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Walking through Boston’s South End this past October, I spotted a vibrant painting lying on a stonewall. The canvas depicted a colorful, goofy looking character and was accompanied by a note saying, “This painting is yours if you promise to smile at random people more often”. I looked around to see if someone was watching, hesitant that this might be a set up. Upon second glance I saw that the note included a website and asked for feedback. Curiosity urged me to take the canvas. Painting in hand, I knew I had just experienced a piece of a bigger picture. This was my introduction to Free Art.

Free Art is a new movement in public art that has been gathering momentum in the last five years. Artists who participate in Free Art projects discreetly leave their work in public spaces and any member of the public who finds the work may claim the piece by taking it home, giving it away, or throwing it out. The objectives of these projects are to indiscriminately provide and distribute art for the public, enhance the public’s experience within their shared environment, initiate a community dialogue, and prompt individuals to reexamine their civic landscape. 

Artist’s motivations to instigate Free Art projects vary from social commentary to political activism. The two artists examined in this paper are Bren Bataclan of Cambridge, Massachusetts and Adam Neate of London, England. Bataclan’s primary motivation is to share his social experience with Bostonian’s, making a statement about the social impact of a smile. Across the ocean, Adam Neate’s Free Art projects challenge the commercial motivations of the traditional art market. Although each artist’s work has a personal agenda there is an undercurrent of meaning in the undertaking of Free Art that affects the overall genre of public art. 

Free Art projects represent a rethinking of public art and what it means to create art for individuals in public spaces. They demonstrate that the objectives of public art can be achieved without controversy overshadowing the benevolent nature of the project. Free art is a stepping-stone for artists to reclaim public art from the bureaucracy that has become “public art”. 
Public art is purposefully situated outside the traditional purview of museums and galleries and is most often associated with monuments, architecture and memorials. Its ambitions are to bring art into the public sphere and introduce it into the lives of the community, engage and uplift the viewer, add to civic pride and enhance the overall public landscape. Although most public art projects commence with the best of intentions, their unveilings are often riddled with controversy. 

No matter how consistent the demographics seem, when it comes to art, individuals have their own ideas about style. Some prefer contemporary art while others claim that representational art is the only genre fit for public spaces. Stylistic differences lead to criticisms about the public artist’s ability to identify his/ her audience. Problems arise when identifying their audience, because either the artist is forced to make broad generalizations about the local public or they make the assumption that their work is good for the audience, whether or not the work is considered pleasing. Often the public feels that they are not properly represented in the project process, resulting in the artwork’s lack of connection with the civic identity. Time after time, the greatest debates arise because the diverse public audience feels offended, misrepresented, or imposed upon by the approved artistic vision.
 

Although aesthetic differences are often the highlighted issues amidst public art controversies, there are other factors in the cause for controversy. Many constituents feel marginalized by political leaders and others who are in charge of commissioning art for their public space. According to public art professor, Erika Doss, “Americans continue to respond angrily to public culture, so much so that it is rare today for any example of public art to be produced and then unveiled without heated argument and debate.”
  This suggests that public art controversies stem as much from the public’s frustrations with public culture as they do from the public’s objections concerning stylistic differences, how the art relates to its audience, and the audience’s relationship to the art. These concerns are compounded by the fact that a percentage of most public art projects are paid for with taxpayer’s money.

Although these issues create many obstacles for artists working in the public sphere, this diversity of opinion is what makes public space so special. According to Patricia Phillips, a public art critic, “What enriches public space is not the shared values of its constituency but the shifting differences that constantly reinvent it.”
  However, to erect a monument on such uncertain foundations dooms it to fall. Take for example the term “plop art” coined because of public art’s failure to engage audiences and its imposition of artistic expression on the diverse public sphere. This failure of public art to acknowledge the “public” half of the construct is best exemplified by the 1990 removal of Richard Serra’s “Tilted Arc” from a New York City plaza after public protests.

