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This auto-ethnographic study focuses on Houston’s art car community and the 

grassroots movement’s 25 year relationship with the city through an art form that has created 

a sense of community. Art cars transform ordinary vehicles into personally conceived visions 

through spectacle, disrupting status quo messages of dominant culture regarding 

automobiles and norms of ownership and operation. An annual parade is an egalitarian 

space for display and performance, including art cars created by individuals who drive their 

personally modified vehicles every day, occasional entries by internationally renowned artists, 

and entries created by youth groups. A locally proactive public has created a movement has 

co-opted the cultural spectacle, creating a community of practice. I studied the events of the 

Orange Show Center for Visionary Art’s Art Car Weekend to give me insight into art and its 

value for people in this community. Sources of data included the creation of a participatory art 

car, journaling, field observation, and semi-structured interviews. The first part is my 

academic grounding, informed by critical pedagogy and socially reconstructive art practices. 

The second part narrates my experiences and understandings of the community along with 

the voices of others. Dominant themes of exploration include empowerment, community, and 

art. I examine the purposes for participation by artists, as well in the practices of audiences 

and organizations that provide support for this art form. My findings have significant 

implications community-based art education and k-12 classroom educators. Relational and 

dialogic approaches to making art, teaching, and researching are tied to problem-posing 

education as a recommendation for art education.  
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NOTE TO READER 

This document is influenced by arts-informed educational research and begins to 

break away from the traditional dissertation in several ways. The text has two distinct 

sections that were formerly identified and discussed which have been revised and 

blended into chapter formatting. 

In the first part of this document (chapters 1 - 4), I construct a framework 

for understanding an art form and a community, of which I am a part. It is the 

foundation for understandings shared, analyzed, and reflected on throughout my 

community interaction. This part of the text is much like the chassis of an art car, 

the framework that has propelled my investigation and findings. The discussion 

maintains a voice of traditional scholarship and is relatively formal in my 

contemplation of contemporary art forms, their meanings, and their values.  

As I worked to create an academic foundation for this auto-ethnographic study of 

art cars, I related some of the concepts to my personal experiences, the ideas that 

made these topics resonate with me based on my experiences in the community. 

Dialogue and probing thoughts of participants, including my own, were achieved 

through the use of thought clouds during field observation which was simultaneously the 

creation of an art car. In this document, I used thought clouds to illustrate and reiterate 

the dialogic aesthetic that influenced the creation of the art car as an observation 

vehicle, as well as this study.  These thought clouds serve as a transition point in the 

unfolding research as I investigate the stories and thoughts shared and reduce them to 

a set of understanding in relationship in to my own. In addition to using the thought 

clouds to solicit participation as an arts-informed investigation, I use thought clouds in 
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this text to illustrate concepts and in an effort make my own analysis process 

transparent. The second part (chapters 5 - 9) is expressed more narratively than the 

initial academic foundation, with my voice dominant in the analysis, findings, and 

significance in this auto-ethnography. 
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CHAPTER 1 

MY CONNECTION TO THE ART FORM 

Earlier today when I headed to Houston from Denton, I saw a late model, 
compact car of some sort driving down the road. I can’t really remember 
the color or the make. The reason it caught my attention was because it 
was covered with tourist plates - decorative souvenirs commemorating 
vacations. I get excited when I see her [the driver of this vehicle] on the 
outskirts of Dallas. I know where she is going and I wish that I could 
communicate with her some way to let her know, “Hey! Really, I’m one of 
you!” But I’m just driving a regular truck. Even if I slowed down and got her 
attention, she’d probably just wave and smile. If she even noticed, there 
would be nothing about me and my truck that would separate me from the 
normal gawkers. She’s driving slower than me anyway, so as I feel the 
momentary “connection” pass, I head on down the road to home. I wonder 
where she was coming from and if I’ll meet her during the events of this 
weekend.               

