Andy Hazell – Life as a Public Artist

Being a public artist is not for the faint hearted.  I am 50. Most of my contemporaries have given up. Public Art has a poor profile. It is a poor relation to gallery based art. Public art is about working backwards. There are so many constraints - it can’t rust, it can’t be spiky, someone will try to trash it, people will hate it, the press will crucify you, but, if you can do it with an evangelical zeal, it is rewarding. I often say it is like being a ball in a pinball machine - every council gnome will show up to make your life difficult to justify their pension. Making it is the easy bit, compared to getting agreement. I often present 5 or more ideas:  I sit in the meeting, eyeing the plate of biscuits thinking...don’t pick that one, don’t pick that one...and they do. You cannot be precious.

In 20 years I have built 2 things that I have wanted to: they sneaked through the net. This is the world of the lowest common denominator - something everyone can agree upon. If there are ever more than 5 people on the interview panel, I won’t get the job. What I do - parochial though it is - is seen as too left-field. But it is intensely rewarding.  Every day I make something, every day it moves along, every day I learn something. This is all I do.   I earn a good living, most artists do not. But in comparison to my peers in the real world I am on the poverty line.

Making things is joyous.  I did not have a formal art training.  It was Ron and Bill’s school of messing about, but I was hungry. I loved making my own connections and discoveries. And, above all I was a cocky northern peasant. I had to go and look up 'iconoclast' in a dictionary.   Armed with this, and a can-do ethos the world was my oyster.  It was a little like serving an apprenticeship.  Residencies, workshops, temporary works, interventions and small commissions build until in the end you are putting lumps on roundabouts.

What I am doing is selling my 'style'.  The world is hungry for youth and novelty. I am peddling my quirky-ness, my humour. I was plugged into the Zeitgeist.  What I was flogging was recycled, junky, and home-made in a world of injection moulded anonymity.

If you want work in magazines or set dressing, you have to be in London, with contacts.  You need to be in the public eye.  You need to do something media friendly. I am currently making a mobile Cenotaph.  I know the press will pick it up when it appears in a McDonalds car park.

I rarely turn anything down.  If someone phones up asking me to make something, I usually say ‘yes’, as you never know where it will lead. I have a career because Sue Golden was in a friend’s office having bought a divers watch with a big metal strap that was too long. I shortened it for her with 2 paper clips.  Being grateful she said she would put a picture in her magazine - the magazine was Elle Decoration.

I apply for work every week.  I have been to 11 interviews this year. Good jobs are driven by someone with a vision, most are committee decisions. Incredibly people have photographed my work, and passed it off as their own. You are only as good as the image, having a strong image is key. Hand out cards to everyone.  I have 7 different postcards.  I often go into peoples houses and find them stuck on their fridge. You never know where it will lead. I decorate my envelopes with rubber stamps and drawings of dogs and pyramids: people remember me....

If you have never worked with stained glass, don’t worry.  Everything you need to know is in a book. Don’t be daunted.  Some skills take a month to learn: most do not. People out there are happy to share their knowledge. And remember you are only as good as your last job.  Sometimes I will go the extra yard and make it 2 metres bigger, just because it needs to be, or gild it, even though this is my 'profit'. You are doing this because you want to.  Don’t do this if you like certainty, or if you want kudos. Do this if you are restless, competitive, hungry and inquisitive. 
