


The Sanitation Department’s
Artist: Examining Power
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nance Art 1 Hour Every Day'" (1976)
was for the Whitney Museum's
downtown Manhattan branch, now
closed. It was intended to highlight,
through photographs and interviews,
the activities of some 300 mainte-
nance workers in the skyscraper
where the galleries were housed.
After a review lacetiously suggested
that New York’s underfinanced San-
itation Department declare its activ-
ities “'art” and apply for cultural
grants, Ms. Ukeles sent off a letter
proposing a collaboration. To her
surprise, the commissioner’s office
called and said, **How would you like
to make art with 10,000 people?’ Ms.
Ukeles laughs. *'I said, ‘I'll be right
over.'"”

To Ms. Ukeles, who saw sanitation
work as “‘the domestic on the urban
scale,” the relationship seemed a
perfect fit. Vito A. Turso, one of the
first department officials to meet
her, agreed. *'1 was totally engaged,”
says Mr. Turso, currently the depart-
ment’s deputy commissioner for
public information and community
affairs.

“This was one of the agencies that
truly fit into the ‘unsung hero’ cate-
gory, all the sanitation workers keep-
ing the city clean and safe,”” Mr.
Turso says. “And all of a sudden
there was this artist, literally out of
nowhere, who said, ‘I want to tell that
story.’

Recalling Ms. Ukeles's persistence
in the face of skepticism among the
rank and file, he says: "*She convert-
ed thousands of hardened uniform
workers. They appreciated the fact
that she was with them, in the rain on
a cold night on a dark street. It takes
a special person with commitment,
someone who cares. That's Mierle.”

In the years since, Ms. Ukeles has
produced a variety of projects with
the department about maintenance,
culture, visibility and power, from
“Ceremonial Sweep,” a 1983 per-
formance in which sanitation bosses
took up brooms and cleaned a 32-
block Manhattan parade route, to
“Flow City,” a conlinuing project
meant to transform a Hudson River
garbage transfer station into public
space, with artworks and viewing
platforms.

Outside New York, her aclivities
have included live choreographed
“ballets” for wchicles like street
sweepers, garbage trucks and
barges around the world; public
sculpture created from waste ma-
terials in Asia and work on land

reclamation projects at sites from
Tel Aviv to Cambridge, Mass.

This engagement with reclaiming
damaged land is also the focus of her
most ambitious enterprise, a decade-
long research effort, under the aus-
pices of the Sanitation Department,
into potential art projects at Staten
Island’s Fresh Kills landfill. The
2,200-acre, hall-century-old dump,
long the world's largest, had for
years been slowly winding down to-
ward closure and rehabilitation. It
actually closed ahead of schedule in
March 2001, only to reopen after
Sept. 11, when debris from the World
Trade Center collapse was Llaken
there.

Despite the many issues surround-
ing this last, sad chapter in the life of
Fresh Kills, Ms. Ukeles says the
overall strategy for reclaiming the
largest piece of open land in New
York City remains in place. From a
short list of three groups — each
including landscape designers, engi-
neers, ecologists and others — one
will be selected by the city, with
public participation, to develop a
plan for the site’s future after the
cleanup is completed.

Ms. Ukeles will develop art

projects with the chosen team, bring-
ing intimate knowledge of Fresh
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Kills and the people involved with it.
(Her most recent video project relat-
ed to the site is on view in a group
exhibition on the landfill at Staten
Island’s Snug Harbor Cultural Cen-
ter.)

Although she's reluctant to discuss
her concepts during the selection
process, Ms. Ukeles is typically en-
thusiastic about the potential for
making a real difference through
Fresh Kills.

“I've been waiting to get to work,"”
she says. “Fresh Kills could be a
great national asset, an international
model. There are thousands of de-
graded places, brownfields, in the
world. If this can be done at a high
level, in terms of design and public
process, it could be a model for the
work of the next century. It could
make people all over the world say:
‘We could do something like that.'
That's what | want.” O
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Mierle Ukeles at the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford in 1973.



