
KCRW’s Design & Architecture, May 13, 2015  “Cliff Garten Opens Heart of Compassion in Koreatown”  
 by Frances Anderton
 https://www.kcrw.com/culture/shows/design-and-architecture/the-new-face-of-la-policing-a- 
 large-house-with-a-small-footprint/cliff-garten-opens-heart-of-compassion-in-koreatown
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tended to s eparate them.

DnA s poke to C liff about “ Heart of C ompas s ion,”  c reating public  art in a plac e
where “ the form of the c ity c hanges  fas ter  than the human heart,”  and why he
dreams  of working at the s c ale of infras truc ture.

Y ou c an tour the projec t and meet C liff this  T hurs day night at deL aB ’s  tour.

Kenneth Hahn Bridge, Baldwin Hills Gateway, by Cliff Garten

DnA:  How did the “ Heart of C ompas s ion”  projec t originate?

C liff G arten: In the very entrance to the building floors 2-6 there was a parking structure
that the J erde P artnership had planned on covering with something; they didn’t know what.
And that’s  when I stepped in. S o when I’m confronted with that kind of urban problem —
and this  was a problem of considerable scale — I’m really looking at the context of the site.

K oreatown is  changing very rapidly and I think this  development is  the entrance of a lot of
new people to K oreatown; a lot of the people who are renting the building are young,
they’re students at U.S .C . etc. S o it’s  a whole different demographic coming in.

And that corner is  a very busy corner in Los Angeles; there’s  very busy bus transportation
going on there, and you have the P urple Line across the street. S o, with that kind of activity
I felt that corner could hold something that was really bold — something like the scale of a
sign in T imes S quare.

And I thought, well,  if it is  K oreatown there has got to be some kind of recognition for that.

F ollow F rances on T witter: @ F rancesAnderton
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“Hearts of Compassion” is made of coils of 100 laser cut aluminum “petals;” photo by Caroline
Chamberlain.

I generally start my projects with very broad research about the area, demographics, social
history, ecology, and so we kind of focused on some of the motifs  of K orean art, the lotus
flower being one of them. S o what I decided to do was to take that very traditional motif and
then render it in these very modern and transparent materials .

T his  idea about transparency is  a theme that’s  running through all my work for the last s ix
years and it’s  gotten very involved with light, both daylight and colored light, with the
increase in quality of LE D light. S o I wanted a kind of old meets new feeling.

B ut also one of the things that I feel about living in Los Angeles is  its  many, many places
and cultures coming together; there is  no one Los Angeles.

S o it’s  a very international and cosmopolitan place, and it’s  also somewhat of a provisional
city. I love this  quote of B audelaire — “the form of the city changes faster than the human
heart” — and that’s  the way I feel about Los Angeles. Y ou know, every time you look
someplace, it’s  different.

T here are areas like K oreatown that sustain themselves with a strong cultural identity but
many of the signs in K oreatown are also in S panish so you have that real mixing of people
and cultures and so in some way I wanted the piece to be able to reflect that.

S o the material transparency of the sculpture is  really like a registration of these hundreds
of colors a night through its  services that in a way approximate that shifting demographic of
Los Angeles where one place implodes on another in this  kind of urban kaleidoscope.

A commissioned series of art and design
objects by up and coming designers - limited
edition, one-of-a-kind, and exclusive items,
available to K C R W  supporters .
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The $1.6 million “Heart of Compassion” is supported by a steel armature and backed by a 175 x 45
metallic screen. It is front, side, and backlit by multi-colored LED lights.

DnA:  Now did you des ign the s tairc as e as  well?

C G :  I didn’t design the staircase but they asked me to help out with it,  so I designed glass
panels  to with the same kind of line work that we were working with on the screen.

DnA:  T he s tairc as e really added to the s trength of the projec t and made me think
about the public  art s ys tem in whic h art is  applied to the arc hitec ture and does n’t
nec es s arily — it does  s ometimes  — integrate with the arc hitec ture. B ut this  has  a
kind of vis ual unity, and I wondered if there was  ever any talk about the aes thetic  of
your piec e filter ing through the entire building in its  totality s o that art and
arc hitec ture were truly integrated?