Personal journal entry 
 
In my first journal entry during this study, I was not necessarily surprised to see 

this decorated car driving on the city streets because it was covered with plates, rather, 

my excitement and connection was based on the fact that I was also traveling to 

participate in the same activities as this art car driver. I knew that it was not someone 

coming from the Dallas area, because I was not familiar with the car and there were out 

of state tags on the vehicle. I had spent months thinking about art cars and their 

relationship to art and art education and was on my way to conduct one component of 

my research, a field study at the annual art car parade in Houston. In the opening 

narrative, I retained the shift in tenses in the third sentence because I believe it is 

significant, demonstrating my excitement and associated feelings as I relived the 

excitement of seeing an art car on the way to the Houston Art Car Parade. Out of 

thousands of cars traveling on Interstate-45 this Wednesday afternoon, I felt a 

connection to this individual because I knew we had something in common. I also 
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considered seeing this car as a good sign for the investigation that was officially 

underway. 

 Houston is home to a growing grassroots art community of art car creators and 

art car events. Because the driver I saw on the way to Houston was driving an art car, I 

felt a connection to her and I had a pretty good idea where she was going. According to 

art car collector and Art Car Museum co-founder Jim Harithas (1997),  

An art car is a motor-driven vehicle which a car artist alters in such a way as to 
suit his own aesthetic. In other words, the artist either adds or subtracts materials 
of his own choosing to or from the factory model to revive a beauty and style that 
once was. The result is a vehicle which conveys new meaning through design, 
mechanical, or structural changes, renovation, and/or the addition of new 
images, symbols, or collage elements. (p. 11)  
  

As with any other form of art, the definition of what constitutes an art car is constantly 

being challenged; for example, bikes and skaters make up categories for parade entries 

in Houston art car events in recognition and appreciation of these forms of entry and 

participation.   

For the past 25 years, this unique form of expression has been highlighted 

annually at the Art Car Parade. The original parade of fifteen or so art cars was a 

caravan organized by artists that got together to drive through the streets of downtown 

in the mid-1980s. Harrod Blank (2007) has suggested that the 1983 exhibition, 

Collision1 at the University of Houston, inspired the Houston Art Car Parade, which was 

formally organized in 1988 by the Orange Show Foundation under the direction of 

Susanne Theis. In less than 20 years, the parade grew from numbers in the teens to 

featuring over 250 art cars from across the country. Over 200,000 spectators attend the 

                                                 
1 Collision was curated by Jim Harithas, then curator of the Contemporary Art Museum and artist Ann 
Harithas. Both Jim and Ann Harithas are art car collectors and founded the Art Car Museum in the mid-
nineties.   
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parade, with even more viewing the television broadcast (Blank, 2007).  According to 

Blank, “This event has inspired hundreds of people to make art cars and attracts an 

annual pilgrimage of artists, such as those who formed the art car caravan from the 

West Coast” (p. 127). Furthermore, thousands attend additional events of Art Car 

Weekend. These gatherings include a party for the out-of-towners, welcoming people 

who come from all over the country to participate in the Houston parade; the Art Car 

Ball, a party presenting art cars as the guests of honor; the Main Street Drag, where 

small groups of art cars caravan to local hospitals, schools, and community centers, 

visiting people who would not otherwise be able to experience the parade; Art Car 

Sneak Peak, a Friday evening preview of art cars; the Annual Parade Saturday  and 

illuminated cruise through the streets of downtown Saturday evening; and an awards 

ceremony and brunch on Sunday.  

As an art car artist, I am one of the individuals inspired by this culture; I saw 

features on the news about the annual event and watched the parade from home 

several times before joining the community. Art cars were more than something odd 

featured on television; I encountered the cars on the streets, in the parking lots of 

stores, and at music venues. As an art teacher in the Houston area, I introduced art 

cars to my students. But while I was excited by the concept of this “vehicle of 

expression,” I was not one to defile my own car with a hand-made paint job or affix 

something to it, much less remove the body and build one from the chassis up. Perhaps 

someday I will have the courage to create a “daily driver,” an art car that is the owner’s 

main mode of transportation. In the meantime, my art car is an additional vehicle, used 

solely for art car related activities. My journey from outsider to insider took place in less 
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than a year. In 2004, I attended the Art Car Ball, an opening event for Art Car Weekend. 

