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The light rail design process led to a wide variety of public art.  
What worked best?

topic: art

K-tschump, tschump, tschump... The bass thump of 
muffled rap music escapes from the headphones of 
the teenager seated next to me on the train. Only this 
counterpoint disrupts my ride on the Hiawatha Light Rail 
Transit (LRT) line on a recent weekday a�ernoon. Riding 
in these clean, quiet, air-conditioned cars is an aesthetic 
experience. The environment disposes everyone around 
me to a meandering state of mind. Perhaps the frowning 
man in a suit clutching a wrapped bundle of flowers is 
pondering the day’s events as he heads home from work 
to the person who will receive those blooms. I can’t avoid 

Over Under 
Around Through

by Regina M. Flanagan

Over 100 
different audio 
or video pieces 
curated by Janet 
Zweig may be 
experienced 
along the length 
of the LRT line.

hearing what is on the minds of the gaggle of animated 
teenagers standing in the center of the train. 

How does the public art on the light rail line manage to 
edge its way into the consciousness of these commuters? 
The artwork draws no a�ention to itself with any identi-
fication or plaques; it is just part of the environment. But 
in the busyness of everyday life, where is the space for 
aesthetic experience? What are its entry points? These 
questions concern me as an artist and a designer. I believe 
that aesthetic experiences not only open doors within 
our selves, and but also connect us to others across many 
boundaries. RE
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Philosopher Nicolas Bourriaud contends that all works of 
art produce a model of sociability. He says that in post-
industrial societies, the most pressing thing is no longer 
the emancipation of individuals, but rather the freeing 
up of inter-human communication -- of experience.  
Bourriaud maintains that art only acquires a real existence 
when it introduces human interactions. Traveling the 
length of the Hiawatha Line, I observe and participate in 
these interactions. 

Minnesota’s varied landscapes, particularly its 
native plant communities, are celebrated in 
a r t w o r k s 

integrated and applied 
along the  line, which 
was completed in 2004 
and runs from the 
heart of downtown 
Minneapolis south to 
the Mall of America. Our weather, the changing seasons 
and the character of typical Minnesotans are the subjects 
of Small Kindnesses, Weather Permi�ing, a series of audio 
and video pieces collected by Janet Zweig from 100 local 
artists and presented in metal kiosks along the line. Short 
stories, poems and video clips entertain riders who are 
intrepid enough to follow the instructions to “Flip the 
switch,” ”Ring the bell and see,” or otherwise activate one 
of the 39 kiosks. What you get to hear or see is always a 
surprise and if you experience a number of the pieces while 
riding up and down the 
line, a layered narrative 
develops. As I sat baking 
in the late a�ernoon sun 
at the Franklin Avenue 
Station on the first 80-
degree day of summer, I 
listened to a lovely poem 
that ended with the line 
“...this is why we stay 
here... to bloom right 
along with the tulips.” At 
the Fort Snelling Station, 
I saw a video of two 
fellows pushing around 
a gigantic snowball in 
jerky sped-up motions 
accompanied by bouncy 
polka music.  

Zweig’s audio and video 
cavalcade is the LRT’s 

most entertaining and engaging artwork. Watching televi-
sion in a public place is a familiar activity for most people 
who o�en feel free to comment on the programming. 
However, the content of these o�eat and frequently 
humorous pieces fosters slightly different conversations. 

Entertainment may be one public art strategy but 
other works are illustrative and didactic, occasionally 
with a critical edge. The photographic panels by Keith 
Christensen at the Government Plaza station designed by 
Barbour LaDouceur Architects feature imagery of gloves, 
palm side up, ranging from worn leather work gloves 

to ornamented Ojibwe 
gauntlets. Text excerpts 
such as the “ability 
to voice unpopular 
opinions” and “messy 
process” are at the top of 
each image. Christensen 

received these comments in response to a public survey 
posing questions about what defines a democracy. Other 
panels contain aerial views of the city coupled with 
phrases like “ability to get to and from work” and “to 
cherish the open space.”

The most focused aesthetic experiences are offered 
by stations whose design, public art, and se�ing 
are integrated into a complementary whole, and 

respond in a subtle but discernable way to their surround-
ings. Two examples are 
the Downtown East/
Metrodome station by 
Andrew Leicester and 
Hammel, Green and 
Abrahamson, and the 50th 
Street Station designed 
by Garth Rockcastle 
of Meyer, Scherer & 
Rockcastle with artist  
Karen Wirth. The overall 
form of Leicester’s arcade 
for the downtown station 
mimics the nearby Stone 
Arch Bridge and is faced 
with brick pa�erning 
drawn from the woven 
textiles of the city’s many 
cultures. 

