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Rethinking the Public:
The Public Art Criticisms from the late 1980s to the mid 1990s

Risa MATSUMOTO
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Summary This essay analyzes public art criticisms from the late 1980s to the mid 1990s and explains why
they took a “social turn.” Since the 1960s, the National Endowment for the Arts and the General Services
Administration have constructed public art. However, because of the controversies surrounding 7ilted Arc by
Richard Serra and Vietnam Veterans Memorial by Maya Lin, as well as the Culture Wars regarding the
National Endowment for the Arts grant, many critics reevaluated their positions and published public art
(criticisms from the late 1980s to the mid 1990s.

This essay begins with the studies of public art criticisms in the 1980s and describes how they centered on
the type of public art that related to the physical experience of viewers, such as Tilted Arc and Vietnam
Veterans Memorial. However, because of the controversies surrounding public art, the criticisms took on a
new tone, as they felt compelled to redefine “public.” Particularly, public art critics, Rosalyn Deutsche and
Erika Doss, observed that public art that relates to the physical experience of the viewer alienates various
minorities from their “viewer.” Therefore, they reconstruct “public” to include minorities in their criticisms.
Thus, the social turn in public art was caused by the reconsideration of “public” by the critics of public art.



