
Taking a look at inspiration 
An analysis of the relationship between the artwork and collective 

feelings of engagement with an audience in particular reference to 

the ‘Free Art Friday’ movement 
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The concept of  Free Art Friday (FAF) is a simple one. It involves t he artist ic creation of  

piece art w hich is left in a public s pace for a pass erby to find and keep. FAF 

originated from the conscious efforts of an individual street artist to make a posit ive 

change in his local environment. A w hole new concept then evolved. The re-use of  

materials to make pieces of art w hich are given aw ay for free, to an unknow n 

member of t he public - giving art aw ay on Friday w as optional, but preferred, as it  

encourages the artist to maintain participation in the artistic movement. This ess ay w ill 

explore the process of Free Art Friday, the liberation of artist ic creation,  the 

placement of the ‘gift’ in public, the ‘situation’ w hich is then created, and the 

possible effects of document ation after t he art has been found.  

 

FAF is a desirable concept for many artists. For some the act of giving art aw ay for 

free is a new  and enjoyable ex perience. Each piece of art contains part of the artist 

that made it, a thought, an idea or emotion. To give aw ay a part of you is somet hing 

special. We have all  ex perienced the feeling w hen giving a considered gift, more so 

when w e know  it has taken time and effort to produce – for t hes e gi fts to go to a 

complete stranger adds a new  meaning to s elfless ness (M elvind, 2007). Des pite the 

warming sensation w hich people get from the act of giving; this is not the only motive,  

as the creation of  art is often confined by the constraints of commerce – the need to 

make a living.  

 

“The forces of imaginat ion, from which he draws his strengt h, have disrupt ive 

and capr icious  power  which he m ust  manage wit h econom y. I f he indulges in 

im aginat ion t oo freely,  it  may r un wild and dest roy him  and his  work by excess”  

(Wind,  1969, pp. 2) 

 

The above quote articulates the frequent need to produce w orks w hich are 

accepted by the public. By removing t he need to produce art for financial gain, it  

liberates the artist to ex periment in new  w ays of creation, to voice an idea, s hout a 

polit ical message, or amus e and confus e the view er. The movement is not confined 

to painted artw orks, it embraces the use of poems or songs w hich can be hidden in a 

library book  for t he next reader  to enjoy, a s culpture made from old records, a 

cass ette or  CD left hanging from a branch of a tree.   
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MyDogSighs, December  2006,  Painting on cardboard left  in Ports mouth 

 

 

Fetchcollection,  27th  June 2007,  Painting on canv as left in Ex eter 
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Fetchcollection, 8 th August 2008, Painting on canvas  left on Blackpool  Sands 

 

 

Fetchcollection, 9 th August 2008, Painting on canvas  left in Dart mouth 

 

As demonstrated, the piece of artw ork does not have to be ‘beautifully’ crafted oil  

on canv as. The location, materials and various sty les of artist ic expression vary greatly 

w ithin each FAF creation; sens ations therefore manifest thems elves differently w ithin 

each ‘sit uation’. Due to the complex ities of these various sens ations they w ill not be 
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deconstructed individually; rat her the ess ay w ill focus on the act of giving itself and 

the liberation of  such a process.  

 

The benefits of Free Art Friday are boundless. By attaching much less importance to 

the s ales value of art, it creates a contemplative immersion in their w ork. M uch similar  

to the w ork of Dadaist, the ‘uselessness’ of t heir  w ork allow s artists to develop their  

skills and discover new  techniques, w ith the additional rew ard of  satisfaction w hen 

leaving something s pecial for ot hers to collect. The non-attachment and selflessness  

promoted by FAF is similar to the laborious met hod us ed in the creation of Buddhist  

sand paintings, as soon as they are finished, they scoop them int o a jar and pour  the 

sand into a river - t he act of creation is far more important than self-congratulation or  

monetary gain. At first it may prove di fficult to let go, but the ability to not t ie yours elf  

to a piece allows for artist ic liberation, the pleasure of giving, the possibility that it 

might ins pire ot hers to create their ow n art, the opportunity to make someone’s day, 

and for  t he artist to imagine and possibly discover  the journey of  a piece of  art.  

 

 

Fetchcollection, 7 th August 2008, Painting on canvas  left in Dart mouth 

 

Art is not only t ied to the need for financial gain, it can often be clouded by gallery  

and dealer iss ues. FAF focus es t he artist on the act itself, giving artist ic freedom to 

each individual participant, including the opportunity for the artist to act as curator in 

their ow n public gallery – to free up the netw ork of art interaction outside of gallery  
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spaces. Art and money interact in many institutions – in particular, museums  

(Freeland, 2001). FAF artists have complete ow nership and choice of location w hen 

‘dropping’ their w ork in public; a brick w all outside a petrol station or the step of an 

unknow n doorw ay, the possibilit ies are endless. The s urrounding environment can 

enhance the aest hetics of the w ork, more so than a w hite wall in the sterile 

environment of a commercial gallery. This demand for w hite w alls and ass ociated 

desire of ‘clear ’ t hought is often t aken for granted in modern architect ure (Pinder,  

2005). M useums convey standards about arts value and quality, a dominant crit ique 

or categorization of w ork; promoting speci fic t hemes and preconceived meanings.  