A year later, in 2005, I helped plan the ball and created a collaborative art car. Being a 

member of this community has been one of the highlights of my life.  

 

Spectacle and the Display of Art Cars 

Art cars are an art form that disrupts the norm of daily driving and ordinary 

activities. Harold Blank, a member of the national art car community, has written several 

books and made several films about art cars found throughout the United States.  His 

work has touched a broad audience with the airing of Wild Wheels (1992) and Driving 

the Dream (1998) on public broadcasting stations. Through his work, we know that art 

cars are a recognizable cultural phenomenon, an outgrowth distinct from gypsy wagons, 

hippie-vans, and low-riders. He states, “As a result, when people see an art car now, it 

conjures a more positive image, something that they understand, accept, and even 

embrace. In fact, nowadays people frequently say, ‘Look, there’s an art car!’” (Blank, 

2007, p. 7). Connotations and cultural values are associated with art cars, and 

automobiles in general, that are hard to bypass. Harithas (1997) states, “All art cars are 

subversive and have in common the transformation of the vehicle from a factory-made 

commodity into a personal statement or expression” (p. 11), and Blank (2007) concurs, 

“An art car is often a fantasy made into a reality, a symbol of freedom, and a rebellious 

creation” (p.10). 

 Art cars are closely akin to contemporary art forms. Jackie Harris sees her art 

car, covered with painted fruit, as a moving still life. Others see art cars as moving 

sculptures. With the inclusion of costumes and soundtracks, many of these cars now 
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function as vehicles of performance. For example, the coffee scooter driver’s occasional 

caffeine-crazed dance that accompanies the display and the enactment by an eleven-

year-old girl in a shower cap, using a back-scrubber as she drives her creation, Touring 

Tub, down Allen Parkway have led to the category of a performance prize. Art cars are 

an exciting new form of public art in several ways. Not limited to the walls of an 

institution or even a city plaza, these cars go into public spaces and invite public 

interaction in much the same way as contemporary artists with an interest in community. 

Desai (2002) states,  

Artists no longer work in isolation but move into parks, hospitals, prisons, 
community organizations, streets, and neighborhoods to produce artworks in 
collaboration with people in these various communities. Art [becomes] a forum 
that open[s] public dialogue on issues of concern to people. (p. 309) 
 

Contemporary art forms are no longer exclusively contained in museums, and in fact, 

the role of the art object has undergone a significant shift in postmodern cultural 

performances. With an emerging body of literature on institutional critique, authors like 

Svetlana Alpers (1991) have pointed out inherent flaws in art and cultural exhibitions in 

traditional museum displays. Alpers identified the “museum effect,” noting a “tendency 

to isolate something from its world” (p. 27) and that “what the museum registers is visual 

distinction, not necessarily cultural significance” (p. 30). The museum effect is 

independent of the object and can either “aid or impede our appreciation and 

understanding of the visual, cultural, social, and political interest of the objects and 

stories exhibited in museums” (Karp, 1991, pp. 13-14). Karp (1991) has also pointed out 

that museums are not neutral spaces, but that curators organizing exhibitions function in 

a role of power, sending subtle messages “either directly, through assertion, or 

indirectly, by implication” (p. 15). Art cars are made for the road and are an art form that 
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is not separate from life. “Daily drivers of art cars move about the town with the 

knowledge that they are on the one hand being disruptive and on the other insisting 

upon simply doing ordinary errands such as commuting to work or stopping at the bank” 

(Dregni & Godollei, 2009, p. 44). 

Since the 1960s, groups like Fluxus have been pushing art world boundaries, 

blurring distinctions between art and life. The art car movement is a grassroots 

movement that also blurs this boundary between art and daily life. Both contemporary 

artists and art car artists are creating interactions that involve artists and audiences in 

new ways and these can be examined as cultural spectacles because they create 

representational forms to which people respond. Both of these art forms interrupt daily 

life creating a spectacle. MacAloon (1984) made one of the early efforts to define the 

distinctive features of the spectacle. Based on the etymology of the word, “Spectacles 

give primacy to visual sensory and symbolic codes; they are things to be seen” (p. 243). 