Influenced by unsuccessful public responses, in the 1990’s artists began reevaluating what it means to create public art. Artists learned that their projects needed to respond to the strengths of public culture. In the process artists reevaluated their preconceptions of both “the public” and “public sphere”. Artists became aware that defining the public was a difficult task. According to Marie Shurkus, of The School of the Art Institute of Chicago’s Exhibition and Events, today’s public artists are working through the question of what or who is the public, accepting that “the public does not exist in any quantitative, definable way but is an ever-evolving group that changes from place to place and moment to moment.”
 Understanding this knowledge about the public, artists realized that the public sphere is not just a physical location; it is an idea of space in which the residents participate at every stage of production to create their shared reality.
 

Artists’ fresh awareness of their constituency led to a renewed interest and an introduction of innovative practices into the public art sector. Public artists, demonstrating an effort to break away from the traditional public art of architecture, monuments, and memorials, began producing unconventional works that were not motivated by commissions and trends of the art market.
 As a result, the new definition of public art addresses the field as both a product and a process. It includes more conceptual works such as temporary installations, projected images, soundscapes, and interactive street theater. These works are often "place-specific" and respond to elements or characteristics of a particular location, such as its history, physical environment, audiences, or current social concerns.
 

Under this reconstruction, the definition of public art has broadened to encompass and is simultaneously shaped by movements such as Free Art. Artists participating in Free Art projects are addressing the concept of public art in fresh ways. These artists have shifted the significance of public art to an emphasis on art for the public. 
When Bren Bataclan moved to Boston eight years ago he felt disconnected to the community. People were not as neighborly as they had been in other cities where he had lived. Bren started painting, and in 2003 he introduced locals to his cartoon-like characters during the Cambridge Open Studios. He sold 49 of 56 paintings over that weekend. Bren could not believe the public’s reaction to his work. After years of smiling at people, whom he had passed along the sidewalk or in the T, and getting only grimaces in return, Bren had found that people were finally smiling because of his work. To thank Bostonians for supporting him and for making him feel like he was home, Bren began working on canvases for his art project.

Bren Bataclan initiated the “Smile Boston Project” in October of 2003 when he left 30 painted canvases around the city of Boston. The canvases are original renderings of Bataclan’s “smiley painted ambassadors” (see Appendix A). Each painting is accompanied by a note informing the reader that the painting is theirs to keep if they promise to smile more at random people. The note also includes a website for responses to the work and information about the project. 150 canvases have been left over the past two years throughout the greater Boston area, the nation, and the world.

Initially inspired by the gutsy work of street artists and their ability to reach a wide audience, Bataclan chooses the streets as his exhibition space. However, hesitant about the idea of permanent art in public spaces, Bataclan embraces a temporary approach. Temporary artwork in public spaces provides accessibility to his work without imposing his vision on the community. It gives individuals a choice to pick up the work and be engaged or ignore it. Using public spaces to distribute his work also minimizes the cost of more expensive commercial channels such as art galleries, fairs, or tradeshows. This is important because Bataclan funds his Free Art projects through his day job as a graphic designer and by sales of his gallery work.

Bataclan’s objectives for the “Smile Boston Project” are very simple. He wants to produce more smiles and to receive feedback from the public’s experiences with his work. After witnessing the positive effects that his work had on studio tour visitors, Bataclan wanted to share his social experience with the community. He is making a statement to Bostonians to smile more and be friendlier neighbors.  Bataclan believes that a smile really can enhance the public landscape. Smiles, as expressions of happiness and beauty, are contagious, creating a chain reaction that produces another smile in return. Smiles have also been shown to relieve stress and help people become more resilient to disease.
 In other words a smile has the potential to generate long-term benefits for the public environment.
  

