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Here, How and Now; Per Cent for Art, a personal perspective  

Context:  The following text was transcribed from an  

unscripted talk which accompanied a power point presentation, 

it  was orientated towards an audience of emerging arts 

practitioners, researchers, and administrators with an interest 

in, rather than a speciality in Public Art.  My presentation 

reflected  both the context, and my position at a particular point 

in time, it was my intention of offer a broad insight into the area 

and offer an understanding of the context.  

___________________________ 

My early background is as an arts practitioner but, for a long 

time now I have worked within a local authority context and in 

the area of policy, advisory and curation processes and things 

like that. 

As such, I speak very much as an independent. It’s for that 

reason that I wanted to frame this presentation as ‘a personal 

perspective’ I will be compounding points made by Maggie1 

and Siún2. I attended the meeting of the proposed network3 the 

issues that came up were very interesting and there seemed to 

be common pressures across Europe for those working in the 

area of public art.  

Today I’m making the assumption that a lot of people here are 

starting out; maybe with an interest in curatorial practice and 

are considering how they might relate to artists as 

commissioners.  I also want to make a case for work that is 

being done at local level through the local authority arts offices 

and the kind of ambition, particularly in the last six years, that 

has really been pushed through. I compound what Maggie has 

said, that this can be very personality-driven work which is 

possibly is not underpinned by good policy. 

                                                            
1 Maggie Bolt, co presenter at conference 
 
2 Suin Hanrahan, NCAD co-presenter at conference  
3 A European Public Art Network – Paris 2011 
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“I never know why everything gets broken down into 

categories (e.g. public)  ...art is art!”                                                  

                                              Dorothy Cross   

Firstly to start with this great quote from Dorothy Cross 

because, feeding back into what Maggie said, I think this idea 

of stratification of arts practice is quite interesting. To call out a 

few names; Janet Mullarney, Sean Lynch, Brian O’Doherty, 

Isabel Nolan, Jesse Jones, Ronan McCrea, John Byrne, Garry 

Coyle, Dorothy Cross, Aideen Barry, Julie Merriman, Denis 

McNulty and Fiona Jones – all of whom have a serious 

practice in visual arts in Ireland, who have also worked within a 

public art context. I think one of the most exciting things to say 

about Public Art in Ireland is that there is a really good mix of 

people working in it. We haven’t created a specialist arts 

trajectory where people solely work within the public sphere 

and I think that has led to something very healthy for us - that 

is a big plus and a positive.  

The benefit is that we haven’t developed this highly specialised 

or professionalised public art sphere of work. However, this 

comes with minus and plus points for people who are 

commissioning public art because each scheme, or each 

project, is unique in itself and therefore takes very skilled 

management and set of negotiations as people navigate the 

systems which support it. The idea of fluidity in arts practice is 

very important for a healthy public sphere but also for a healthy 

context for producing public art.  

We begin to move away from what we might consider ‘plop art’ 

– this kind of dropping in on the road-side -  and I really would 

think that in the last seven years we have actually achieved a 

lot within that. The good news as well is that there is a much 

wider understanding of public art practices within the general 

public realm. I was at a meeting last week with someone from 

the HSE where Claire Doherty’s work was discussed.  
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When I was beginning out in arts management you were 

always making the case. Now, however, there is a greater 

level of sophistication so you’re working with engineers and 

architects who, maybe in the past, had a great sense of 

ownership of what they were doing in terms of wanting to 

control the outcomes and who now have a much rounder 

critical sense of what is possible in Ireland and are reading and 

actively researching in the area. I think that is very exciting. 

The sense of openness of the [Per Cent for Art] Scheme has 

really broadened out, and there is more potential for risk-

taking. The potential for failure is there as well, but, I think that 

there is openness to that. There have been a number of 

groundbreaking practices, for example the Ballymun 

Programme, Breaking Ground and In-Context in South Dublin 

over the years. I worked on the third In Context; it was a three-

phase public art programme which took a very cohesive 

approach to utilising the funding and I think that began to open 

out the possibilities and to move Public Art away from being 

very site-specific. One comment I would make is that there is 

benefit to having clarity of understanding around the idea of 

Public Art and Per Cent for Art. Per Cent for Art is very much 

just a funding mechanism. 