Anyone who has driven an art car knows that they do not go unnoticed. People 

wave, give thumbs up, and even take pictures and video. Not all sights are spectacles 

as MacAloon explains, they must be of a certain size or grandeur, “appealing to the eye 

by mass, proportions, color, or other dramatic qualities” (p. 243). Some art cars are 

subtle and may not cause as vivid an interruption of daily life as another. A caravan of 

20 or so art cars or a parade featuring over 250 art cars makes a distinct impression. 

“Spectacle is a dynamic form, demanding movement, action, change, and exchange on 

the part of the human actors who are center stage, and the spectators must be excited 

in turn” (p. 244). Contemporary art and art car events set up events that have the 
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necessary components of a spectacle, an exchange between participants and 

audiences.  

Participation in spectacles is voluntary and spectators are caught up with 

different levels of intensity. With spectacle, elitism or authoritarian ideology of other 

forms of exhibition tends to diminish. For some, spectacles raise concern with their 

seductive, transcendental potential. Knight (2008) explains that for cultural critic Guy 

Debord, “spectacle’s evolution in the twentieth century threatened culture. In his view, 

lived experience was in danger of being edged out by simulation, with commercialized 

fantasy usurping intellectual and socio-political engagement” (p. 101). Spectacles such 

as the Houston Art Car Parade have the capacity to cultivate what Knight identifies as a 

proactive public. Art cars are celebrated because they challenge the status quo through 

spectacle. At a minimum, they “stir emotion and spark debate, as does the best of 

public art” (p. 106).  

 

Aligning a Cultural Investigation of Art Cars with Art Education 

Little literature is available on the art car movement, although knowledge about 

the event continues to grow throughout the country and the world. This study of 

Houston’s art car community is a step towards sharing insight regarding the growing 

body of literature in the field of art education on community-based art. I believe it yields 

important information on the way art can empower communities and enable individuals 

to reconnect with its value in daily life. Learning taking place within the community is not 

a top-down body of knowledge, but a collective, ongoing experience. I also hope this 
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study will shed light on the possibilities of democratic education as it reflects the ways 

individuals have empowered themselves to challenge mainstream assumptions.  

bell hooks (2003) points out “teachers who have a vision of democratic education 

assume that learning is never confined solely to an institutionalized classroom” (p. 41). 

Art cars have presented challenges and individuals involved have overcome problems 

as they alter these vehicles. This type of problem solving should drive our educational 

programs. As Freire (2007) states: 

In problem-posing education, people develop their power to perceive critically the 
way they exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves; they 
come to see the world not as a static reality; but reality in process, in 
transformation. (p. 83)  
 

The phenomenon of art cars presents opportunities to look more closely at hidden 

expectations of society, including the social norms of vehicle operation. I encountered 

this notion when I started working on my first art car. As soon as I started striping the 

old, faded, red paint on my 1988 Jeep Wrangler, I felt the pressure of social norms of 

proper vehicle maintenance. Without permanently altering the frame by drilling holes or 

cutting away from it, this temporary alteration seemed inappropriate by the standards of 

dominant culture even though I bought the car exclusively for the purpose of joining in 

the art car parade. The creative endeavor of making an art car serves as one example 

of a myriad of ways individuals and community groups challenge top-down concepts of 

knowledge. Furthermore, the art car community provides a way in which to understand 

community artists described by Goldbard (2006) as a group “whose self-definition 

sometimes makes a virtue of necessity, prizing an ad hoc, unfettered, guerilla style” (p. 

161) as they take their work out of galleries and museums, using non-traditional forms. 
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These approaches can be explored for empowering communities and the practices of 

art educators as well. 