In order to measure the effectiveness of his project, Bataclan set up a website which, in addition to providing information about his project, posts the responses that people have to his work. The feedback is important because it helps Bataclan to connect the dots by informing him about what happens after his paintings are left on the street. This is an integral aspect of the project because the project is not only about the canvases. The artwork is a window. The project is about the moment the painting is picked up or rather it’s about what happens after the person chooses to engage. The various feedback posted on Bataclan’s website is very similar in content. One submission,
“... in this day and age when there is less and less genuine and unpretentious interaction between people, your project brings out the friendly human nature. The paintings are in such vibrant and bright colors, and the characters are very cartoon-ish. They make me feel like back in childhood again. The message is very inspirational because it simply asks for a little unconditional love to share the joy. And if everyone can just for one minute feel that kind of connection, the world would be a much better place”
 

exemplifies the public’s positive reception to Bataclan’s project.

In response to the apparent success of his project, Bren believes his work came at the right time, when people are feeling scared, unhappy and needing more joy in their lives. Bren thinks there is so much fear already out there that he really wants to focus on keeping the simplicity of his message. He believes that it’s almost as though he’s being subversive by being nice. “Now, edge is cheap,” says Bren.

Across the Atlantic Ocean in London, England, artist Adam Neate is also working with the concept of Free Art. Neate’s Free Art projects started almost five years ago. After receiving a degree in illustration and design, Neate wanted to get back to painting for himself. He started off by painting for friends on pieces of cardboard that he found in the streets. Having made paintings for everyone he knew, Neate decided to deposit a plastic bag of his remaining work to a local charity shop.  Walking back from work one day, he noticed the bag of paintings still sitting outside the charity shop. Neate remembers this as the turning point of his career, as he felt that his work was totally worthless, even to a charity shop. He picked up the bag and continued home. Neate recalls, “Out of pure laziness I decided to leave them in the streets propped up against walls and lampposts. … That one street had become a makeshift gallery for whoever happened to walk by that night.” 



Since that night Neate has initiated numerous Free Art projects. He usually paints in batches of 12-20 paintings at a time; the body of work depends on how long it takes him to tire of the clutter of amassed works (see Appendix B). Then he heads into the streets of London where he places paintings in a variety of ways. Finding a lot of his raw materials in the streets, Neate will often place the paintings where he found his makeshift canvases of pizza boxes, cardboard and wood scraps.
 Other times, such as in his “Left and Found” series, Neate hung the works on nails on every outside wall in his neighborhood. In another series, “The Refuse Collection” Neate left over 100 paintings in “rubbish piles for bin men”. 
 Neate’s concept of Free Art also applies to exhibitions he participates in. For the “What’s the Magic Word?” exhibition, Neate surprised the audience by announcing on opening night that the art was free.
 He also organizes collaborative Free Art projects, such as “Finders Keepers”, with a group of London’s street artists. These artists are sent to the streets to collect street objects, keeping in mind that one man’s trash is another man’s treasure. Over the next week the artists retire to their studios and then meet in a location, revealed that afternoon, where they celebrate with visitors. At the end of the evening everyone is allowed to take home whichever piece they can grab.
 Over the last five years Neate has left over a thousand paintings for the public throughout the streets of London.

