Peter Fink
Three Rivers Park

Pittsburgh

Cameron Cartiere

The first thing I noticed when | met light artist Peter Fink were his
glasses. They were thick and bold, made of semi-translucent
yellow plastic and appeared slightly luminous, not unlike his work.
They suggested the wearer might be flamhoyant, balslarous. or
even slightly eccentric. But often prove d

and as we settled in for a conversation about Fink’s latest pro]ecl
proposal for Pittsburgh, F Y itwas i

that the glasses disguised a much more serious personallly

Fink's Three Rivers Park proposal is ambitious, nat just in seale, but also
in philosopby and ideology. Devaloped with his panner, architect Igor
Marko, the proposal Is an extensive design to light not only the park. but
also substantial areas of downtewn Pittsburgh. When Fink talks about the
project proposal, he doesn't bagin wilh drawings of lighting spess or
photomoniages of what the park would 1ok like. He ¢loes not
Immediately talk aout ihe art. He bagins by talking about the city,

Net unlike many majer cities in Amegrica. Pittsburgh is & divided city —
divided by economics, class stniclure, and tapography. Dowrtown
Fittsburgh sits al the crux of where the Allegheny River from the norh
and the Manongahiela River from the selth jgin 1o form the Ohio River
The city is alse inlersected by two main highways, and a Ihird highway
cradles downtown as it curves alang the Monongahela barks, Piltsblrgh
Is covered wilh steep hillsides. sume over 365-metres high, and
numerous hridges criss-cross the thres rivers, shullling warkers Into and
aut of downtown. Pittsburgh appears 1o be a city Ihal operates at a fast
pace, but nol necessanly on a human scals. While Piltsburgh may have
begun as a typical pedestrian city in the 18th century, years of extensive
growth, the evelution of the suburbs, and the davelapment of
suparhighways have crealed a fracturet! downtewn area that oiten repals
rather than allracts visitors.

Fink's approach to developing & regeneration praject fior the melropolis
was to oreals a plan that reunites the downtown with the graater cily, Fink
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and Marko's firm, Ari2Architeciure has proposad a public art design that
will litetally bricige the downtown area ta the banks narth and sovith of the
rivers with light. Uifilising bridges. pedestrian zones, exisling parks and
green bedls, Fink hopes to re-link the fragmented spaces of the oily:
drawing peaple back o fhe downtown by crealing illuminated corridors
from ane area to the next. The project includes green faser beams that
cross [he rivers constructing a sont of sky gateway. forming an X of light
aver the Y creatad by Whe rivers’ junction. Fink also proposes to dim other
areas of the cily that are currently overlit. By uiilising a number of
eoonomic and environmental stralegies, the proposal would see
Pitisblirgh's current pattemn of glafing hotspats of light biseated with
intimictating dark passages tumed into & holigtic plan for a cily that

alows.

Under Fink's proposal, Paint State Park - a 36-acre area af the tip of
downtown — would be (it at three main locations: he footprints where Fort
Pitt-and Fort Blockhouse once stoad, the fountain with a water geyser
almost 46-metres tall, and a pedesirian loop., The effect wou! a park
Ihat was salsly accessible at all hours. Along Piltsturgh's Norih Sticre
the proposal calls for the developmenl of the riverfrant along Heinz Fieid
and the Gamegie Science Center. Fink's vision is lor a square that is
tolally mediia based — ‘culturally ariven rather than commercially
dominated.” The stience centre wauld visually spill out anto the squars
through the use of contemporary wind turbines, providing the needed
electricity and floating wallkways allowing visitors to see the technology
behind the design. The aclivities in the area would focus on sports,
scignce and art. Fink's plan also incorporales the three principies for
developing asustainable region: attention to local sconomics,
environment, and cammunity. His proposal identifies a number of
benefits ta the city including lowering overall energy casts for ighting,
reduction in levels of cime. higher sarmings through a greater night
aconomy. increased taurism, emdronmental benefits, and a renswed
sensa of community unity and celebration. This is a design (or rsopening
the City,




DBuring our Interview Fink stated that, ‘Grand projects need to come up
from & veepsr cultural understanding of how to embrace and manage
change, an thal comes lrom being abie 1o work tagether in an opan and
yet efficient way " And this is a grand project on a large scale
encompassing avar 200 acres of water and landmass. yet somahow it
sill maintains & human quality. Parhaps it is because Fink is so
convincing when he talks about the propesal, He speaks aboul
Pittsburgh as Il itis his city. like a native son. When Fink arrived to
present his proposal to the selection committes; be did not amve with an
entourage like many of his competilors, Nor did he arrive with an
elabarale multl-media présentation. Ha came simply to talk. To talk aboul
this city —its past, it problems and its possibilitles: it is clear when you
listen to Peter Fink Ihal he novonly understands the city's history, bul he
alsc has a sense of the polential of its futurs and the urgency with which
this project needs to move torward. He is aclamant in his belief that the
praject mugsl happen in the nex! five years or it will never malerlalise

Following aur canversatian, Fink had a eleconfarence with the planning
comimiltee In Pittskurgh and not surprisingly 1he project is being scaled
down into more digeslible stages. The Art2Architeciure team often find
{hemseives nvihis posilion when warking on grand prajscts. A clignt will
request somelhing exlansive, Visionary, that encompasses the whole of a
city and when they gel it, they shy away from the enarmity of what such
a project would entail, The client's resistance is not genarally about
costs, but aboul (he radical change required in how one views 2 vity.
Fink's relationship wilh Pittsburgh is now in what he refers 1o as a
capacity bullding” phass. Working In slages, he will halp the committee
galher support and enable them to articulale a larger vision lor the ity
He will guicie them in creating public and private parinerships and help
to dlevelop a greater understanding of contemporary urbanism, The
lighting commilte will be locking at ways to implement elements of
Fink's prapesal including & uniferm llumination of the city's many
bridges, the sky gafeway. ant! temporary projects such as a nver of fight
crealed by lhousands of lioating spheres 1hal would be lluminated by
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battery-powered slrabe lights within sach unit. In one scenarie, the
sphares would float down the river where they wauld be gathated anc
shipped to Landon to float scross Ihe Thames, metaphotically
transpianting the Ohia River o England,

Fink believes that wanly vears ago many Furopaan cities drew
Inspiration fram waterfront regeneration projects that were developing In
US cilies such as Szallle. Yet somehow, since then, many Amefican
cities have lost their way, unable ta find a means to reunite
neighbourhinods. Fink hopas that a modern Eurapean maodel of
regenarallon. ane that incorporales a holistic approach to urbanism, can
niow senve as Inspiration to the US

Canweron Cartiere is 4 Lecturer in Arts Policy & Management at Birkbeck
University of London and writes on public art

Notas: o N
Art2Aschilecture Londen was established in carly 1900s by artist Feter Fink and
architect Igor Marko to explore collaborative ana interdisciplinany ways of
warking and is now involved in a wide ninge of award winning projects front
town squares; ecological parks, bridges, gateways 1o major lghting installations
In both Europe and Nortiy Ameriea It is al, Ihe threshold of the Open City that
AvtZArchitecture London stands. Open City is aboul wholeness, conneciediess
and Interfinking, a network rather than a hierarchy. In these projects, the practice
has establishied a reputation for an mnovative and rational approach to urban
design with new ideas far transport, gies and 1T provision in the
public realm. Their approuchu to e process of creating contemporary spiace
introduces a sivoug emphasis on the fuston of urbanism, landscape design,
architecturs, art and lighting,

wwwari2urchitecture.co.uk
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