New approaches to and contexts for commissioning 

Obviously, at the moment, the context and the commissioning 

processes are reflecting our changing environment and that 

simply means there is a lot less going on. But, I think overall 

there is a much more developmental approach to 

commissioning Ruairí O’Cuiv, Dublin City Council’s Public Arts 

Officer, and Gaynor Seville Mayo County Council Public Arts 

Officer have both taken very interesting approaches to 

commissioning in terms of a developmental remit which has 

really stretched the possibilities of public art and they are 

looking at ways of developing a range of opportunities.  
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For example, I know Gaynor has included artists in the 

selection process, so she is mentoring people through an 

understanding of how things work, creating a kind of 

groundswell, or a platform, for younger people to come up and 

make change within the system.  

Ruairí, through his programme, has offered quite an open brief 

for artists to work to, and through that, artists are navigating 

their own arts practice within the context of what they want to 

do in tandem with the commissioner rather than as a very rigid 

brief. The idea of slowing down the commissioning process 

has come to the fore as well, in the sense that there are some 

projects happening at the moment, such as Ruairis work with 

Common Ground in Dublin, where they have developed a 

commissioning process which is working in a residency based 

form. Three or four artists are given a four or five month period 

to investigate (paid investigation residencies) and to then a 

decision about what will be brought forward are a commission 

develops out of that time . With the slowing down there is less 

money, and possibly increased access to time, it such a 

obvious thing to say but we have to say that there are some 

positives coming out of having more time.  

I was talking to Lucina Russell, Chair of the Arts Officers 

Association in preparation for today, I asking her what was the 

number one thing she felt from her perspective was important 

to mention today. And that was the idea of pooling. The 

pooling of finances has made a radical change in what we 

have achieved here over the last ten years and that essentially 

our Per Cent for Art capital is capped at €63,000 per contract.  

This is incredibly low for anything of any serious ambition in 

terms of sculpture making or object making, or serious 

architectural type interventions. The pooling of money has 

allowed a couple of things: bigger budgets, a more cohesive 

approach to design, a programmatic approach to delivering 

public art, and removing the sense of the art commissioned 

being directly related to a place, enabling a very direct sense 
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of ownership. Not to denigrate that sense of ownership in 

terms of a community, but, for example, if you had a piece of 

Public Art coming out of a housing estate, you may pool that 

and do something in connection with it but not necessarily 

directly on site and that is quite interesting.  In places where 

there has been a failure to pool money it has affected planning, 

and without planning you get a much more ad-hoc approach to 

commissioning and that can result in poorer work.  

Regarding commissioning contexts, in general, what is quite 

exciting at the moment for people who work in the public realm 

is that there is so much more programming coming out of 

festivals and events. In Cork, for example, you have very 

interesting work coming out of the Kinsale Festival [Kinsale 

Arts Week] - where major commissions engaging very serious 

artists to do work as part of these sorts of events. Institutional 

commissioning, where you may have a gallery or a museum 

commissioning is off site is quite interesting. 

This idea of re-using city spaces is something artists are taking 

control of as well, and doing quite interesting projects. In 

Limerick there has been work done where artist-driven projects 

are happening and they are beginning to commission their own 

work within these city spaces. These cultures are very 

interesting to follow in terms of trends and what is possible in 

Public Art. I think also of how artists are putting it back into the 

systems and challenging us in the public realm, there is very 

interesting work being done within Galway with the Dock 

project, which Aideen Barry was very involved in. There was a 

sense that there was failure at a local level to put any serious 

infrastructure in place at a time when funding was available 

and then as funding was dropping off, there were little support 

structures to really engage with quite a healthy visual arts 

environment.  

