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INTRODUCTION

I would like to examine some of the ways contemporary creators of public art and event design are expressing their concerns for the environment, through their work. How this has given rise to cross-disciplinary collaborations and the blurring of boundaries between the different disciplines, and the importance of their role as educators, using their creations to build public awareness.

In response to the current global environmental crisis, these artists and designers are questioning established attitudes of how their work is conceived, created and displayed, while creating their own systems, and philosophies. Some address the question of sustainability by creating new work using recycled materials and objects, others integrate low impact technologies into their work and there are those who see their work as a social statement; a vehicle for communication and education. Artists and designers are becoming increasingly conscious of how their practice can damage or affect the health of the planet. They are concerned with treading carefully and thoughtfully and as a result have developed their own unique strategies while integrating those adopted by other creative disciplines.

Sustainability as practiced by artists and designers, involves a shift in traditional work methodology, attitude and value systems. With this comes a reassessment and questioning of creation, function and display. 
BACKGROUND

In a broad sense, sustainable design is the practise of creating something, which has a minimal long-term effect on the environment. It is a reaction to the global “environmental crisis” by using clever design to substitute less harmful products and processes for conventional ones. It means using new technologies, which are more energy efficient, fewer limited resources, not depleting natural resources, or directly or indirectly polluting the environment. It involves the use of recycled materials, materials made using organic matter, that are biodegradable or their extraction and manufacture has little or no impact on the environment.

Where sustainable practice differs for the artist, is that the artist is more engaged in the conceptual aspects of creation. They rarely have to consider the consequences of mass production on the environment, as they are producing, in most cases, one-off, or limited editions of their work. For many artists, where their work is to be housed in a museum, consideration of its afterlife is not given. They regard their artwork as permanent and conceptual, without a practical use, in other words, art for art’s sake.

The desire to address the issues of the times, and to use creative endeavours as a means to question and illustrate social change is not new to artists. That desire has always been an integral part of making art, but it manifests differently from generation to generations and is shaped by societal changes, and advances in science and technology. The fertile crossover between art and design, which we see developing as a response to the question of creating for a sustainable future, is breaking down barriers and established attitudes.

With the growth of interest in sustainable practice, the distinction between art and design has become increasingly blurred. And with it the whole culture of art, design, studio practice and exhibiting has changed radically. Artists and designers concerned with creating and producing sustainably have moved toward new and innovative ways of working. Many have moved away from the boundaries of the studio, have broken away from the notion of sole authorship and 

Also art historians, design theorists and academics are actively engaged in dialogue about what constitutes art in a sustainable culture.  Design theorists and authors, William McDonough and Victor Papanek encourage us to think outside the box when developing sustainable strategies. They believe that we need to replace the old linear-style of thinking and embrace a more cyclical one; proposing a ‘cradle-to-cradle’ model whereby consideration is given to the consequences of all aspects of the life cycle of the creation and assess its potential harmful impact on the environment from the original acquisition of raw materials, through the manufacturing process and assembly, including packaging, transport, its use, and finally the re-use, recycling and final disposal need to be questioned.

PUBLIC ART & EVENT DESIGN

Let’s come back to public art and event design and where they fit into the equation. The idea of creating or displaying public art often stems from the philosophy that art enriches the life and culture of a community and helps people to think critically about social issues. Rather than viewing art in an austere museum setting, where the viewer is distanced from the work, public art becomes part of the community, interacting with it instead of being passively observed. As such, art and design created for public exhibition are great vehicles for expressing ideas and creating awareness. These artists and designers can be powerful educators, inventing new and visually descriptive ways to illustrate, in a public forum, how the concerns of society can best be achieved.

Broadly speaking the term ‘public art’ is used to describe works commissioned for sites in urban public spaces that are accessible to the community. Public art encompasses a wide range of creative discipline and can include site-specific installations, sculpture, murals, graffiti, land art, street furniture and performance art. This form of art has grown outside the normal confines of conventional art spaces such as galleries and museums
The term ‘event design’ or ‘design for special events,’ is a very broad description that can include a wide range of design and artistic practice. A special event can be described as a ritual, ceremony or celebration that encompasses a variety of gatherings. It can include meetings and conferences, expositions, fairs and trade shows, sporting events, festivals and award ceremonies.

Professionals working in the field of public art and event design come from a variety of creative disciplines and can include set designers, architects, lighting designers and artists. These artists blend art, activism and design to varying degrees and often work collaboratively across a number of disciplines. They not only gather and share information; they are pooling resources and integrating a range of technologies and processes, not normally associated with a specific artistic pursuit.

Public art and event design act as an effective portal bringing the message of sustainability and a respect for the environment to communities in an accessible and lively format. They involve collaborations and the combining of inter-disciplinary practice, and projects that fuse the concept of public art and events.

CREATIVE COLLABORATIONS & SUSTAINABLE PRACTICE

Ok, having described some of the philosophies and work practices that artists and designers are employing, let’s look at some examples which illustrate these different forms of sustainable practice. 

According to art historian and theorist, Victor Margolin for these professionals working outside the traditional framework of a museum, their projects fall into several categories: art that engages with the land or landscape; art that incorporates sustainable practices such as recycling and the use of new technologies; and art that responds to social issues through the production of objects or ideas.