I saw a video of  two fellows pushing 
around a gigantic snowball in jerky 

sped-up motions accompanied by 
bouncy polka music

Art motifs and plant selections enhance 
each other at the 50th Street Station.
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topic: art

The 50th Street Station shows the most complete integra-
tion. The structure and the artwork take their theme from 
the station’s location at the literal intersection between 
nature (Minnehaha Park) and the city (the adjacent busy 
highway and surrounding neighborhood). Steel columns 
rise from each platform and branch into tree-like supports 
topped by etched glass tree canopies designed by Wirth. 
The waiting enclosures under the canopies have alter-
nating clear, green, and yellow glass panels, some of 
which contain tree trunk shapes defined by a texture of 

handwri�en words by Joann Verburg. Laser cut metal 
panels by Deborah Mersky on both sides of the track form 
a textured screen depicting vegetation. Visible through the 
screen and the colored glass panels are actual plantings of 
Li�le Leaf Linden and Bur Oak with a ground layer of 
a variety of shrubs. The ensemble is completed by metal 
pavement insets by Greg LeFevre that depict local fauna 
like painted turtles, great blue herons and 
large mouthed bass. The station also features 
four of Janet Zweig’s multimedia kiosks.

The public art along the LRT line, for 
all its successes, came about through 
a somewhat unusual process that 

raises a few questions.  In addition, the design/build 
process, with its compressed schedule, caused the overall 
budget to become a moving target that was increasingly 
difficult for the designers and artists to hit. Among the 
stumbling blocks was a multi-tier design effort where 
different teams worked on the conceptual designs and the 
construction documents for each station. What was lost 
or gained when one team of artists and designers worked 
over another teams’ efforts?

The processes used by design professionals and artists 
differ in that no respectable artist  would consider working 
over another artist’s piece, altering its formal proper-
ties and meaning (except maybe Marcel Duchamp, Max 
Ernst, Robert Rauschenberg, or Sherrie Levine who did 
this to make a point). Design professionals, on the other 
hand, are o�en required to work over and refine concepts 
prepared by others.  While in some cases artists may seem 
to function like other consultants or subcontractors on a 
project, the commission of a work of art is not typically a 
“work for hire” arrangement. Artwork is legally different 
from the other physical portions of a building or site 

because it is a unique intellectual 
property created by an artist, 
subject to copyright, and protected 
under the Visual Artists Rights Act 
(VARA) of 1990. VARA protects 
artists against the intentional or 
grossly negligent destruction of 
their work, based on the rationale 
that an artist develops his or her 
reputation and career through the 
works of art themselves and that any 
compromise to the work (or public 
perception of it) directly impacts the 
artist’s future livelihood. While the 

law primarily addresses work in traditional fine art media 
such as painting, sculpture,  drawing, printmaking, and 
photography, there is also some protection for art incor-
porated into a building or site. In fact, the law does grant 
artists ninety days to remove their work (or to pay for its 
removal) when faced with its impending destruction or 
alteration.

So how does an artist’s reasonable expectation that the 
integrity of their ideas and artwork will be retained square 
with an LRT process that required multiple teams to work 
over each others’ designs? I explored this question with 
Karen Wirth, who created work for the 50th Street Station. 
The story begins with URS Corporation, a Minneapolis 
civil engineering and landscape architecture firm.  URS 
had been awarded the contract for planning and concep-
tual design for the entire line.  Wirth, along with Thomas 
Rose, was a member of the URS design team. Other local 
artists Seitu Jones, Brad Kaspari, and Geoffrey Warner 
joined them. 

The waiting enclosures under the canopies 
have alternating clear, green, and yellow 
glass panels, some of  which contain tree 

trunk shapes defined by a texture of  
handwritten words

The form of the Downtown East / Metrodome 
Station, by Andrew Leicester with HGA, mimics 
the nearby Stone Arch Bridge.
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“At first the plan was that all five artists [would] work 
with all the architects on all the stations,” noted Wirth 
in a recent e-mail, “as a big think tank.” Very quickly, 
however, the team dispersed to smaller group assign-
ments. For the match-ups, Wirth asked each of the artists 
and the architects (Meyer, Scherer & Rockcastle; Julie 
Snow; Cunningham Group; Barbour LaDouceur; and 
Ellness Swenson Graham) to do a brief presentation, 
and then prioritize the artists they wanted 
to work with. Wirth then made pairings 
based on the results. “The task,” continues 
Wirth, “was to include art integrated with 
architecture, designing to the 30% stage. 
Each team also designated specific art 
opportunities at each station that could be 
separate commissions for the next phase.”  
In these initial pairings, Wirth worked with 
Ellness Swenson Graham during conceptual 
design for the Warehouse District/Hennepin 
Avenue station and with Meyer, Scherer & 
Rockcastle for the 38th Street, 46th Street, 
and the 50th Street stations.

