politic. In 1995, Lithuanian Socialist Realist
sculptor Konstantinas Bogdanas, formerly known for his monumental statues of
notable Soviets, designed a bust of Frank Zappa that was erected in the center of
Vilnius; in 2012, a temporary sand-sculpture of John Lennon was installed in a
city square formerly occupied by a towering bronze statue of Lenin.

Recognizing public art’s fundamentally processual trajectory and considering
both historical and contemporary examples of its removal, replacement and
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reinvention, this issue opens with Lisa Blas’ digital prints: a body of still lifes that
“reconsider” received national perceptions about the Civil War by drawing on
souvenir photos of public monuments to Confederate heroes and battlefields. Blas’
agitprop interventions and astute attention to public art’s “fraught subjectivity”
provide an ideal segue to Sarah Beetham’s focused discussion on how contempo-
rary Americans are rethinking the presence and place of monuments to the
Confederacy. Her article is followed by Jenelle Davis’ exploration of a much
contested Soviet-era memorial originally erected in Prague in 1945 and repeatedly
sabotaged in the post-Soviet era in multiple, and widely imitated, acts of cheeky
vandalism.

The notion of augmenting public art, of responding to and adding to the pub-
lic sculptures and murals and monuments that already exist, is the focus of Fred
Evans’ article on Krzysztof Wodiczko, which takes up the dilemma of public art’s
permanence by examining if, and how, public art’s processual terms might be sus-
tained in a political democracy like the United States. Fragmented Facades, James
Voller’s artist’s project for this issue, similarly utilizes additive, interventionist,
and temporary public art strategies to address shifting social and economic land-
scapes: in his case, in northern Melbourne.

Challenges to public art’s symbolic capital and political legitimacy are the
focus of Brenda Schmahmann’s case study of the removal of monuments to British
colonialism in post-apartheid South Africa. Christine Y. Hahn’s article on a much-
contested mural at a Michigan college follows, taking up the issue of “what to do”
with problematic public art beyond its removal and destruction, and the role that
critically engaged and historically informed conversations about civic awareness
might play in such considerations. Julia Marsh similarly examines “what to do”
with public art facing media obsolescence, and the roles that cultural institutions
might play in rethinking notions of permanence. And in her article on the repeated
removal and reinstallation of Frederick MacMonnies’ Civic Virtue, Michele H.
Bogart considers the cultural policy implications of such actions and the need for
public art’s stewardship through organizations such as Public Art Dialogue and
the guidance of informed experts in the field. Collectively, these articles and artist’s
projects point to new ways of thinking about public art’s permanence, and the
dilemma of forever.

Erika Doss
Special Issue Guest Editor
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NOTES
1 Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, rev. ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1983), 16.
2 Erika Doss, “The Process Frame: Vandalism, Removal, Re-Siting, Destruction,” in A Companion to
Public Art, eds. Cher Krause Knight and Harriet F. Senie (Malden, MA and Oxford, UK: John Wiley
& Sons, 2016).
3 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977),
114–20.
4 Erika Doss, Memorial Mania: Public Feeling in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2010), 322–4, 361–2.
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tions which include: Benton, Pollock, and the Politics of Modernism: From Regionalism to Abstract
Expressionism (1991), Spirit Poles and Flying Pigs: Public Art and Cultural Democracy in
American Communities (1995), Elvis Culture: Fans, Faith, and Image (1999), Looking at Life
Magazine (editor, 2001), Twentieth-Century American Art (2002), and Memorial Mania: Public
Feeling in America (2010). Recent monographs include The Emotional Life of Contemporary Public
Memorials: Towards a Theory of Temporary Memorials (2008). Doss is also co-editor of the
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