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Elizabeth Keithline, Wheel Arts Administration 

 
 
 
A definition of public art is essential to establish ordinances, develop permits, and educate 
broad audiences. However, as the field grows and evolves at a rapid pace, developing a fixed 
definition is very difficult. The intention and the desired outcomes of each program vary. For 
most public agencies, public art may be defined as “work created by artists for places 
accessible to and used by the public,” but the variety of public art encompasses a much 
broader spectrum of activities and approaches. 
 
Jack Becker, Founder & Publisher 
Public Art Review 
 
 
 
A six-month study of public art in Gloucester, Massachusetts was conducted from August 2015 
through December 2016. The following document charts the course of that study and makes 
recommendations for a public art policy based on community feedback. 
 
Statement 
 
Public art for Gloucester ideally increases cultural vibrancy through accessible work that is 
executed at a high aesthetic level. It entertains. It makes people think. It displays original 
temporary and permanent works in publicly accessible spaces created with the intention of 
reflecting and/or engaging with the community.  
 
Whenever possible, a budget and a site for public art projects would be identified first. 
Temporary work might potentially be sited anywhere within the City and might include 
educational outreach and activities, a temporary sculpture exhibition, performances or social 
practice projects. 
 
Funding could come from both public and private sources. For initiatives under the City 
umbrella, Percent for Art budgets could be established in a restricted account to ensure a well-
managed selection process, ideally coordinated by those who are aware of best practices, who 
can develop funding for a sustained program, and who can advocate on behalf of the 
community and artists. The budget would establish funds for acquisition, administration and 
conservation. 
 
Public art organizers, whether the Committee for the Arts or others, could manage public art 
selection panel meetings and conduct outreach and education in the form of communication 
with press and social media, school programs and regular community talks and updates. This 
person or people should be willing to share knowledge of public art opportunities and could 
serve artists who wish to work in Gloucester, as well as artists from Gloucester who wish to 
work further afield. 
 
A Percent for Art program could pursue a rigorous aesthetic of varying media through a defined 
selection process. It could produce safe, durable projects, and have a sustainable restricted 
maintenance and conservation fund.  
 
With or without a Percent for Arts program, permanent and temporary public art installations 
in the City of Gloucester could, in hiring local artists and artists from elsewhere, ideally be 
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both an expression of local culture and larger ideas from outside. Above all, Gloucester 
residents deserve the very best artwork. This work could take chances, while also honoring 
history. It could at times be playful, while honoring and reflecting the dignity of the sacred 
spaces that many in the community value so highly. It could be sited in every neighborhood and 
could integrate life on the waterfront, with a possible focus on the environment and natural 
elements. 
 
Above all, any public art selection process must be transparent and open to Gloucester 
residents with a defined set of community input on every project that involves the City in any 
way, (either for art selection or site). The voices of all residents, young, old, every race, 
ethnicity and religion and from every neighborhood, must be heard and understood. In 
particular, residents must understand where the money to pay for public art comes from, how 
it will be used and how artwork will be selected. It is important to take the time to get this 
process right. Conversations about public art will be ongoing and any policy document is only 
the beginning of that dialogue.  
 
As appropriate, artists could be paid to propose public art projects and in exchange, could 
expect to participate in public discussion and to provide drawings, models, and digital 
proposals that could be shared on the Committee for the Arts webpage and through other 
means.  
 
Early outreach is appropriate and may include the Mayor’s Office, City Council, those who work 
for City departments and committees, architects, engineers, community organizations and 
advocates, neighborhood representatives, arts educators, and the schools. 
 
The Selection Process 
 
The CFTA could run this process or they could hire a public art professional to organize and 
manage selections and commissions including site selection, decisions on gifts and 
deaccessioning, and temporary and permanent works.  
 
Whether this work is done by CFTA members or a paid professional, managers should be neutral 
in discussion as befits a city process and should not have a vote on the panel, but rather the 
CFTA would review the recommendations of the panel, vote on them, and then present those 
recommendations to the city council. 

 
The CFTA or public art administrator could organize a 7-person rolling public art selection 
panel. The panel would be comprised of:  
 

 Two Gloucester artists chosen by CFTA or the administrator 
 One architect or one landscape architect chosen by the Mayor 
 One City staff member chosen by the Mayor 
 Two community members chosen jointly by CFTA and the Mayor’s office 
 One person whose name would be put forth from a list of volunteers created by 

residents of Gloucester through an open call.  
 

