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‘..it is now crucial to move beyond references solely to the town’s industrial past..’ 

 
 
Given that contemporary iterations of ‘public art’ owe much to the self-gratifying, 
political and imperialist monuments of the past you’d be forgiven for feeling largely 
apathetic about the universal or even local relevance of public art today. And whilst I will 
later acknowledge through case studies the occasional potential for transformative, 
unifying and inspirational art existing in the public realm, I would like to begin this text 
by detailing my own concerns which relate to the case of public art in Luton. 
 
Luton is ranked within the lowest 20% of ‘least culturally engaged places in the UK’.1 
However it is worth noting that the Arts Council’s interpretation of ‘arts engagement’ is 
unsympathetic to the vibrant and nuanced working class cultural activity which falls 
outside of this traditional categorization.  In any case it’s unrealistic to expect the 
feasibility of a single commission to transcend the burdening expectations of public 
sculpture - to balance perfectly between the contemporary and the timeless, the 
symbolic and the universal. No doubt, In Luton this presents even more of a challenge - 
can a single totemic artwork ever appeal to the disparate cultures and belief systems 
found here? 
 
More pressing I would argue, is to continue to pursue a rich cultural offer which 
strengthens the relationship between commissioning organisations and the wider 
community. Local reception to public art is inevitably affected by how united the 
community feels not only around the aesthetic or conceptual values of a single work but 
moreover how united they are around the cultural offer more broadly. 
 
In the case of Luton, it is now crucial to move beyond references solely to the town’s 
industrial past. Although central to Luton’s history and development, to focus solely on 
the past (through a new commission) would be to not acknowledge or celebrate the 
incredible diversity which has since characterised this vibrant town and its future. Also 
worth challenging is the need for scale – public art does not have to be big to be 
successful. I would also argue that thoughtful cultural activity should avoid aspiration 
politics. The community in Luton isn’t struggling because of a lack of ambition, they are 
struggling because in the grip of austerity the system has tirelessly and unrelentingly 
failed us. 
 
What I would like to see in my hometown in addition to current activity is: 

•   Greater diversity of commissioning through engaged public debate 
•   Sustained support and opportunity for local early-mid career artists 

                                                
1 https://www.lutonculture.com/uploads/documents/1465394607_OurBusinessPlan.pdf (Page 3-4) 



 

 

•   The necessary profiling of female artists and creative practitioners 
 
Just a few examples of generous and considered public realm commissions which 
successfully embed themselves within the local community and continue to inspire my 
own curatorial practice include: 
•   ‘The Oasis Social Club’2 & ‘The Portland Inn Project’3 by Rebecca Davies - for 

embodying a multiplicity of voices, fostering creative skill-sharing, encouraging 
conversation as well as dissent and evolving with diverse local opinion. 

 
•   ‘I am Here’4 by Fugitive Images - for thoughtfully profiling underrepresented voices 

and providing dignity to the working classes in Hackney, East London. 
 
•   ‘Bloc Billboard’ 5 - at Bloc Projects gallery in Sheffield curated by David Mcleavy -  a 

transitionary platform and extension of the gallery’s exhibition programme, offering 
commissioning opportunities to early-mid career artists to test new ideas in the public 
realm. 

 
To conclude I would like to challenge the argument that to prioritise inherently social 
practices is to undermine the value of aestheticism. I would argue, that since Luton’s 
community has resiliently suffered through adversity and sustained misrepresentation, 
in this instance promoting social cohesion and celebrating difference is entirely and 
urgently necessary. 
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2 http://cargocollective.com/rebeccadavies/The-Oasis-Social-Club 
3 http://cargocollective.com/rebeccadavies/The-Portland-Inn-Project  
4 http://www.fugitiveimages.org.uk/projects/i-am-here/  
5 http://www.blocprojects.co.uk/category/programme/current/  