Public art administrator David Allen 
was hired by Metro Transit to 
direct the design/build phase, and 

he convened a blue-ribbon artist selection 
panel. Wirth was asked to make a presentation about the 
conceptual design team’s ideas for specific art opportuni-
ties at each station, but none of the artists or architects 
from the first phase actually served on the panel. In 
addition, conflict of interest concerns from the Minnesota 
Department of Transportation (Mn/DOT) also precluded 
the concept team artists from automatically continuing 
with design/build -- the competition had to be reopened. 
Wirth and Rose, however, were able to continue their 
work through contract extensions that were in progress 
before the panel was convened.

The additional artists chosen during this round joined 
the project in time to work with the selected design/
build team, a joint venture called Minnesota Transit 
Constructors (composed of Granite Construction; CS 
McCrossan; Parsons Design Group; Adolphson and 
Peterson; and Toltz, King, Duvall, Anderson (TKDA)). 
Architect Peter Brozek of TKDA led the production of 
construction documents based on the designs of the five 

original teams, and he worked with Allen, URS LRT 
designer David Showalter, and the newly selected artists 
to incorporate their artwork.

Wirth says that she and Garth Rockcastle of Meyer, Scherer 
& Rockcastle had one meeting with Allen and asked to 
be kept in the loop, a request that was not actually met. 
The design/build phase artists had very li�le contact with 
the original architects or artists; everything went through 
Allen. To provide some continuity between phases, Wirth 
sent all the artists chosen to work on her four stations a 
package of architectural drawings and materials samples 
as well as her community meeting notes, and met with 
them when they had questions. 

When I asked Showalter, who managed the project for 
Metro Transit, whether the ideas for public art changed 
between the two phases, he replied that he and Allen 
oversaw the design/build phase artists’ work with TDKA, 
and that the artists were directly involved in proposing 
how their work would be integrated. He suggested, 
however, that it became increasingly difficult because of 
fixed construction costs. Some original artists’ proposals 
were never carried out because the station designs changed 

Art + Urban Design + Community

The design of each station and its public art was carefully 
deliberated so that the unique character of each neighbor-
hood would be reflected. During neighborhood station design 
workshops led by FORECAST Public Artworks, residents were 
asked, “if a stranger was passing through your neighborhood 
on the train, what would you want that person to know about 
your neighborhood?” Designers and artists were charged with 
translating all the residents’ aspirations, wants and needs into 
functional physical structures and art. 

The 38th, 46th, and 50th Street Stations were 
considered as an ensemble by the team of 
architects Meyer, Scherer & Rockcastle and 
artists Karen Wirth and Deborah Mersky.



SCAPE   summer 0512

in the transition from conceptual design to design/build. 
Showalter remarks that Rose’s work was carried out well; 
especially the Cedar-Riverside station canopy. In his 
estimation, the best of the public art is that which is well 
integrated with the architecture, such as with the work of 
Wirth and Rose who worked on the LRT from the start.

Wirth says that from her perspective, when a different 
team of architects carried the design through construction 
drawings, “there were many details that were altered or 
dropped out of the final designs. In some cases that meant 
a more bare bones approach to the station design – that is, 
the architecture is there, but the integrated art of the struc-
ture is less visible.”  She also suggests that the design/build 
team may have assumed that the additional separate art 

projects (by the design/build phase artists) would make 
up for that spareness, but maintains that integrated art is a 
different (be�er) thing entirely.  Regarding the challenges 
the design process posed to the integrity of the original 
team’s designs, Wirth remarks that, “the concept for the 
canopy (50th Street Station) came out of our team discus-
sions, but the design was solely my own.”  She did, out of 
respect for the original process, run it by Garth Rockcastle 
of Meyer, Scherer & Rockcastle. She also spoke with Joann 
Verburg and Deborah Mersky (who were hired during 
design/build to create the glass enclosures and fence 
panels, respectively), and the three artists’ ideas were in 
sync. “I think that is one of the reasons,” Wirth says, “that 
the details of the 50th Street station came together be�er 
than some other stations.”

Art, Station by Station

Warehouse District / Hennepin Avenue
Elness Swenson Graham, architects 

Bill McCullam and Penny Rakoff, artists: brick walls and photographic insets

Government Plaza
Barbour LaDouceur Architects

Seitu Jones, architectural design team artist

Keith Christensen, artist: Titled Local Connections (pillars and shelter panels).

