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Beautiful citybuilder

TODD HARRISON

In mid-July, the much-loved Hug Me Tree that stood for years at the
corner of Queen Street West and Soho Street was restored after being
knocked down by a wayward car last summer. Devon Ostrom, co-
founder of the urban arts collective THEM, was instrumental in pre-
serving the tree, and he sent Spacing photos of the resurrection
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process — 100 of them, to be precise. Of a tree.

That kind of passion makes Ostrom
one of those people who you always
want on your side. He's unflinchingly
dedicated to his projects, which lately
have included THEM, the Manifesto Festi-

val, an urban arts installation at the ROM,

and the Beautiful City Billboard Fee (of
which Spacing has been a signatory sup-
porter from the outset). He has a remark-
able ability to get the ear of people you
might not expect to have a tremendous
amount of interest in street art, particu-
larly institutions and politicians. Best of
all, though, he does this in a way that is
articulate and impossible to ignore.
Growing up in Ottawa, Ostrom was
turned on to street art by a professor at
his arts high school. He worked as a set
designer after graduating, then created
stage backdrops for raves and the World
Electronic Music Festival. Soon, though,
he began to feel the need to help other
artists — particularly those working in
the public realm — access resources

and opportunities. “My mom was an
artist and community organizer,”
Ostrom says, “and my father was a civil
engineer. So I'm kind of like a weird mix-
up of those two fields: some-
body who can figure out
processes and communica-
tion, and then | also have an
arts background as well.”
From this desire sprung
THEM, a Toronto-based organi-
zation that supports an inter-
national collective of urban
artists. With THEM, Ostrom
organized exhibitions at the
Art Gallery of Ontario and laid
the foundations of the Beauti-
ful City Billboard Fee (BCBF)
initiative. He also curated two
exhibitions for the 2008 Lumi-
nato Festival: Livingspace in
Regent Park, and Housepaint
— a collection of canvas hous-
es painted by street artists and
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installed on the site of the former Tent
City at Lake Shore Boulevard East and
Cherry Street. When Ostrom decided to
auction the Housepaint canvases on the
steps of the ROM, though, something
pretty amazing happened: “They liked
them, so they invited us indoors,” he
says. “But we thought it would be a little
bit boring just kind of plunking a bunch
of street art inside the gallery. And so the
idea we came up with — and this was
also because we didn’t have enough
time to properly plan out a full show —
was to have it sort of evolve and keep
changing.” So Ostrom invited artists to
add to the exhibition throughout its
run, which ended in July.

Ostrom calls the ROM exhibition
“kind of serendipitous,” but he’s selling
himself short; there’s a reason the muse-
um opened its doors to him, at the core
of which is his disarmingly measured
approach. It's a skill he honed while
earning a MA in Creative Curating at
Goldsmith College, University of London,
and it's the reason for the success of the
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BCBF. The proposal would see a small
charge levied on every billboard installed
in Toronto and the proceeds funnelled to
a variety of public arts projects, includ-
ing beautification initiatives and live
performance events.

Ostrom’s defence of the idea covers a
lot of bases: he acknowledges that the
funds will mitigate the visual blight of
billboards on our city’s urban environ-
ment, but then goes much further.“This
is a chance for Toronto’s reputation to
pretty much explode on the world
stage,” he says.“We're not known for
being passionate about the aesthetics of
the city. It's changing a little bit now, but
we're still thought of as a fairly ugly city.
And the economic spinoff effects are
really amazing, too: for every one dollar
spent in the regional economy on art,
eight more are generated.”

It's sound reasoning from a reason-
able guy, and City Hall is paying atten-
tion; the proposal nearly made it to an
Executive Council meeting in June, but it
was put off due to legal concerns about
the strength of the bylaw’s wording. It
will likely re-emerge later in the year, but
the setback was a blow to the BCBF
team, who had organized a strong lineup
of speakers for the meeting. But Ostrom
remains confident that, in the end, the
proposal will pass: “There are enough
councillors and enough people that do
see that strong connection between
what billboards do and what art does.”

For proof of what urban art does,
and instructions on how to do it,
Ostrom and his projects are as good a
blueprint as you could find — in Toron-
to, or anywhere else for that matter. "My
practice is kind of all over the place,” he
says.“l like to work generally in art in
the public sphere, but | like to do gallery
shows as well. | like to blur the lines
between the two.” t
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