 

Questions and Study Overview 

My interest in the art car community has been its community dynamic. I have 

witnessed the parade as an egalitarian venue, a space where artists, non-artists, and 

youth groups exhibit an art form side by side in a public space. Additional art car related 

activities take activities throughout the year, contributing to making Houston the art car 

capital of the world. Even more intriguing to me is the emergence of this art form 

through a community of practice, with contributions coming from a wide-range of 

individual experiences and backgrounds. Through auto-ethnographic research, I 

investigated my relationship to this community of practice through the following 

questions: 

How can studying the art car event give me insight into art and its value for 
people in a community? 

A) What are the purposes for participating within the art car community? 

B) How do art car artists view their work in relation to other forms of 
artistic practices? 

C) How does the art car redefine artistic practices? 

D) How do audiences value art cars? 

E) How is art education taking place within this community? 

 As I investigated my primary question, “How can studying the art car event give 

me insight into art and its value for people in a community?” as well as the subsequent 

questions that arose, I conducted a qualitative investigation incorporating auto-

ethnography and narrative inquiry research methodologies. These mixed-methods are 
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complementary as both processes and products, allowing unfolding events to guide the 

study through emerging questions and theories. In this auto-ethnography, I also 

considered my multiple roles as an art car artist, as a researcher studying the activities 

of the art car events, as well as myself as an art educator interested in the social 

learning that takes place in informal settings. I considered the ways these roles inform 

and influence one another personally and culturally. 

 In this study, I am the primary voice, one of the participants, an insider who has 

already been influenced by participation and interactions within the community as an 

audience member and art car artist. Like the many of the community members, I have 

had several roles in the community including parade attendee, an art car creator and 

parade participant, as well as an event organizer. I have also brought art cars into 

activities with adults and children of all ages as an art educator. 

 I am also interested in the multiple voices that bring together and contribute to 

the art car event. Additional participants included art car artists, organizers, and 

community leaders, as well as parade attendees. To get a perspective of participants 

with a variety of backgrounds, I used criteria–based sampling to choose nine 

participants with which to conduct semi-structured interviews. I was interested in the 

perspectives of other art car artists and recruited three other individuals that had 

created art cars. I sought one academically schooled artist, one self-taught artist, and a 

professional artist collaborative (artists who make art for a living). To gain insight into 

the development of Houston as the art car capital of the world, I also conducted semi-

structured interviews with people I identified as leaders of the community. Participants 

included a representative of the Orange Show Center for Visionary Art (the host of the 
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annual parade), the former director of the Orange Show and organizer of the first 

parade, and the co-founder and former president of the Houston Art Car Klub (HACK).  

Furthermore, I interviewed three parade attendees with a variety of background 

experience with art, including an Orange Show volunteer, a local artist, and my dentist’s 

assistant.  

 This study took place primarily in Houston during Art Car Weekend, 2009, with a 

focus on the parade. As indicated in the opening, I was living in Denton attending 

graduate school at the University of North Texas (UNT). Denton, Texas is approximately 

275 miles from Houston. During my enrollment at UNT, social networking sites like 

MySpace and Facebook enabled me to stay connected with art car community 

members and became helpful in conducting research before, after, and during art car 

weekend in spite of physical distance.    

 For data collection in this study, I primarily used semi-structured interviews, 

personal journaling, field observation, and art making. I recognize that my prior 

experience with the community and my prior experiences studying art while pursuing 

undergraduate and master’s degrees have shaped my perceptions of the community 

that influenced the information I addressed when creating the art car, conducting field 

observations, journaling, analyzing the data and writing this narrative. Furthermore, I 

traced many of my perceptions to my own life experiences, particularly considering 

cultural experiences related to my understanding of the automobile and driving. 

Reflecting on these experiences as they related to my understanding of art helped me 

come to know my perspectives on contemporary cultural life. Conversations during 

semi-structured interviews also prompted me to re-examine these perceptions.  
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Autobiographical notes are the personal journaling that situate you, the 
researcher, within the research process. They became a means for thinking 
about how the research is cocreated among you and the research participants; 
how each of your actions and interactions shape what follows. (Glesne, 2006, p. 
60)  
 

Some methods were more successful in practice than others. For example, I intended to 

use snowball sampling to find the attendees in advance and arrange an opportunity to 

visit with them during the parade line-up, a time when attendees can walk among the 

cars and visit with the artists. I got contact information from a couple of people I 

interacted with during the parade and at the award ceremony, but was not able to reach 

them after the parade. On the other hand, my art-informed approach to field observation 

on parade day provided significant insight, in much the way that I anticipated it would. I 

“gathered information, utilizing observations made over extended periods of time, from 

multiple sources of data, employing multiple techniques” (Wolcott, 1997, p. 334).  