For a new commission, (whether temporary or permanent), the CFTA and/or the administrator 
could work with panelists to: 
 

 Determine budget & site. 
 Perform a site visit. Discuss what the commission should reflect. This can be different 

each time based on budget & location. 
 Out of these discussions and community input, the administrator or the CFTA could 

draft a Request For Qualifications (RFQ) and submit it to the panel for their approval. 
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 Upon approval, the RFQ would be submitted to an online application system such as 
callforentry.org or Slideroom. After the deadline, when all the applications are in, the 
panelists would read and rank them. Depending on budget, they might receive as few 
as 20 applications or as many as 300. 

 Then the project administrator would set a threshold and the top-ranking applications, 
would be reviewed at a public meeting. These 2nd round applicants are reviewed and 
discussed in much greater detail. Panelists review the artist’s work, education, past 
experience, website, previous commission prices, & whether or not their projects came 
in on time and on budget. 

 Based on how much money the city has for proposal stipends, a number of finalists 
would be chosen and notified, (usually between 3 and 5).  

 A date would be set for finalists to conduct a site visit.  
 Then a date is set for finalists to propose to the CFTA’s public art selection committee, 

the public art administrator and the public. This meeting would include on its agenda a 
place for public comment. 

 The commission is determined and awarded by the panel. The committee is not 
compelled to choose any work of art. 

 If a commission is awarded, the CFTA or the public art administrator writes and 
negotiates a public art contract with the artist. 

 The artist receives their first payment and begins work.  
 The CFTA or public art administrator gives regular progress reports to the Mayor, the 

city council and the community. 
 

Gifts:  
 
Private individuals, public entities, or other types of organizations may wish to give or loan 
the City of Gloucester a work of art for public display. While these gifts and loans can be a 
great way to enrich public spaces, it is important to consider carefully whether the gift or 
loan meets the City’s vision for public art and to ensure that the related costs and risks of the 
gift or loan are understood. A proposal with visuals and/or models as appropriate, a loan 
agreement and/or a condition report should be part of the documentation of this process, as 
should public input on decisions. 
 
The CFTA or public art administrator could lead the selection panel in a review of the proposed 
gift. They could organize and manage a public meeting to hear feedback from the community 
and lead the selection panel in making a recommendation to the City Council. 
 
An example Of A Gift Decision-Making Process 
 
Sculptor Ursula van Rodingsvard wants to donate Bronze Bowl to the City of Gloucester. There 
are 4 decisions to make: Does Gloucester want to work with Ursula at all? Does Gloucester want 
the specific piece that she wants to donate? How long will the work be on loan? Does 
Gloucester have a site for it?  

 
The first step would be to receive her proposal. The proposal covers the value of the work, 
loan schedule, maintenance issues, installation costs, and, if a specific site is proposed, a 
digital mockup of the work in the space. The CFTA, (with the public art administrator if 
applicable), convenes to discuss the proposal, performs a site visit, schedules a public meeting 
with the artist to discuss specifics and brings in DPW or other city departments for feedback as 
applicable. After the community mtg, CFTA meets again to make a formal decision. If more 
feedback is needed, they invite further public comment. There can be back and forth with the 
artist at this point. If they want to work with her but can’t accommodate the piece, they 
would try to determine if another piece is available. If not, they send a thank you letter. If so, 
they request a second proposal and begin again.  
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An important consideration is that nothing is worse for public art than a lack of commitment to 
maintenance. No works should be on loan or permanent donation without a maintenance plan, 
including budget in perpetuity. 
 
Temporary Commissions 
 
For a public art selection committee to decide about temporary commissions, it’s important to 
remember that not all installations are created equal. When privately purchased work is 
installed on private property, no permits or permissions are required. 
 
There are a lot of different ways to install temporary works in public. Truly public temporary 
works need to go through essentially the same process as permanent commissions, but without 
the rigor assigned to durability. The CFTA and/or the public art administrator would still be 
responsible for community safety and for a public process that leads to the selection of artwork 
of a high aesthetic. 
 