Compounding what Siún spoke about, I think a trend will be 

more and more emerging out of third and fourth level 
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institutions, in terms of their engagement with Public Art, and 

particularly professions that have to re-imagine (a word I hate 

to use) who they are. You will find that a lot with architects now 

who are taking a different approach to their professional 

understanding of their public!  For example, in UCD student 

architects doing work around mediating architecture; they have 

developed a much greater understanding of how they work 

with people and work within the public realm -the types of 

challenges they can take in smaller scale works. I would think 

as well, within the educational side of things, like in the UK, 

that there are greater pressures for income to be raised within 

the institutions and context and opportunities created for 

students to work with. I think there will be a growth in these 

kinds of institutions commissioning, getting involved and 

perhaps, even, managing Per Cent for Art projects.  

Short term concerns for the future of Public Art 

In the short term, in terms of my personal concerns for the 

future of Public Art in Ireland, county based structures are 

being reviewed, for example the merging of Limerick City and 

Limerick County Councils, Galway County and Galway City 

Councils. There’s a lot of organisational change happening 

and that will impact how money is used, policy and the 

organisational knowledge that is there. In terms of advocacy 

there has been a sort of general diminishing of specialty within 

the local authorities. By 2000-2002 we had quite a high take up 

of jobs within local authorities for people who had a specialty in 

managing public art. These have, to a large extent, fallen away 

and those who are working within the local authority structures 

are mostly working on contract and, although doing great work, 

the system is unstable. 

I think it is important to acknowledge that with the loss of those 

specialist skills and expertise, focus also falls away. Because 

there are less people with a specialty in this area working 

within the local authority system there is a failure at times to 
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fully take up the potential of the scheme. With the pooling 

system, small amounts of money can be pooled to make 

budgets over time.  If the money is available it should be drawn 

down and it seems a shame that that might not happen, even 

on the small scale. 

In terms of policy and national guidelines, at the moment, the 

national guidelines are written but they have not yet been 

released. In some ways there is a policy limbo and who is 

advocating for Per Cent for Art is an important question. Most 

activity for Per Cent for Art really has come through the local 

authority structure where this specialist expertise existed and 

they were advocating for the full take up of the scheme – who 

is taking a leadership role is difficult to read. 

Now we have a much more ad hoc [system] without these 

specialties, so we have a more ad hoc take up across 

government departments.  There is a surge in education at the 

moment with the building of schools and there has been a 

greater understanding of the potential for the Per Cent for Art 

Scheme through the HSE and the building of hospitals. 

Schools and hospitals are the two hot spots at the moment, in 

terms of possibility for commissioning but I think the sense of 

what’s available is beginning to diminish. On a positive note, 

the Per Cent for Art Scheme can make a case for its retention 

in the sense that it is an index linked scheme, reflecting the 

level of development that is actually happening in the country. 

It reflects growth. On that basis, it can make a good case for its 

retention.  

The Commissioner – Artist relationship 

I want to talk about the relationship between the 

commissioners and artists and what might be happening there. 

I think a positive thing is that smaller budgets can often allow 

for greater opportunities. There is the potential for younger 

artists to get involved in public art in a way that might have 

been intimidating for them before if they were very large 
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budgets. Another very positive thing is that public art has 

begun to emerge into a much more critical landscape. I think 

six years ago there was very little public or critical reaction to 

what was actually being made other than ‘what’s that?’. But 

now we have a number of really good online critical forums 

and, blogs; people who are actually really interested in actively 

writing and analysing what’s going on.  

We have established (Cliodhna Shaffrey and I) through the 

Arts Council and the Department [of Arts, Heritage and the 

Gaeltacht] Publicart.ie which is collecting practice examples 

and criticism around that.  But that site seems to be static now 

since our contact ended - but the potential of it is really 

important. If work is emerging into a dead space, and there is 

no reaction, no critical engagement, it does nothing . There are 

also very interesting initiatives that people are taking on as part 

of their commissioning processes where they are actually 

including critical discourse as part of what they are doing. So 

for example, Mayo County Council (represented here today) 

were involved in a project which was set up through the Arts 

Council, which was a local authority partnership scheme and 

for a short time, they created a magazine called Verge that 

was actively critiquing what they were doing. To find that level 

of critical maturity within the local authority structure seems a 

very good thing - so that you can actually commission writing 

work that is directly critically addressing what they are doing. I 

think that’s a great positive. 