FAF bypasses the polit ics of museum display w ith their public installations, making their  

work accessible to t he so-called mass es. Freedom from t he shackles  of  aut hority w as 

important for s urrealist art ists as they w ere able to create a ‘situation’ t hat disrupts the 

normative and expected societal practices  w hich hegemonic pow ers lay dow n. FAF 

formulates a re-ass ertion of public s pace in w hich the public are free of pre-

conceptions to develop t heir understanding of space beyond practical day-to-day  

living. A w ider commitment to revolution and questioning of establis hed codes of  

space and time.   

 

 

Fetchcollection, 7 th August 2008, Painting on canvas  left in Dart mouth 

 

A city is not just a collection of buildings, infrastructures, hos pitals and w orkers. There is  

more than the physical construction of  space, t here are number of underly ing 

hegemonic social  structures w hich people consciously or s ubconsciously adhere to 

(Pile, 2005). People are w alkers in the city, follow ing the tracks of urban text w ithout  

being able to read it, a voyeur. A participant how ever, w ill try anot her  pat h, analyze 
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the “microbe-like, singular  and plural practices which an urbanist ic syst em was  

suppos ed t o administ er  or  suppress” (De Certeau, 1984, pp. 96). Free Art Friday is one 

example of how  artists can s hock society out of its dream and aw aken it to its ow n 

historical agency (Harrington, 2004). FAF members disrupt the perceptual same,  

illuminating t he practices of everyday life w hich people adhere to; forming a unitary  

urbanis m w hich forges a crit ique of city life, from t he revolutionary struggle to 

transform social  space and everyday life.  

 

Situationists w ere some of  the first avant-gardes to openly challenge social structures  

w ith ‘unus ual’ ephemeral practices. The acts of self propaganda in 1968 Paris  

confronted Guy Debord’s des cription of  city life; an urban space cul-de-s ac in w hich 

people have reached a dead end due to the controlling effects of modernity. 

Psychogeography allow ed the study of precis e law s and s pecific effects of the 

geographical environment (cons ciously organized or not) on the emotions and 

behaviour of individuals. These studies w ere based around actions w hich opened 

new  routes  of interaction –  of  w hich Free Art  Friday forms  one such sit uation.   

 

All street artists w hether producing a static or removable piece of art, hope to 

promote discussion in one form or another. They have the ambition for an audience 

to recognize their w ork, for the people to question the clutter of visual images in the 

urban environment, or perhaps to make a polit ical impact.  As Manco says, “…if you 

want  to get  your point  across t here’s only one way t o do it : get  your m essage where 

t he public can see it ” (2002, pp. 6). The possible motives for public intervention are 

almost endless, w hether for egotistical recognition or the promotion of free speech,  

FAF is a legal  w ay to have voice, unlike the illegal met hods of graffit i us ed by the 

Situationists in 1960’s Paris. A ‘situation’ is a concrete and deliberately constructed 

moment by the collective organization of a unitary ambience and game of events  

which challenge contemporary capitalist cult ure and politics.  

 

People w ho find these ‘gifts’, unaw are of the FAF movement, may be hesitant to take 

such a piece. In a highly commercialized city people are not use to getting 

something for not hing, therefore they may question if the artw ork w as left for 

someone else to take, or w hether t hey s hould leave it for other people’s enjoy ment –  

manifesting a fear of ‘unacceptable’ behavior. To prevent this artists rarely adhere or  

nail t heir w ork to a s urface, its temporary status is overtly ex pressed w ith a sign saying 

“Please t ake m e” or the accompaniment of  a Free Art Friday sticker.  The curators  

det ails are often left on the back of art installations such t hat the person w ho takes  

the ‘gift’ can contact the artist if they w ish to do so.  One s uch ex ample is below : 
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“I just  want ed t o say how much I love your  work and what you are doing 

around Port smouth is truly inspirat ional and fant astic! I  walk a lot around t he 

t own but  now it ’s like a m ini advent ure on t he chance t hat  I  m ight  come 

across one of  your  creat ions  which br ight ens up m y day” 

 

Henri  Lefebvre crit icized t he w ay in w hich peoples practices of everyday life are 

mediated t hrough social structures, and how this conceptual framew ork limits the 

ways in w hich they view  their environment. The collector of the piece of art 

experiences a situation w hich challenges the standard monetary trans actions w hich 

commercialized s ociety enforces. They ex perience a unique moment (Jameson,  

1988), a situation of dėtournement framed by both s pace and time – producing 

ephemeral cult ural reverberations w hich w ould differ at any ot her s pace in t ime.  