Sustainability for the environmental or land artists for example, takes on a different form and meaning. Their work, which can involve action and audience participation, is more immediate and visceral than viewing an artwork in a gallery. In Joseph Beuys’ 1982 work, “7000 Oaks,” people were invited to participate in the planting of the trees. Reforesting the German town of Kassel was an ecological gesture to redress the balance of nature in the urban landscape. And although initiated by an artist, it transcended artistic debate and became social action.

Other artists taking a different approach question the premise of constantly sourcing materials to create new work. These artists and designers prefer to recycle,  reconfigure and re-invent, using the same resources to create something new.

Martin Goodrich director of the London-based Green Bottle Unit (GBU), takes this idea a step further. In 2000 a team of artists working for the Freeform Arts Trust, decided to find ways to use recycled materials in public arts projects as a contribution to sustainability in the built environment.  After much consideration, glass was chosen because of the vast quantities that need to be recycled, its ubiquity, its intrinsic qualities, physical properties and aesthetic appeal. Their challenge was to make a beautiful product from waste. Several years of ‘trial and error’ resulted in the development of Eluna, a beautiful opaque and semi translucent glass tile with properties akin to ceramic or stone. Eluna is also manufactured through a process based on sustainability with minimal production waste. The tiles have not only caught the attention of architects and designers, but have been utilised in several public art projects, such as an installation in Reading and an ‘Arts Trail in Hackney.

In the winter of 2009, Events NSW
 launched Smart Light Sydney, which celebrated through the display of light, sculpture, and a series of talks, sustainable innovations and the future of low-energy lighting design. A dynamic array of light sculptures and installations formed a pedestrian route around the city’s harbour precinct. These installations combining art and technology help build public awareness around the question of sustainability by showing, in an engaging and exciting way, how clever low-energy technologies and recycled materials can be used to create innovative artworks. As an education tool, to create greater public awareness, it was extremely successful. Drawing thousands of people out on a cold winter’s night over a 3 week period, Smart Light Sydney introduced the public to low-energy lighting, recycled materials, solar and manpower using the artwork to cleverly demonstrate its application.

More recently artist, Warren Langley designed a glowing urban forest to be installed under the arching bulk of Sydney’s Western Distributor; transforming it from a cement eyesore into a vibrant community artwork. “Aspire” was designed to enliven the unattractive area below the freeway into a luminous outdoor gallery. It was a collaborative community art project working with the artist to produce an installation using economic and ecological sustainability in the selection of materials and light sources. 

Puzzle4Peace is a project, which fuses the concept of public art and event design. The project began in 1999, when Italian designer, Gianluigi Ruju realised that even a simple, traditional game, such as the jigsaw puzzle could be adopted as a linguistic symbol and means of instant communication for introducing the general public to themes of solidarity, sustainability and peace. It was a project which embraced the concept of ‘respecting one’s neighbours and the environment.

In 2005 Ruju and art director, Guiseppe Iavicoli created Puzzle4Peace, and in time was joined by communications consultant Guilio Braga, and C.S.R
 designer, Germano Gemini. Since its inception in 2007, this tremendously creative challenge has filled squares, monuments, streets and gardens all over the world with puzzle pieces painted, signed and performed by artists, children, families, schools and institutions

The jigsaw pieces act as a framework for artistic activities and a stage for live performance and exhibition. More importantly it instigates the creation of authentic eco-design objects originating from a constantly evolving collaboration of project designers, artists and partner companies. A whole range of objects, all made from environmentally friendly and recycled materials, contributes to the puzzle pieces. This is the largest multi-disciplinary, collaborative artwork in the world. It is now in the process of a round-the-world trip. 

As public art and a cultural event, Puzzle4Peace acts as an effective portal, bringing the message of sustainability and a respect for the environment to communities while transgressing geographical and linguistic boundaries. It is a perfect synthesis between sustainability, environmental awareness, beauty and functionality.
Contemporary installation artists and event designers expressing their concern for the environment through their work are helping to build public awareness around the question of sustainability by showing in engaging and diverse ways how sustainable practise can be used to create innovative artworks. What makes this field of sustainable practice so fascinating is the emergence of a cross-disciplinary and collaborative culture, whereby boundaries between the arts and sciences are blurred, and even the definition of art and design is in question. New technologies developed by scientists and designers are often embraced by artists questioning traditional values, methods, materials and processes, and experimenting with new ones. These practitioners are demonstrating best sustainable practice through the innovative use of materials and technologies, engaging communities and building awareness through activism.
It is not just their work practices that are changing, they are also evolving a different way of thinking and approaching the concept of creating art, authorship and production. They are redefining the entire culture of art making and turning our current preconceptions of what this means, upside down. They are questioning established attitudes of how art is conceived, created and displayed, while creating their own systems, and philosophies. No longer “art for art’s sake”, art works are becoming useful, demonstrative or delivering a message. Artists are creating partnerships and exploring venues outside the traditional art system.
� Event NSW is a state government organization set up to attract sporting and cultural events to New South Wales, Australia


� C.S.R. is an Italian design company.