In terms of graduates and what is happening, there is a new 

capacity among arts graduates/practitioners who are very 

sophisticated in terms of professional management there is a 

much stronger ambition and competitiveness within what’s 

coming forward as responses to briefs. Commissioners are 

getting a healthier set of proposals to respond to and more 

people are engaging. I suppose because if there are less and 

less opportunities so is a greater take-up is emerging.  At times 

there was a very jaded sense of what was possible in Public 
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Art and artists of a serious nature, of a serious practice, had 

stopped applying. This is turning around overall the area has 

become a lot more competitive now, and that is healthy.  

While there has been a fall off there has also been some 

compounding – there seems to be greater confidence among 

commissioners and a greater curatorial strength is emerging 

through the programmatic approaches to developing public art.  

Curatorial direction has become more important and is 

underpinning what is happening. In small scale ad hoc things 

like schools or maybe hospital contexts, people need help 

drawing up their briefs. They need help thinking out what they 

are going to do and they also need help in terms of engaging 

professional support to deliver that. Often these budgets are 

really small and they are not to be wasted, opportunities not to 

be thrown away and engaging professionals. 

 

The weaknesses and strengths of the Irish System 

One of the weaknesses that we can admit to happening in 

Ireland over the last ten years is that we have a very poor 

environment for commissioning permanent public works.  

Unfortunately, we do not offer big enough budgets to create 

anything of serious ambition. The flip side to that is that a lot of 

the work that is happening in Ireland is much more relational. It 

is emerging out of sets of discourses perhaps it is skewing a 

little bit what people, maybe in the European context, think of 

as public art.  However, this might not be the worst thing but 

we need to significantly increase the budgets if we want to 

consider it in terms of place-making, image-making or using 

these as visual markers in some way. 

The other positive thing is a societal thing, that there is a 

greater interest in engaging with the public sphere in general 

and with that, public art. It’s important we develop a level of 

societal ownership.  Perhaps as a society we have been 
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passive or lazy, are we’re beginning to acknowledge that? Our 

we need to engage, as a community or as sets of 

communities, in a more mature way in what is happening in 

our environment and I think that is beginning to happen –it 

would be good to think this will be of benefit to this area. 

Greater stratification of the arts in general 

One of the concerns that I would have is this idea of 

stratification of the arts which might reflect a UK model of 7 or 

8 years, this idea of ‘Arts and…’. So there is an emergence of 

a misnomer about sectors such as being associated with 

something really practical..  ‘arts and health, arts and 

education, arts and inclusion, arts and etc’ This is about  

reflecting a context rather than an actual practice. I agree that 

some of these areas are interesting and I work within all of 

these areas, but its important to see in times of stress 

associating the arts can be methodologies that policy makers 

and people who advocate for the arts use to mediate value 

back into funding organisations.  It is necessary to be aware 

that if we become too narrow in our understanding of practice 

that we begin to eschew things and utilise the arts in a way 

that might not have deep meaning in 20, 30, maybe 40 years 

time.   

I want to talk about this Golden Window, this ten year period. I 

think some of the projects from this time are still trickling 

forward and I think some of the cultures that were established 

within this golden time, if you like, have actually really become 

markers for good practice. I’m a Dubliner so I am very urban in 

my sense and my world is Dublin, recently I spent some time in 

Leitrim and I think what is interesting there, and my other work 

around the country, are the concerns within the rural 

environment. I think being in Leitrim, particularly, you could see 

a whole set of artists from Anna McCloud, Christine Mackey, 

Jackie Mc Kenna and Sean who runs the Sculpture Centre, 

and a commissioning structure which was very much about 
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environmental concerns and this runs really deep within how 

the potential commissioning for public art can make meaning 

locally. So issues around Shell in Mayo, issues around 

Fracking, water pollution, all of these types of societal 

concerns are being reflected by what’s being made by the 

artists. I think that’s it a healthy thing to hold on to. As 

commissioners that kind of idea of localism and understanding 

the level of research that is coming out of an rural context is 

very interesting. Some of you might be familiar with the 

commissioning process that happened in Co. Clare County 

Council, from Siobhan Mulchays Office and Fiona Woods is 

doing some interesting research about that type of 

commissioning. When these types of projects were successful 

they were driven by quite an evolved policy, good leadership 

and they were very well supported - there were quite 

comprehensive structures behind them which helped to realise 

them.  