C G : T his  has been a topic of discussion in the world of public art s ince the 1980s — get the
artist involved early. B ut the kind of comprehensive thing that you’re talking about, which I
think was quite common in the nineteenth century, is  generally not possible because the
artist usually gets involved much later in the project. I came to this  project when the building
was entirely designed so it’s  always as a matter of trying to fit your work into an existing
context.

And you really want to be involved early in the game because I think art and sculpture in
particular deals  with things through materials  and when you think through materials  there
are all kinds of different things that happen and having artists  at the table early in that
conversation can be very valuable. B ut then you are talking about the utilization of public
money and construction it really becomes a cultural discussion and what our society willing
to pay.
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Rice Bowl, on the northeast corner of Vermont/Wilshire; image courtesy April Greiman

DnA:  Now you have a fair ly notable piec e of public  art oppos ite your building whic h
is  April G reiman’s  r ic e bowl. Did you in any way play off of that or  have a
dialogue with that piec e?

C G : I didn’t, I mean I think that the piece is  large enough. Also, it’s  on the other s ide of the
street and that’s  part of another architectural context.

DnA:  It’s  interes ting though that you and April,  both of you c oming in to K oreatown
and both of you c hoos ing to interpret K orean c ulture from your W es tern white
pers on pos ition — were you s truc k by the irony of that?

C G : T hat is  ironic because I certainly could take criticism for that, but I think in the cultural
soup that is  Los Angeles it’s  totally appropriate.
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Cliff Garten oversees installation of his Lotus-inspired art piece.

DnA:  Did you talk at all with with members  of the K orean c ommunity as  you worked
on the projec t about the rec eptivity to your interpretation of the L otus ?

C G : W ell,  the reception among people in K orea T own has been really good. T hey really like
the piece.

And the thing is , I don’t think unless we told you what it was that people recognize it as  a
Lotus which is  the way a lot of my sculpture works. T here is  a subliminal messaging that
comes in when the original research exposes some kind of fact or image and that image is
what I work with to transform it into something that speaks to the past and the future, and I
like to think that that’s  why the pieces fit in the context that they are in. R eally, I’ve never
had a piece vandalized ever, in public which I like to think is  because they fit.

DnA:  T o me the piec e has  a kind of Art Nouveau s ort of quality about it,  it’s  very
dec orative and made me think of P aris  metros  or  s omething.

C G : I love that stuff. G uimard — I mean, for that period, that’s  art and infrastructure at its
best.
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The design language of “Heart of Compassion” extends to the staircase of the building

DnA:  It is , but interes tingly arc hitec ts  are going into that realm as  you know. T hey
are doing more experimentation with s kins .

C G : Absolutely, and the line between sculpture and architecture has been more and more
blurred, s ince the 80s, I mean those lines have almost completely blurred.

T he thing that’s  happening to the field of public art — and you have to remember this  is  a
field of endeavor, everyone wants to do it — is  that young architects are really entering the
public art field because it’s  actually one of the only places they can get into and immediately
build something that’s  really interesting and be given control of the concept in a way they
would never be given in architecture.

T hese roles are switching all the time and the skins are the best example.

DnA:  G iven the extent to whic h this  artwork bec ame a piec e of arc hitec ture, would
the next s tep or des ire for  you to be an arc hitec t or  to des ign a building?

C G : No, that’s  not where I’m going with the work. C ollaborating with architects and being
involved with their process is  always a great thing but there is  a difference. I’m not
interested in my sculpture becoming architecture.

I think if I want to do that I would have become an architect because I had contemplated
that when I was younger and I had actually been originally been accepted to an architecture
school and decided to study ceramics instead, because architecture just seemed too
technical.

I would like to design a bridge however. I’ve always been interested in the expressive
potential of infrastructure because we as a culture don’t recognize the value of our
infrastructure, not only to express our identity as as a people or a district or region but also
to celebrate the things that infrastructure does for us. S o that’s  something I’d like to do, but
probably not buildings.
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“Bullet and Suspect,” an artwork for the Denver Crime Lab, designed by Cliff Garten

All images unless otherwise noted by J eremy G reen P hotography.

T his  interview has been edited for length and clarity.

       

C omments are closed.

B R OUG HT  T O Y OU B Y
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