For Neate, a recognized graffiti artist, his concept of Free Art is a natural progression from the more controversial practice of graffiti art. According to Neate “The art I leave in the streets is in some ways worthless and priceless at the same time to whoever finds it, though it is my art regardless. It is in some ways exempt from public criticism as it’s just a scribble left in the streets.”
 Free Art’s temporal nature not only reconciles his concerns about permanent and visually intrusive graffiti art, it allows any member of the public, who likes what they see, to literally walk away with the piece and take it home. Neate prefers to give his art away because personal integrity, the underlying key to his work, means not “selling out”. The most direct way for Neate to safeguard his integrity is not to sell his work, but to give it away either by leaving it on the streets or by exhibiting in non-commercial galleries.
 His Free Art projects provide a means to reach the public without excluding individuals who are either turned off by graffiti or the intimidating gallery structure.  
 Fueled by his rebellious attitude toward the commercialization of art in modern society, Neate’s objective is a politically charged effort to offer “a slight contrast to this elitist, portentous, reactionary art world by visually infiltrating it with “free art”.”
 For Neate, the de-commoditization of art and enhancing the public landscape are interconnected. This is an integral aspect of Neate’s concept of Free Art because, according to him, art and access to art are a source of strength, “My faith and motivation comes from within my love for painting By leaving art on the streets I guess I’m trying to spread a bit more faith to others.”
 Neate’s concern is that money is about to “kill” everything from religion to people, and art. Neate paints for the love of it and finds, “the majority of the London art “scene” a negative void of reactionary elitism. All I’m trying to do is create a positive art form that not only separates art from being a commodity, but also doesn’t discriminate the right for anyone to appreciate or own it.”
 Neate believes that a public’s relationship with art is a tool for transcending the mundane. He strives with his Free Art project to initiate relationships with art in a means that is indiscriminating, unobtrusive and beneficial in the eyes of the greater public.

After Neate creates a painting he loses interest and feels no personal attachment to the actual work.
 For these reasons Neate chose not to document his first few Free Art projects. However, either by chance or through observation, Neate receives feedback that is energetically loaded and ranges from constructive to destructive. For example, after announcing that his art was free to an audience at the “What’s the Magic Word?” exhibition, Neate noted the audience’s response, “Its amazing how much more appreciative of art people become when they know its free. People were actually taking their time to look at each individual piece before they came to a decision of which one they wanted. It was also interesting to see how people reacted in terms of using their digression.”
 Neate was please that his project had removed barriers constructed by gallery price tags and provoked the audience to take a deeper look, forming a relationship with the art.

One of the most powerful responses to Neate’s work involved a series of praying men with halos behind their heads. Shortly after leaving the work on the street, Neate walked past a painting and noticed that someone had taken a knife to the canvas to try and scratch away the praying hands and halo. “For me this was one of the strongest reactions to my art I have ever encountered. The painting…could have been easily taken off the wall and thrown in the bin or whatever. But whoever had chosen to leave it…had made an amazing statement. This made me more aware of both the positive and negative reactions my work could generate, and how easily my work could be misinterpreted by others.” This response was shocking to Neate who, although respectful of all religions, is not a religious individual. Rather Neate sees himself as a crusader and a believer in humanity’s struggle, within the inner human faith, between the hope and fear we all face in life.
 

Although Bataclan and Neate’s work is distinguished by their personal agendas, their Free Art projects share and accomplish the same goals as traditional public art projects. Free Art introduces art to the public, depending on whom chooses to engage by picking up their work. It enhances the shared environment both visually and emotionally, as the work decorates public spaces until claimed by an individual, at which point the more intangible emotional objectives are achieved, whether this objective is smiling and creating a friendlier environment or initiating a relationship to art independent of a commercial structure. The emotional responses to these projects stimulate community dialogue, thereby enhancing the overall public environment and creating a sense a civic pride. Although many of these results are difficult to quantify, to instigate these exchanges and affect the quality of someone’s day is no small achievement.

In response to accusations made about controversial public art projects, Free Art has demonstrated a solution. Differences of opinion and style are no longer relevant as the work is portable and therefore neither imposing on the public environment nor individuals who are not attracted to the work. As for the accusation that public artists are not identifying their audience, with Free Art projects, the audience takes on a proactive role. Due to the small sizes of the work ranging from Neate’s pizza boxes to Bataclan’s 14”x11” canvases, the work can go unnoticed until an audience chooses to identify it. The portable nature of the work also responds well to the public’s rebellion against public culture. Once claimed, Free Art can be taken back into the private sector, while the project objectives are accomplished throughout the public sector. 