I was particularly interested in methods that supported the idea of “co-creating” 

this experiential tale, and believe creating an entry for the art car parade that solicited 

responses on the open thought clouds opened up this avenue. This arts-informed 

approach to research exemplifies what Graeme Sullivan (2005) claims as “ a set of 

practices that helps broaden the way we understand things and thus can be used to 

expand how information is gathered and represented” (p. xiii). I used the black thought 

clouds for interaction during the parade line up and also included pictures of the 

thoughts contributed to the final text. 

As I prepared the collaborative art car, DialoJeep, for entry into the parade, I 

reflected on the ways I have become a community member and the ways I continue to 

interact with other members as I contribute to the development of new ideas and 
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processes for operating an art form that must be road worthy. I considered the ways 

other art car artists from this community have influenced me and the creation of my 

vehicle. For example, when I first met Visker, an art car artist, at an event at the Art Car 

Museum, he was talking about wanting no part of the car he used as a frame to be 

recognizable. I recognized how he did this to his own art car by removing doors and 

windshields and altering the form by extending features beyond the frame. Other artists, 

like Tom Kennedy and David Best combine two or more cars to distort recognizable 

automobile models into an altered vehicle. While I have not yet had the ambition to 

make such a sculpturally phenomenal car, I do recognize the influence of these artists 

on me and my understanding of visually intriguing art cars. Other community members 

have also pointed out that often relatively simple techniques such as engineer/art artist, 

David Haim’s patterned configuration of reflectors on his Buick Reflectra can be equally 

impressive.  

This auto-ethnography also utilized narrative inquiry as a methodology and for 

analysis. I believe the process of making an art car, reflecting, and journaling, coupled 

with my interaction with other art car artists allowed me to ask more pertinent questions 

during the semi-structured interviews and also gave me insight into the challenges 

artists encounter as they create and operate their own art cars. The art car itself 

became a field-observation vehicle, inviting audiences to share their thoughts and to 

collaborate in the art-making process by writing or drawing on magnetic thought clouds 

that I created for my parade entry. Furthermore, I tracked the emerging questions and 

speculative issues throughout the preparatory activities for the parade, through the 

stages of analysis, and finalization of this document. 



14 

 In addition to my own journal entries based on my art-making and field-notes 

generated at the events of Art Car Weekend, the informal interviews I conducted with 

artists, supporters, and community members gave me insight from specific groups of 

people that I could not necessarily gain through participant observation. Wolcott (1997) 

states, an “ethnographer never intends to base a study on the findings of only one 

technique, one instrument, or one brief encounter” (p. 340). The semi-structured 

interviews of local leaders and community supporters of the art car community offered 

further understanding and additional contextual information, while providing 

opportunities for me to reflect on my own assumptions and biases. I refer to 

ethnography, even though I am conducting an auto-ethnography as a reminder that the 

larger picture is one of culture as it is reflected through my eyes and experience, rather 

than an autobiography.  

My excitement about the Houston’s art car community was not only in studying a 

topic that I am personally invested in, but also to engage with research using a range of 

research methods that merge art and social science. Using multiple methods allowed 

me to examine multiple facets for understanding the art car community. Leavy (2009) 

warns,  

Corresponding research methods need to click. By clicking together, I mean to 
suggest that the research methods should be selected and adapted to meet 
particular research questions that are embedded within a framework of 
epistemological assumptions and theoretical commitments. (p. 258) 
 

The methods I am using do “click together” and encourage an examination of the 

multiple roles of participants, including myself. Using arts-informed, mixed-methods 

enabled “self study, being in community, relational and ethical inquiry” (Irwin & 