Another project I’d like to mention is InContext 3 which I 

mentioned previously, which started around 1997 and was one 

of the first examples, driven by Jenny Haughton, of a real 

ambition to pool money and  to spend it in a very cohesive 

policy-driven way over a long period of time, from 1997 to 

2006.   It’s interesting that people who had worked on In 

Context 3, Aisling Prior for example, was the curator of the 

Breaking Ground project and Jenny since went on to be the 

Arts Council Public Art Advisor.4  This way of working began to 

inform a really big ambition and also in a slightly quieter way, 

[was] very much embedded within the local authority: the type 

of work that Sligo is taking on, or the developmental work that 

is happening here in Wexford which was programmatic 

phasing of taking approach to developing work.  

Something  worth considering is where commissioners began 

to breakdown their approach to commissioning into electoral 

                                                            
4 Currently held by Ashling Prior 
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areas. This occurred in Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown and the 

Place and Identity Programme, and also Public Art processes 

in Wicklow, where a pot of money was put together and a 

decision was taken to put that money into an electoral area.  I 

would have questions about what that achieves in terms of 

directly reflecting political structures and therefore unwritten 

alignment.   Although both programmes I referred to had 

successful outcomes I wonder, as a policy maker, what is 

being demonstrated by this a process?  

“Do people want it” (Making the Public Case for the 

Arts Mary Cloake, Theatre Forum Ireland 2009 Annual 

Conference in Wexford Opera House, Thursday 11 

June. More information: url.ie/1vre) 

I also wanted to talk about the bigger picture; this idea of a 

sense of pragmatism that is needed in order to develop and 

commission good work.  When commissioning public art we 

always talk about a triangle of the context; with the 

commissioner and the artist, and the artwork being positioned 

somewhere in the middle. I think the role and function of what 

we are doing is being challenged. How we communicate is 

being challenged. The future of public art is changing. In 

researching for today I found a very good set of three video 

pieces that were of Mary Cloake speaking at the last annual 

conference for Theatre Forum in Wexford. I thought it was very 

interesting because Mary, who is the ex-director of the Arts 

Council, was talking about making the public case for the arts 

and one of the questions which she phrased was ‘Do people 

want it?’.   

There’s an incredible level of nuanced thinking and 

developmental work that has been happening away in the 

background  but the back story of this, what and how the arts 

communicate will be moving forward into the public realm. This 

mediation of the arts, how we describe what we do, is very 

important. In the course of her talk Mary Cloake was saying 

http://url.ie/1vre
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that there were a number of key points that the Arts Council 

felt were important to mediate and this is communicated back 

to a ministerial level.  

The level of sophistication in terms of understanding the arts at 

ministerial level very much reflects the kind of context where 

Arts Officers, like Ruairi and Gaynor, are making the case for 

the arts within a local authority context. How do we leverage 

our money out, up and down? These are the discourses 

abroad that the arts can play a pivotal role in the national 

crisis, that we need to keep the arts high on the national 

agenda, that the arts is a source for jobs, national pride and 

the reputation of the state and they drive the economy. This 

bigger picture thinking is very relevant to the systems that are 

supporting per cent for art commissioning.  But we need to be 

quite cognisant of what we signing up to with these 

responsibilities as our bed-follows. 

Clarity and maturity about creative and commercial 

impetus for ‘re-imagining’ 

