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Public art wall is nearly complete

BY ROB SHAPARD, The Herald-Sun
August 30, 2006   7:44 pm 
CHAPEL HILL -- As the large metal and brick buildings of the new Town Operations Center continue to rise along Mill House Road, so does the curving stone wall of a work of public art. 

Public artist Larry Kirkland, based in Washington, D.C., was at the site Wednesday to check on the progress of the wall and to help give a brief tour to members of the Chapel Hill Public Arts Commission. 

The operations center, just north of Eubanks Road and within view of Interstate 40, will be the new home for the town's Public Works and Transportation departments. In keeping with the town's percent-for-art ordinance, the center also will include the stone wall in the Public Works portion, and another piece on the Transportation side. 

The Public Arts Commission is overseeing the arts component and chose Kirkland to design both pieces. The stone wall is about 95-percent complete, said Kate Flory, the commission's executive director. 

A crew with Daniel Construction has a couple of more days to go on building the stone wall, designed by Kirkland as a 59-foot semicircle. But a key element of the piece still is to come, in the form of 26 items cast in bronze. 

Working with the town over the past couple of years, Kirkland and the arts commission gathered various items from the Public Works and Transportation departments seen as iconic of the work those employees do, from a scoop shovel and drill to a manhole cover and key ring with dozens of keys. 

Many of the bronze casts of those items will be placed on shelves built into the stone wall. Those cast pieces are ready, but Kirkland said he intends to wait until construction is finished on the operations center within a few months before adding them to the wall. 

The same goes for the 49-foot bench of carved marble and granite that will be installed in the Transportation area. At each end of that bench will be two smaller granite benches, and the surface of the main bench will be engraved with images that transit riders would see around town, and images depicting the department's work. 

Since that piece still is in Italy, the focus Wednesday largely was on the stone wall. 

Kirkland said part of his aim with the wall and bronze items was to honor the work done by Public Works employees. 

"It's also to educate the public as to what it really takes to keep the town going," he said. "I don't think many people realize the human effort that it takes." 

The wall is just outside the lobby at the Public Works facility where local residents will go when they need to make service requests or ask questions of the department. The wall has a cove of tall trees in the background, and it will be visible from the lobby. 

The wall, eight feet tall, will be part of a plaza outside the lobby, with both a hard surface and landscaped vegetation, and stone benches will be installed near the wall. 

The town is putting $240,300 into the wall and plaza, a total that includes two years' worth of maintenance costs. The budget for the bench in the Transportation portion is $180,300, with state and federal grants covering 90 percent of that total. 

The town's aim is to vacate its current Public Works and Transit facilities off Municipal Drive and move into the new center by the end of the year. 

But that deadline is fast approaching. 

"We are pushing hard to get done by the end of the year, but it's challenging," said Curtis Brooks of the Public Works Department, helping lead the tour. 

Dick Robinson, chairman of the commission's board, was paying his first visit to the construction site. He and other members of the group wore the requisite hard hats, and they talked amid billowing dust and the din of heavy equipment and construction crews at work. 

"We've been blessed in this town with a council that's willing to go beyond basic [services], to try to create a more exciting environment for citizens and employees and visitors through public art," Robinson said. "It's a very exciting aspect of life in Chapel Hill." 
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