Springgay, 2008, p. xix) as I explored the creation of my vehicle through art and text. 
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Moreover, inviting the audiences of the art car parade to participate by sharing their 

thoughts as part of the creation of the art car invited a collaborative dynamic to the field 

participation portion of the study. During the semi-structured interviews, I tried to 

encourage other community members to guide the interview process, allowing my own 

biases and assumptions to be challenged and other participants’ beliefs to contrast with 

and/or complement my own.  These biases and assumptions were further tested as I 

interacted with audiences, organizers, and leaders in the community. This auto-

ethnography created through exploring the different levels of participation, based on my 

own experience and enhanced by the thoughts and insights of others regarding  

Houston’s art car community, shaped an exciting study that I believe is a significant 

contribution to the field of art education.   
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CHAPTER 2 

CULTURAL CONTEXT 

History and Development of the Art Car 

 Art cars have been called “One of the hottest art forms of the millennium” as an 

art form that “juxtaposes contemporary self-expression with an unexpected canvas, the 

almighty icon of the automobile” (Blank, 2007, p. 129). Jim Harithas (1997), founder of 

the Art Car Museum, defines an art car as a “motor-driven vehicle” that has been 

altered to suit the artist’s own aesthetic, as defined in chapter 1. According to Blank 

(2007), “The first contemporary art cars appeared in the 1970s and ‘80s. Most of their 

makers did not know of any others working in the medium and just started creating their 

own as if in a vacuum” (p. 126). Several exhibitions featured decorated cars in the early 

1980s in scattered among Houston, San Francisco, and Los Angeles (Blank, 2007). The 

“official beginning” of the art car movement is often linked to an unofficial parade of 

fifteen or so decorated cars through the city of Houston.  The first official parade, 

produced and organized by Susanne Theis of the Orange Show Foundation, took place 

in 1987, and has grown to almost three hundred art cars from as far away as Canada 

and France (Poole, 1997). According to Blank (2007), “It is evident from this limited 

history that over the last 10 to 15 years, not only have art cars emerged as a viable 

artistic medium, but they are also becoming integrated into popular culture at an 

increasingly rapid pace” (p. 129). 

 Houston is considered the art car capital of the world. Not only are there a 

growing number of parade entries, but there are also over 250,000 spectators in 
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attendance. Claire Poole (1997) explains how Houston has been an ideal setting for this 

movement,  

Of any city in the U.S., Houston was perfect to host such a parade, both from an 
automotive and artistic standpoint. “It has a lot to do with the fact that Houston is 
a car city,” says Johnson, who has covered all of the art car parades. “But it’s 
also a city that has always been very accommodating of off the wall 
eccentricities.”  (p. 49) 
 

Houston may have been ideal for cultivating this art form; however, it has since spread 

and art cars are now featured in parades in Chicago, Detroit, New Orleans, 

Minneapolis, Indianapolis, St. Louis, and as far away as London and France. Art cars 

have also become a mainstay at Burning Man, an annual counter-culture art festival that 

takes place on the playa of the Nevada desert. As these and other art car events 

formed during the 1990s, the phenomenon continued to grow and as Blank (2007) 

states, “By providing legitimate venues for showcasing art cars, they celebrated the 

medium as a whole and encouraged the creation of more art cars” (p. 128). 

 

Cultural Antecedents 

 I grew up in the cultural climate in which the art car as an art form materialized. 

Hot rods, hippie vans, and low-riders had a place on the American highway. Mary Kay 

pink Cadillacs rewarded top sales representative and promoted the company’s 

cosmetics. In middle school, I watched Bo and Luke Duke drive the General Lee, a race 

car painted with a confederate flag that had a horn that played “Dixie” on the Dukes of 

Hazzard each Friday night. During the timeframe that I learned to drive and got my first 

car, Molly Ringwald had a pink Volkswagen Karmann Ghia in the teen movie of my 

time, Pretty in Pink. My friend drove a 1969 Cadillac Ambulance with an Exxon tiger tail 
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hanging from the gas tank cover and had a plastic Kip’s Big Boy as a hood ornament. 