Sites 
 
Site is about scale, so any discussion on site should have plenty of visuals. Artists should be 
prepared to accurately show panelists what their piece will look like when installed on site. 
 
Artists and the public art panel should seek the advice of city employees. They may know 
things about public land that laymen do not. 
 
Whenever possible, public art projects should not move forward without first resolving where 
the piece will be sited.  
 
The process of site selection should be similar to other acts of public art committee decision-
making.  
 
The artist would submit a proposal with a model or digital images, which the committee and 
the public would review and comment upon in public meetings. The panel would make a 
recommendation upon which first the CFTA and the city council would vote. 
 
Funding 
 
The public art that Gloucester enjoys in the future will be directly related to the budgets that 
public and private entities commit to it. 

 
In the past, public art projects for Gloucester have been funded by the Seaport Advisory 
Council, the City of Gloucester Community Development Department, the Tourism and Planning 
Departments, the Gloucester Fishermen’s Wives Association, the Goetemann Artist Residency, 
the World War II Memorial Committee, seARTS, the Cape Ann Museum, the Bruce J. Anderson 
Grant, the Gloucester Fund, the Massachusetts Cultural Council, the Gloucester Local Cultural 
Council, the Community Preservation Committee and private donations, among others. 
 
Future sources could include: 
 
A City of Gloucester budget line item, a Percent For Art requirement for private developers, a 
Percent For Art requirement for municipal construction, a public art endowment, a public art 
trust, a Friends Of Public Art group, grants, private donations, a hotel tax, a beach sticker tax, 
a corporate employee cultural benefit package, the Burning Man Global Arts Program, NEA 
funds for a public art master plan, others.   
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Percent For Art Programs 
 
If the City determined that they wanted to have a Percent For Art program, ordinance language 
might include: 
 

 A declaration of the city’s commitment to the arts 
 A commitment to dedicate between 1-2% percent of funds from the Capital Projects 

bond initiative budget or from a developers budget. This money would live in a 
restricted public art account. The public art committee would decide how the money 
should be spent. If the money is bond-based, a commitment to spending it on the site 
of the bond initiative would be required. If paid in by a developer, the public art would 
be housed with the building or grounds of the structure being developed. 

 The public art panel would determine the use of the funds based on public discussion. 
 The panel’s recommendation would be put first to the CFTA and then to the city 

council for a vote. It is considered unusual for the council to vote against the 
recommendation of a public art selection panel because it’s difficult to get people to 
serve if they don’t think they will be heard. 
 

Resources 
 
Check the City website first: http://www.gloucester-ma.gov/, including the Gloucester 
Committee For The Arts web page.  
 
Other resources include but are not limited to: 
 

 Gloucester Plan 2000: http://gloucester-ma.gov/DocumentCenter/Home/View/827 
 Gloucester Cultural Council: https://www.mass-culture.org/Gloucester# 
 Gloucester Tourism’s 5-year Cultural Plan: http://www.gloucester-

ma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/3131 
 ArtsGloucester Funding & Community Development Resource Page: 

http://www.artsgloucester.com/ArtsGloucester/artsglocom.html 
 Gloucester Harbor Economic Development Plan: http://gloucester-

ma.gov/DocumentCenter/Home/View/481 
 More in this Dropbox file, (please contact me if you need help to access this 

information): 
https://www.dropbox.com/home/Gloucester%2C%20MA%20Public%20Art/Gloucester%2
0Public%20Documents 

 City of Gloucester Grants Division: http://www.gloucester-ma.gov/index.aspx?nid=517 
 Harborwalk Community Art Challenge: http://ghwalk.org/public-art-call-gloucester-

ma.pdf 
 Dropbox files, Gloucester Arts Documents: 

https://www.dropbox.com/home/Gloucester%2C%20MA%20Public%20Art/Gloucester%2
0Public%20Documents 

 Rocky Neck Legacy film on Vimeo: https://vimeo.com/40782988 
 Cape Ann Art Forum: 

https://goodmorninggloucester.wordpress.com/2015/08/29/henry-ferrini-ruth-
mordecai-and-susan-steiner-produced-an-amazing-film-about-the-arts-in-gloucester/ 

 Gloucester Arts Now 2015: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IMOrqhn5F-k 
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