In response to funding concerns about public art projects, both artists are self-sufficiently providing funding for their projects. This choice benefits Free Art projects and the artists. The work is exempt from public criticism about project costs. The artists are neither compromising their artistic vision for the sake of funding nor succumbing to art world pressures that could potentially dilute their work. In order to fund their projects both artists keep their costs at a minimum and maintain day jobs as commercial artists.
 
In light of maverick efforts by Free Artists to contribute to the public art field, there are those who question the validity of such projects. Skeptical thinkers question the value of Free Art as well as the agenda of participating artists. Under these critical lenses, questions arise about the cultural value of Free Art projects. Because they aren’t high art, as most traditional public art projects are, do they deserve consideration? For some, the boundaries of high art are a very real distinction. However, it becomes irrelevant when considering Free Art projects, whose value lies not in the art itself, but in the non-visual, intangible manifestation of ideas created on an individual basis in response to the art. The cultural value is found in a project’s ability to stimulate public audiences. The art has no market value, therefore the value is both defined by the various reactions and interpretations of those who view it, and it reflects the nature of their sensibilities. 

The cultural value of Free Art also lies in its contribution to the art world. In the words of Shepard Fairey, a street artist whose work has influenced both Bataclan and Neate, “Many people feel powerless and [the] goal is to show that one person can have an effect on things even with limited resources. Whether this manifests itself with people in the form of street art or a magazine or a band, [the hope is] to encourage D.I.Y. (do it yourself) ethics. These things are hard to quantify until they pass the tipping point… but I’ve seen satisfying results.” Fairey expressed the impact of such art projects well when he remarked that seeing the reactions and considering the sociological forces at work surrounding the use of public space and the insertion of a very eye catching but ambiguous image, there is the potential to create a phenomenon, shake things up a bit and keep the art market on its toes.

Free Art has also been criticized as an insignificant “trend” of the postmodern art world. The significance or lasting impact of this new art movement is difficult to quantify because of the intangible objectives achieved by the work and the relatively short period of time occupying the movement. However, only time will tell. Graffiti, when introduced to the art world, was also considered a “trend,” yet the art form continues to prosper.
 If this trend does catch on and the streets are saturated with Free Art then perhaps people will lose interest in the concept of Free Art but as for the value of the art, the artwork has no market value to begin with, the pieces are worthless and at the same time they are priceless.

Another question to address is if these artists are simply giving art away as a marketing strategy. It is puzzling how, in our society, we choose to trust artists whose work hangs in a gallery with steep price tags, but when artists offer us art for free we are programmed to distrust the value of the work and the sentiments of the artist. Giving away art for free is definitely a tool for generating awareness about the work. However, these artists are distributing work to the public that does not have a commercial agenda; rather, it has an altruistic agenda to make a positive contribution to the visual and emotional public landscape.

However, when all is said and done, in the words of two contemporary public art pioneers, Christo and Jeanne Claude, “art is just art”. The viewer experiences what they are capable of experiencing. For some, public art projects, such as Free Art, are an embodiment of the beauty of our ever evolving and vastly diverse public sphere. For more skeptical thinkers these public art projects are seen through critical lenses where tunnel vision prevails and the work’s context is misunderstood.

The Free Art movement is fodder for the fruition of the art world. It raises awareness to issues between the priorities, accessibility and nature of public art within our commercially structured world. This world changes quickly and holding on to stringent classifications in public art means holding back. A writer for Art Paper Magazine, L.K. Herndon, reminds skeptics that, “a strong aesthetic sense is only fostered, never overthrown, by constant challenges to the accepted notions of art.” 
 Free Art projects take steps towards reclaiming the fundamentals of public art by successfully accomplishing its goals without creating controversies that over shadow the artistic merits of the work. The concepts of Free Art, demonstrated by the works of Bren Bataclan and Adam Neate, demonstrate a potential to progress public art in the years to come and contribute a valuable lesson about the merits of keeping it simple.
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