Currently good curators are thinking maturely about the role of 

art and its impetus in this idea of this terrible word re-imagining 

Ireland and that we have a responsibility to be clear about 

what we can achieve. If you consider the function of artists is, 

in some way, a sort of truth-telling or myth-maker, these are 

polarised approaches to understanding art, we need some way 

support the idea of art as disrupting or disturbing. Good 

commissioning and good work can surprise, offer one-off 

moments of consolation or pauses for thought, but we really 

need to have a strong sensibility, a policy and political 

sensibility about the function of what we are doing. To think 

about that in a policy sense; what is behind what we are doing 

in the realisation of public art. I particularly wanted to put that 

to people who are either recently graduated or are graduating 

in the area of policy.  
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In terms of the idea of a wider cultural sphere, of what’s 

happening in terms of funding, what’s happening within local 

authorities I wonder will this arms length approach to policy be 

very strongly strained within the next couple of years? Local 

authorities are not operating and have never claimed to 

operate at arm’s length. We are dependent on local authorities, 

who are the main drivers of the per cent for art scheme around 

a still very paternalistic model where it is the strength and 

vision of a County Manager or Director of Services who can 

really help release money and in rare cases stymie potential.  

That is the fact of it, I would hope that it is going to change, but 

maybe change will come in more dramatic ways.  

The Publicness of Public Art  

“The rhetoric of an “age of austerity” is being 

used as a cloak for the privatization of all public 

services and a reinstatement of class privilege: 

a sad retreat from the most civilized Keynesian 

initiatives of the post-war period, in which 

education, healthcare, and culture were 

understood to be a democratic right freely 

available to all.” Claire Bishop 

I took this quote from Claire Bishop concerning the idea of the 

rhetoric of the age of austerity. She is saying that we need to 

be careful about our publicness and a huge peeling back from 

what we want as a civic society. What our public ambitions for 

the provision of key services are - whether they be arts, health, 

education - are all being challenged. It is important to keep this 

at the fore of how we are thinking.  Not to be didactic but, I 

believe arts managers need to be very confident in their realm 

of thought and to take seriously what they are doing in terms of 

engaging and that they have a strength about them when they 

are navigating systems. There is a huge opportunity for 

excellence and there is huge potential through the Per Cent for 
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Art Scheme to do amazing work, even with very small budgets 

- it is possible. 

The following are essays website and I would recommend 

them, if you are interested in further reading around the critical 

discourse of relational or collaborative work5 

The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents  

Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics 

Con-Demmed to the Bleakest of Futures: Report from 

the UK 

All by Claire Bishop.  

These and other Critical and Practice Examples on Public Art 

are available at: http://www.publicart.ie/main/critical-contexts/ 

 

Tension and ambition in curatorial practice 

I have mentioned curatorial ambition and the sensitivity to 

navigate context and the nuanced thinking that is really 

needed to deliver good work. One of the things that I really 

want to drive home today is fear of tension. In the current times 

there is a sort of flocking to the centre and a sense of 

gathering and collecting, possibly with less opportunities for 

individualism and less opportunities for organisations to take 

on the potentials of working with individuals; I think this should 

be challenged. Tension is a significant and important part of 

creative art-making and that needs to be taken on. So public 

art processes are not easy. Each one is a real challenge to 

navigate through the system, and must be taken on with 

confidence.  Not just at commissioner or artist level, but at 

organisational level and that a work of real value is never really 

going to be sighted in the direct pay of an organisation or 

                                                            
5  

http://www.publicart.ie/main/critical-contexts/
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directly responding to the interests of its commissioner. It will 

challenge them. 

 

Background to Videos   

http://prezi.com/oaoim69jby-r/copy-of-/ 

Each of these videos addresses some of the things that I have 

mentioned here: they are interviews with artists.  There is one 

with Anna McLeod who talks about the commissioning process 

that she went through with the OPW in Galway. She did not 

expect to get selected but she did, and she challenged what 

was happening within the site but a good artist-commissioner 

relationship. Another is an interview with the artist Ronan 

McCrea where we talk about time and how things can go 

absolutely pear-shaped during the commission.  In this case, 

Ronan McCrea’s School Play, the artist navigated his way. 

Ruairí was involved in and the project ended up taking  a 

longer period of time than was originally intended. It was very 

well managed by the curator and that curator helped the 

school to understand the context of that. There is also a little 

video from Sean Taylor who responded to a brief that was 

looking for a piece of sculpture and managed to produce a 

performance based work. He navigated a very rigid brief, 

turned it on its head and went off and kind of did what he 

wanted but at the end, it was a very good marriage between 

the commissioner and the artist. 

 

Wexford, October 2011 

Sarah Searson 

 


