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Larry Gill and “The Wave”

THE VANDALISM ISSUE
Although vandalism isn’t a common 

occurrence with the public art in Laguna Beach, 
it does happen.

“What we have a problem with is kids being 
stupid,” says Arts Commission Chair Pat 
Kollenda. “We have a fabulous bench in front of 
the library ... and discovered skateboarders were 
going off it, so we had to put a trash can next to 
it so they couldn’t do it.”

Most recently, Jorg Dubin’s 9/11 memorial 
piece in Heisler Park was dented and scratched 
in March 2012. Because of this, Cultural Arts 
Manager Sian Poeschl says the Arts Commission 
has a budget for ongoing restorations that help 
repair damaged artwork. Usually, it is the artists 
themselves that see the damage, which was the 
case with Jorg’s piece.

From an artist’s perspective, Jorg says the 
city needs to take more responsibility when 
it comes to the daily upkeep of public art. 
Although $10,000 is budgeted annually and 
according to the Art in Public Places Ordinance, 
the “maintenance and repair of art works [are] 
funded through the art in public places fund,” 
there has been a call for more attention to be 
paid to public art maintenance.

“I think they owe it to the pieces and the people 
viewing the pieces—more ownership, take pride 
in the work,” Jorg says.

“Semper Memento” by Jorg Dubin“Time Connected” by Scott and Naomi Schoenherr

EDUCATIONAL PUBLIC ART
Public art comes in many different forms, 

from free music to murals, but it all has one 
thing in common: It’s meant to provoke a unique 
experience for each audience member. An often 
overlooked yet valuable form is “educational public 
art.” That is, typically, a collaboration between an 
organization and the community. Often, students 
and residents participate in the project that serves 
as an educational experience about the art process.

Laguna Beach High School (LBHS) teacher Scott 
Wittkop says there were two recent projects he and 
teacher Kerry Pellow had students participate in.

“The projects get kids in touch with outside 
aspect of not being in school,” Scott explains. “We 
work with the industry to teach them what it’s like in 
the ‘real world.’ ”

Both projects were completed with the help 
of Hurley: a digitally designed mural covering a 
timeline of LBHS athletics and a hand-painted 
mural that was based on the theme of Colors.
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PUBLIC ART, PUBLIC AFFAIR
The �rst way to become part of Laguna’s 

public arts is through the Arts in Public Places 
Ordinance, passed in 1986. The municipal code  
requires that any commercial development 
worth more than $225,000, or residential units 
of four units or more, do one of the following: 
donate 1 percent of the building cost to the arts, 
put 1.25 percent into the city’s Art In-Lieu fund 
or pay a fee to the fund. Art In-Lieu funds, in 
turn, account for the second way to become part 
of the public art collection.

“There are some projects [commissioned 
through the Arts in Public Places Ordinance] that, 
with the scale of project, the dollar amount may 
not be enough for what would be required, so we 
use that [Art In-Lieu] fund to augment projects 
that we feel should have a more substantial piece 
of public art.”

The ordinance guarantees that public art is a 
priority and a result of all building renovations 

and commercial construction. Laguna is one 
of roughly 225 cities in the U.S. that enforces a 
percent-for-art program.

The �nal way is through the Business 
Improvement District (BID), a self-imposed 
“bed tax” passed in 2001. This fee comes strictly 
from the tourism industry in Laguna Beach and 
requires hotels to pay a 2 percent annual tax of 
which 1 percent goes to the visitor’s bureau and 
the other 1 percent goes toward the Laguna 
College of Art & Design, Laguna Art Museum, 
Laguna Playhouse, grants to small arts 
organizations and, finally, the Laguna Beach 
Arts Commission.

And when commissioning a piece through the 
Arts Commission, Sian says there are never any 
closed-door meetings.

From the initial call for artists to the passing 
of a proposal for the City Council to decide 
upon, residents are encouraged to come to 
meetings and participate in the discussion about 

“We wanted something that people ... bring 
to the piece, so every time they experience it, 
it would be different; therefore, it would last 
through time, and it wouldn’t get old,” Scott 
explains. “It’s really hard to do a public piece and 
not have it look stale down the road.”

Both agree, however, that a very positive 
experience grew from their decision to take a 
chance, Scott says.

“It was actually the economy [that made 
Naomi and I decide to get involved in public 
art]—we do wholesale trade shows and sell a 
year’s worth to galleries, and economically, it just 
crashed so we decided we better try something 
else; we better diversify.”

ART AS A LOCAL ECONOMY
The economy is something that public art 

actually boosts locally. Sian says in 2010, the 
audiences and arts organizations in Laguna 
Beach brought in $49.1 million in direct and 
indirect spending.

“It has this ongoing, knock-on effect of how 
us giving a check to an artist to create work 
really enhances the economy as well,” Sian 
says of the local “artists [who] are their own 
economic machine.”

One such local artist, Jorg Dubin, feels this is 
one of the most important ways public arts help 
repay this historic arts community.

“[Artists] created the unique, inviting 
atmosphere,” Jorg says. “Artists often times come 
to an area and make it what it is, but then get 

aesthetics, safety and general appropriateness 
for the speci�c area. Besides the heartache that 
comes when artists have to part with the �nished 
pieces, this part of the process is often challenging 
for the artists.

“It’s not always easy for artists to have their 
work talked about in the public realm,” Sian says. 

FROM THE ARTIST’S MIND
Local artist Larry Gill has been actively creating 

in the area for 45 years, and he says it all comes 
down to fear.

“Fear associated with public art is greater 
because your exposure is greater,” says Larry, 
who created the wave forms on Forest Avenue 
and an artist-designed bench on Ocean Avenue, 
among other pieces. “Every artist I know has a 
lot of fear putting pieces together. At this point, I 
don’t experience [it] very much, but I remember 
it very well.”

Local artists Scott and Naomi Schoenherr, 
who most recently installed the series of statues 
in Heisler Park, agree that public art comes with 
a unique set of challenges. One of which was the 
“bureaucracy.”

“We weren’t sure if we’d even qualify because 
we’d never done it before,” Naomi says.

Scott, on the other hand, says the main 
challenges came once the design process began 
and they realized they had to “diversify” so the 
piece would remain relevant as the years went 
on—something he never worried about with 
private pieces.

kicked out when they can’t afford to live there 
anymore. Having art in public places is, in a small 
way, giving back to the artists who made Laguna 
Beach what it is today.”

To date, Sian says only one piece has been 
removed from the public art collection due to a 
faulty design.

The piece stood in the space now occupied by 
“The People’s Council” outside of City Hall. 
It was a fountain designed by Washington-
native Tom Askman that began to rust and 
deteriorate from the inside out, which caused 
an overflow of water to compromise the safety 
of pedestrians in the area and an eventual 
deaccession of the piece.

As far as the current and future collection of 
Laguna Beach public art is concerned, it will 
continue to grow.

“There’s so many areas that can use a new piece 
of public art, that can use improvement, and 
art really picks up an area,” Mary says. “There’s 
nothing like putting a new piece of sculpture in a 
park. It just makes everything special.” LBM