Therefore the acceptance of such a ‘gift’ represents the disregard of cons umerist 

pow er in the landscape, a moment in w hich complex it ies of socially produced 

spatialit ies are challenged by a change in perception. W ith the use of  

pyschogeographic techniques such as the dė rive or  dri ft ing, situationists lead people 

to revisit the w ay in w hich they look at urban s paces – making the familiar, unfamiliar.  

Free Art Friday urges people to follow  their emotions and look at the city in a radical  

way – to reach out and accept the ‘free gift’ from a stranger. Dėrive w as not a 

random activity, but a deliberate act of detournement to look at spaces and 

spatiality differently (Pile, 2005). I t is an important method as it w as used to discuss t he 

unpleas ant nature of the city in w hich emotions are remov ed; people distance their  

actions from their feelings. Sit uations, such as FAF bring attention to the abs urdity of 

space, the lack of emotion in society; opening up new  transient pass ages t hrough 

varied ambiences – playful behavior  and aw areness of psychogeographical effects. 

Tim Cressw ell (1996) argued t hat individual actions, such as situationis m, transgress  

social expectations  of  s patial behavior,  denaturalizing dominant norms, t hereby 

subverting and revealing t he pow er relations  pres ent.  

 

Artists are als o encouraged to document thes e situations. Taking a photo of the ‘gift’ 

in its new , but not final location, and then to upload and display these images on t he 

Internet (www .flickr.com/groups/freeartfriday/) is an attempt to capture the 

constructions of momentary ambiences of life and their transformation into 

passionate dist urbances of hegemonic cult ure. Photos form a virtual photo album 

which can be accessed all over t he w orld, to invoke and inspire other artists to 

participate in the FAF movement, w hilst providing a platform for  discussion.  Alt hough 

the document ation of thes e acts uncovers moments in w hich social struct ures are 

temporarily removed, it is an impractical, idealistic scheme for social and polit ical  
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reform. The important nodes of  non-conformity cannot be reproduced w ithin a 

fragmented represent ation of the ‘situation’ as important components of space,  

t ime, and social structures are absent.  How ever these photos can be used to explore 

the acceptable and unacceptable modes of social intervention, bas ed upon w eb 

users ’ immediate reaction to the virtual  photo w hich they see before them.   

 

FAF, like surrealism, strips artist ic creations of their ordinary and normal significance 

(Freeland, 2001). “L’art pour l ’art” (art for arts sake) creates a proud art w hich is no 

ones servant (Pile, 2005) ; a series of s urprising juxtaposit ions of ex pression. This  

approach exposes the psychological  trut hs in order  to create a compelling image 

that w as beyond ordinary formal organization, a free act of ex pression – evoking 

empathy from the view er.  

 

“…not hing gives us  greater  pleasure t han t o commune with images t hat 

are s o free” 

(Wind,  1969, pp.  13) 

 

Most w ork by Free Art Friday’s participants is humorous and good nat ured, w ith the 

desire to reduce the mediocre as pects of people’s urban existence, to remove the 

empty moments of life as frequently possible. While making the view er question 

themselves, the art, and w hether or not they have the right to take w hat they see 

before them, it als o challenges t he public to break outside the routines of everyday  

life, to expect the unex pected, and view  the landscape as a place for leis ure and 

play. By adopting this attitude and employing free movement (dėrive) allow s people 

to drop t heir us ual motives of participation and ex plore t heir surrounding environment  

more critically. Without the social and commercial constraints of mobility, they 

become a participant and not a voyeur.   

 

Many things in the w orld are considered ‘free’, but fail to hold up to the true meaning 

of the w ord. They are often subject to gallery regulations, cons umer demand and the 

‘need’ to follow  a specific set guidelines. FAF attempts to remove as many of these 

boundaries as possible to increas e public aw areness that along w ith the need to s ell  

art and promote an artist (Cook, 1996), there is als o the need to fight the standard 

parameters of the social structure w hich w e adhere to, and most profoundly, the 

need to embellish and entertain in a non profit w ay without t he need to cause 

damage to property. Situationist’s ideas echo profoundly w ithin Free Art Friday. They  

form a number of overt moments in w hich people do not have to strain to discover  

the mysteries of the sidew alk (Pinder, 2005); transcending alienation and 
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demonstrating the potential realm of freedom, t he ability to create situations in 

keeping w ith peoples’ ow n needs and desires. The use of t he city as a gallery and 

mode of free public ex pression is an ex ample of ephemeral disruption of the highly  

commercialized emitter-acceptor semiotic system, an attempt to bring about better  

urban futures, s uggesting that there are no ‘real ’ concrete doctrines for artistic 

creation and behavior in public s pace. 
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