Public Programming as Public Art

Big Car’s Yes Initiative
In working with key partners, Big Car helps improve the quality of life for Indianapolis residents through cultural projects that encourage children and adults to be more creative, curious, adventurous, tolerant, connected, healthy, and happy. 
Big Car is a full-time collaborator in making Indianapolis better place. The lack of access to the joys and skills of creativity (designing, building, writing, making, playing) is a major factor in many of the negative aspects of our city. Studies prove that people who have creative experiences as part of their lives are happier, healthier and more likely to succeed. But, like the rest of the world, Indianapolis is ever becoming a more passive, unhealthy and disconnected community. The Yes Initiative is about stemming this tide and improving the livability of our city through creativity. 

Too often, our public spaces and public places are defined by what people can’t do there. With the Yes Initiative, we want to encourage our city to say yes to the wonderful opportunities these locations offer. These places — city parks, Monument Circle, White River State Park, The Canal, City Market, Central Library — are vastly underutilized public assets that already provide the key ingredient we’re looking for with our creativity programs: people. 
But, when people go to these places now, they’ll rarely find the kinds of dynamic, interactive, engaging and entertaining public art experiences we want to provide. What we’re talking about with the Yes Initiative is taking an important step to remedying concerns The Indianapolis Star raised in its staff editorial So Much Public Space, so Little Public Use on Sept. 18, 2011. 

“As appealing as the Georgia Street and the still-under-construction Cultural Trail are, the new additions to Downtown's public spaces could wind up as expensive irrelevancies, and eventually even neglected, if the city doesn't put together a thoughtful plan for how those amenities and others will be used. That plan should include the public's ideas,” The Star wrote. 

The key is for cool things to happen there. Playful, surprising, interactive, and celebratory things. These needn’t be expensive and shouldn’t focus on costly objects. Instead, Yes projects will help people make great memories through active experiences involving person-to-person interaction. Yes experiences might be stopping by to make art in a temporary stand along the Canal behind the Eiteljorg Museum, sampling international foods while hearing cultural presentations at lunchtime at City Market, or taking a guided walking or cycling tour on The Cultural Trail. 
And our plans address The Star’s call for including public input on programming. The Yes approach will include ways for kids and adults to submit ideas both online and in person for what should happen at Yes Spaces (outdoors) and Yes Places (indoors). And, when it makes sense, we’ll step back and facilitate events and activities led by the people who submitted the ideas. 
Big Car has worked for three years to bring similar projects to Central Library. For example, with Thrift Store Music, people of all ages signed up as teams. We had young couples, teens, a mother and her four young kids. These teams randomly drew a thrift store in town and, two days later, performed original musical compositions using only items purchased at that store within a $20 budget. It was free to participate and attend the concert. Goodwill donated gift cards as prizes. Many of the 60 participants and the 250-plus people in the audience are still talking about how much they enjoyed that weekend.
That event was about saying Yes to building community, to encouraging creative participation, to activating Central Library in a new way and to simply having a fun weekend in our city.  
In addition to programming public spaces in these ways, Big Car will continue to bring innovative pop-up community creativity labs in Indianapolis — helping transform neighborhoods and change lives for the better. With these spaces, we offer accessible and engaging cultural opportunities to people of all ages and backgrounds. We see our Service Center for Contemporary Culture and Community, which opened in a formerly vacant tire shop in September of 2011, as a crucial first step. We’ll use what we’ve learned there — and from ongoing research into programs in other cities — as we develop this initiative. 
The pop-up creativity labs will be found in high-traffic, highly populated areas currently devoid of beauty in the form of art, good design and nature. We want to bring those key elements for our city — identified at the 2010 CEOs for Cities livability workshop in Indianapolis — to additional “art deserts” (the cultural equivalent of food deserts) currently facing serious challenges. For these additional locations, we’ll look for neighborhoods that offer important assets like existing grassroots leadership and forward momentum that will offer us the best chance of helping them improve. We’ll also further develop and expand our programming at Service Center, which is already proving very successful and has been embraced by the neighborhood and the city as a whole. 