Cedar-Riverside
Julie Snow Architects

Thomas Rose, architectural design team artist, artist: canopy constellations

Dick Elliott, artist: platform paving (Somali pattern)

Aldo Moroni, artist: colorful metal skylines

Lake Street / Midtown
Julie Snow Architects

Thomas Rose, architectural design team artist

JoAnn Verburg, artist: colored glass

46th Street
Meyer Scherer & Rockcastle, architects

Karen Wirth, architectural design team artist

Dick Elliott, artist: platform paving (Scandinavian quilt)

Cliff Garten, artist: metal canopy facing

JoAnn Verburg, artist: tree images

V. A. Medical Center
Cuningham Group, architects

Brad Kaspari, architectural design team artist

Dick Elliott, artist: platform paving (pioneer quilts)

Janet Lofquist, artist: Landscape of Memories, stone seating

Nicollet Mall
Elness Swenson Graham, architects

Thomas Rose, architectural design team artist

Downtown East / Metrodome
Hammel Green and Abrahamson, architects

Andrew Leicester, artist: archway and platform patterns

Franklin Avenue
Barbour LaDouceur Architects

Seitu Jones, architectural design team artist

Dick Elliott, artist: platform paving (Cambria Pottery)

Michael Flechtner, artist: neon marquee

38th Street
Meyer Scherer & Rockcastle, architects

Karen Wirth, architectural design team artist

Dick Elliott, artist: platform paving (Prairie School)

Cliff Garten, artist: miniature bungalows

Deborah Mersky, artist: cut metal windscreens

50th Street / Minnehaha Park
Meyer Scherer & Rockcastle, architects

Karen Wirth, architectural design team artist

Greg LeFevre, artist: cast bronze animal pavement insets

Deborah Mersky, artist: metal fences and railings

JoAnn Verburg, artist: word trees

Fort Snelling
Cuningham Group, architects

Brad Kaspari, architectural design team artist

Philip Larson, artist
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As I probed the process and relationships behind the 50th 
Street Station, I discovered its high degree of integra-
tion was likely a�ributable to the tenacity of the original 
artists and designers. I also learned that the other project 
I admired, the Downtown East/Metrodome station, 
was handled separately through a process led by the 
Minneapolis Community Development Agency, so HGA 
and artist Andrew Leicester were hired later, and the team 
remained intact throughout the design process.

The two-tier LRT design process, unusual in the 
world of public art -- but unfortunately becoming 
more common because of how large projects are 

funded -- yielded mixed results. Continuity was lost in 
some cases and the public art looks disconnected:  applied 
rather than integrated. 
Artwork commissioned 
during design/build could 
only appear integrated if it 
took advantage of the estab-
lished design vocabulary of 
the stations. For example, 
the audio and video kiosks 
blend in with the ticket 
dispensers and electrical 
boxes at the stations and 
the photographic panels 
at the Government Plaza 
use spaces that might 
ordinarily be occupied 
by advertising (which 
also allows the artwork to 
supply a wi�y commen-
tary on these functional 
elements). But the possi-
bility of a creating a unified 
and focused aesthetic 
experience remained more 
elusive.

So, therefore, the means and the ends are inextricably 
linked. Clearly, the chances for a meaningful integration 
of art and design would have been improved by conti-
nuity of the creative teams between phases. Design integ-
rity could also have been ensured from conceptual design 
through final execution if the public art administrator 
(like the architectural project manager) had been in place 
from the beginning. 

The LRT introduces a new form of “being together” to the 
Twin Cities, and public art is part of that experience. But 
how it ultimately frees up inter-human communications, 
to use philosopher Bourriaud’s terms, is a more subtle and 
complex affair. Each station is different and special with 
the potential for new experiences and encounters: Zweig’s 
interactive kiosks with their entertaining and ever-
changing work; the thoughtful challenge of Christensen’s 
work at Government Plaza; and the effects of light and 
seasons upon the artwork and landscape at the 50th Street 
station.  These surroundings place our own perceptions in 
the foreground and focus our senses on our environment 
and each other. This is possible only when art and design 
support each other.

Regina M. Flanagan, Associate ASLA, is an artist and associate landscape archi-
tect in Saint Paul. From 1988-98, she directed the Minnesota Percent for Art 
in Public Places program and in 2001, established Art • Landscape • Design. 
Recently, her project including Keith Christensen for the Discovery Garden at 
Alpine Park in Ramsey, Minnesota, was featured in “You are Here: Exploring 
Art in the Suburbs” published by the McKnight Foundation. She has wri�en for 
Landscape Architecture, Architecture Minnesota, Fabric Architecture and 
Public Art Review.
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The play of light, 
color, pattern, 

and landscape 
is particularly 
successful at 

the 50th Street 
Station, thanks 

to continuous 
collaboration

Which is your favorite station?  Why? __SCAPE welcomes 
letters to the editor.  Send them to aarvidson@dsuplan.com.



“Flip the switch,” says an LRT line installation piece by Janet Zweig.  Read more on page 8.  
Photo by Regina M. Flanaghan.
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