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Richard Serra's Tilted Arc
 1981

In 1981, artist Richard Serra installs his sculpture Tilted Arc, in
Federal Plaza in New York City. It has been commissioned by
the Arts-in-Architecture program of the U.S. General Services
Administration, which earmarks 0.5 percent of a federal
building's cost for artwork. Tilted Arc is a curving wall of raw
steel, 120 feet long and 12 feet high, that carves the space of
the Federal Plaza in half. Those working in surrounding
buildings must circumvent its enormous bulk as they go
through the plaza. According to Serra, this is the point, "The
viewer becomes aware of himself and of his movement
through the plaza. As he moves, the sculpture changes.
Contraction and expansion of the sculpture result from the
viewer's movement. Step by step the perception not only of the
sculpture but of the entire environment changes."

The sculpture generates controversy as soon as it is erected,
and Judge Edward Re begins a letter-writing campaign to have
the $175,000 work removed. Four years later, William
Diamond, regional administrator for the GSA, decides to hold a
public hearing to determine whether Tilted Arc should be
relocated. Estimates for the cost of dismantling the work are
$35,000, with an additional $50,000 estimated to erect it in
another location. Richard Serra testifies that the sculpture is
site-specific, and that to remove it from its site is to destroy it. If
the sculpture is relocated, he will remove his name from it.

The public hearing is held in March 1985. During the hearing,
122 people testify in favor of retaining the sculpture, and 58
testify in favor of removing it. The art establishment -- artists,
museum curators, and art critics -- testify that Tilted Arc is a
great work of art. Those against the sculpture, for the most part
people who work at Federal Plaza, say that the sculpture
interferes with public use of the plaza. They also accuse it of
attracting graffiti, rats, and terrorists who might use it as a
blasting wall for bombs. The jury of five, chaired by William
Diamond, vote 4-1 in favor of removing the sculpture.

Serra's appeal of the ruling fails. On March 15, 1989, during
the night, federal workers cut Tilted Arc into three pieces,
remove it from Federal Plaza, and cart it off to a scrap-metal
yard.
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The Tilted Arc, decision prompts general questions about
public art, an increasingly controversial subject through the late
1980s and early 1990s in the U.S. and abroad. The role of
government funding, an artist's rights to his or her work, the
role of the public in determining the value of a work of art, and
whether public art should be judged by its popularity are all
heatedly debated. Serra's career continues to flourish, despite
the controversy. "I don't think it is the function of art to be
pleasing," he comments at the time. "Art is not democratic. It is
not for the people." Other works by Serra are in the permanent
collection of museums around the world.
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