In addition to tracking our experiences with the Made for Each Other community art program in 2008-2011 and our work at Service Center and on East 10th Street, Big Car is in the midst of researching similar public programs in many other American cities. We’ve twice attended — last year as presenters — the Open Engagement conference in Portland, Oregon that focuses on these issues. In part through executive director Jim Walker’s role as a member of the Indianapolis CEOs for Cities cluster, we’ve also recently visited Minneapolis, Houston, Denver, Philadelphia, New York, Detroit, and Chicago to research public art and program ideas. In the fall of 2011, we attended and presented on community art at the ArtsWork conference at Goddard College in Plainfield, Vermont and also made trips to Atlanta, Chattanooga, Tennessee, and Grand Rapids, Michigan. 

We have also started or will soon be having conversations with people from Keep Indianapolis Beautiful, The City of Indianapolis, White River State Park, The Eiteljorg, The Arts Council of Indianapolis, City Market, IndyParks, Indianapolis Downtown Inc., Indiana Humanities, Spirit & Place, Health and Hospital, Indiana History Center, Indiana State Museum, the bicycle advocacy group IndyCog, The Cultural Trail, Central Library, and The Indianapolis Star about these ideas. All, so far, are very receptive to working with us. Our plan is to work with these partners to form an advisory team to help us develop the project through the winter with a program launch in the spring of 2012. 
We see the Yes Initiative as starting as a pilot project with regular programming in Yes Spaces in the spring, summer, and fall and in Yes Places in the fall and winter of 2012. The frequency of projects and events would depend, in part, on available resources. During this pilot year, we’d continue to develop ideas through research and by trying out a variety of approaches. We’d also work with the Yes Initiative advisory team and city leaders to develop a solid plan for utilizing public spaces in exciting and sustainable ways in the future. 

Our needs for the Yes Initiative include costs related to marketing materials and signage, a website that functions both on standard and mobile platforms, equipment and supplies for creativity stations and events, contract artists and performers, contract teachers and facilitators, management and coordination of events and projects, surveying and evaluation, and further research. 
We see the Yes Initiative as helping us accomplish the big goal of improving the quality of life in Indianapolis in the following ways: 

Creative — in low-pressure ways we encourage kids and adults to make art, record or write stories, make music, and see that they everyone can and should create. 

Curious — we encourage people to ask why and how things work and join others in finding these answers. 

Adventurous — this is about taking chances, trying new things, going new places, seeing and learning new things. 

Tolerant — often using collaboration, we bring people of different backgrounds and cultures together to learn from each other and celebrate the diversity of our city. 

Connected — many people in our city feel disconnected from the artistic, cultural, and community offerings in our city. We’ll help them feel part of these and know more about what’s happening here. 

Healthy — our activities include physical aspects like walking and cycling. And we’ll focus on encouraging healthy eating and nutrition with projects related to cooking and gardening. 

Happy — studies show that creativity can help people feel happier and healthier. By providing positive, playful, and fun games and activities, we’ll do little things to brighten the lives of those we meet. These activities are a great link to the “Spirit of Competition” and “Play” themes adopted by Indiana Humanities and Spirit & Place Festival in Indianapolis in 2012.

The broader benefits of the Yes Initiative can include expanding arts audiences as a feeder program for other organizations and institutions, helping boost economic development by providing much-needed amenities for visitors and residents, and doing something that may draw or keep the kinds of creative class professionals we need here.

The Star touched on these ideas in its Sept. 18 editorial: “Better use of civic space could make Downtown living more attractive to young professionals, promote a stronger sense of community and even economic development as small businesses spring up to serve the crowds that would flock to truly vibrant community-gathering spots.”

That’s what the Yes Initiative is all about: using creative ideas to help make our city a more vibrant, connected, and economically and socially successful place. 
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