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Heart for art 
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CHAPEL HILL -- If any place could use some good public art, surely a leading candidate is the concrete 
and asphalt landscape of two of Chapel Hill's downtown parking areas. 

If you're a local or a visitor from Durham or beyond, you won't exactly find much reason to linger 
around your car once parked in those areas. People tend to walk away fairly briskly, heading to the 
restaurants, shops and other destinations on Franklin and Rosemary streets. 

The town of Chapel Hill wants to change that experience dramatically for residents and visitors, with 
public art as a key piece of the effort. A well-established landscape architect and public artist, who has 
done work from Connecticut to Korea, will oversee the effort. 

It figures to be the town's biggest public-art undertaking by far, in terms of money and visibility. The 
project also reinforces the town's position among the leaders in public art in North Carolina in a couple 
of ways. 

For one, Chapel Hill is among only three local governments in the state with a "percent-for-art" 
requirement, mandating a specific level of funding for public-arts projects, said Jeff York, director of 
public art and community design for the N.C. Arts Council in Raleigh. He cited Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
and Asheville as the others. 

Chapel Hill's ordinance calls for the town's own capital projects to include 1 percent of the project's total 
cost to be devoted to public art. 

"For a town the size of Chapel Hill to have a percent-for-art program is remarkable, for the people and 
government to recognize public art is an important part of developing the community [and] giving 
Chapel Hill that identity that maybe some other communities don't have," said York. 

"They are definitely on the leading edge of that, taking the bold step of going with these larger-scale 
projects," he said. 

In Durham, public art has its supporters, but the funding has come mainly from private sources. It 
figures in projects such as the park that the nonprofit Durham Central Park Inc. is developing along with 
the city's Parks and Recreation Department. 

"Durham is certainly interested in public art," said Margaret DeMott of the Durham Arts Council. "It 
does happen here, both permanent and temporary installations. On the whole, they're private efforts." 

The idea of pushing for a similar percent-for-art requirement is getting some discussion, but it's not clear 



where that might lead, she said. 

"It's pretty much impossible to talk about public art without talking about all the arts and cultural assets 
of the community, from the marching bands in the high schools, to the church choirs, the symphony and 
our historic architecture," DeMott argued. "My first wish would be that we look at that whole 
constellation of assets, and that public art is part of that but not singled out as a separate initiative." 

Chapel Hill has also drawn kudos from arts advocates such as York for signing up artists relatively early 
in the design process for building projects. The notion of "integrating the public art" in the overall 
design is the catch phrase -- rather than completing the design first, and then picking some of the 
remaining space for the artworks. 

"[The town] is really making art a part of the aesthetic design of Chapel Hill," York said. "They're not 
just talking afterthoughts." 

The two downtown parking areas getting major attention in Chapel Hill are a parking lot along West 
Franklin, Church and West Rosemary streets, and a deck along the eastern stretch of Rosemary. 

The town and a private partner, Ram Development, are crafting plans to build condos, retail shops and 
public gathering space on the lot. Over on East Rosemary, the plan is to keep the deck intact, while 
building residential units on and around the deck, and some retail space near Henderson Street as well. 

Recent, but tentative, development totals have been in the range of $75 million to $80 million. That 
could push the public-art funding that Ram will provide to as high as $800,000. 

By comparison, the percent-for-art funding for the town's new public works and transit center is about 
$421,000. State and federal transit grants are covering slightly more than a third of that cost. 

The town's other percent-for-art works completed so far include a sculpture at a fire station ($9,000), 
benches along Franklin Street ($9,900), a tile mosaic at the town's old town hall, currently the location 
of the IFC homeless shelter and kitchen ($4,500), and murals at the Hargraves Community Center 
($23,000). 

For the downtown redevelopment projects, the Chapel Hill Public Arts Commission recently chose 
Mikyoung Kim as the lead artist. Kim immediately took a seat with Ram's team working on the designs, 
and her first job will be to help paint the broad strokes of the public art within the projects. 

As part of that job, she will recommend some general parameters for two to four public artworks in the 
projects. 

The plan is for Kim then to get the commission for one of those works, while the arts commission would 
find artists for the other one to three works, said Janet Kagan, head of the arts commission's percent-for- 
art program. 

Kim was in town last week from her firm's base in Brookline, Mass. She has a master's degree in 
landscape architecture from Harvard's design school, and she also chairs the Urban Design and 
Landscape Architecture department at the Rhode Island School of Design. 

"I think the role of art is to take a place that's already special and make it even more special, a place 
where people really want to come together," Kim said. 



She said she wasn't ready to give specifics about the art for Chapel Hill, but she described herself as 
"forward-looking," rather than nostalgic. She said her work is "very contemporary and abstract, but it 
always has layers of meaning that are grounded in the specific place." 

Kim, 38, said Chapel Hill so far had struck her as very similar to Cambridge, Mass., in the architecture 
and overall feel of the place. 

"It's got a lot of strong architecture," Kim said. "The feeling of the town is quite peaceful [and] 
charming. " 
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