He also had a Volkswagen “Thing2” painted with zebra stripes. While I thought these 

types of altered vehicles were cool and expressed individualism, I did not have a 

personal desire to do something like that to my own vehicle, and especially did not want 

to draw attention to myself every time I got in my car. 

The desire to personalize the vehicle is a global phenomenon with a wide range 

of automobile alterations influencing contemporary art cars. Internationally, cars are 

decorated with distinct visual approaches and have different purposes than the 

American art car. In several countries colorfully painted buses serve as forms of public 

transportation, carrying passengers as well as livestock and goods from rural areas to 

markets. These include the Chivas of Columbia, Filipino Jeepneys, the Haitian Tap-Tap, 

and Guatemalan “chickenbuses.” Pakistani tankers embellished with architectural 

elements and designs are also recognizable as jingle trucks because they have chains 

that skim the ground as they drive through the streets. (Blank, 2007, Dregni & Godollei, 

2009, Harithas, 1997, Poole, 1997) As Harithas has observed (1997), “The art car 

phenomenon is recent…However the impulse to decorate one’s automobile or truck 

stretches back in time and crosses continents (p. 11).  

 

Historical Antecedents          

    There are several relevant historical predecessors to the contemporary art car. 

Dregni and Godollei (2009) link the “great birth of the art car” to royalty, with “mighty 

                                                 
2 We called it a Thing, however I have found no VW model called a Thing. It was most like the amphibious 
vehicle used by the military in WWII. 
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chariots, armaments, and troops promenading on horseback” in a demonstration of 

power. Furthermore, they explain,  

Wheeled vehicles mean more to their owners than simple transport. They 
connote status, power, autonomy, and have been used as a means of personal 
and artistic expression since their invention. The wealthy and powerful 
traditionally use opulent vehicles to put status on mobile display, literally parading 
it through the streets. Artists and skilled artisans were hired by rulers and elites to 
make stunning transportation to reinforce the importance of the owner who rides 
in style, feet never touching the ground. (p. 8) 
 
Another one of these early forms was the early use of the automobile essentially 

as an advertising vehicle, promoting businesses. In 1921, the Lubbock and Yanch Fire 

Insurance Company was featured in the Houston Post for the attention their altered 

vehicle that featured a miniature bungalow on a Ford chassis. The scaled-down house 

replacing the original top of the Ford created the impression that the driver appeared to 

be sitting on the front porch. (Miniature Bungalow, 1921) The Wienermobile grew out of 

1920s roadside vernacular architecture, such as the Brown Derby Restaurant, shaped 

like a giant bowler hat, and doughnut stands shaped like big doughnuts (Dregni & 

Godollei, 2009). Brightly colored gypsy wagons, medicine shows, and circus caravans 

created a spectacle and brought attention to the operations represented as they 

traveled from town to town.     

  Other historical precedents were born of personal interests and purposes. Citing 

pinstriping, custom paint jobs, and hydraulic suspension systems that emerged in the 

1930s Mexican-American culture of southern California, Poole (1997) also believes that 

“the art car’s roots stem back to the earliest days of the automobile itself” (p. 31). This 

custom car tradition was mainstream by the 1950s and was a pre-cursor to the 
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“woodie,” or surfer wagon and hippie van of the 1960s directly influencing early art car 

artists. 

Throughout the history of transportation, there have been decorated, customized, 
one-of-a-kind vehicles. From early decorated Gypsy wagons, to slogan covered 
cars, to the painted buses of the 1960s, to lowriders, hot rods, and custom cars, 
to concept vehicles by George Barris and Big Daddy Roth, monster trucks, and 
even race cars, all represent the prevalent forms of automotive expression. 
(Blank, 2007, p. 126) 
 

Lowriders continue to communicate cultural vitality, while expressing personal ingenuity 

and artistry (Harithas, 1997). In an examination of lowrider culture, Congdon (2004) 

points out that these traditions recontextualized the car through its re-creation, thereby 

reversing the aesthetic of mainstream culture while aiding in the development of a 

sense of community. According to Harithas (1997), “the low-rider and the hippie van 

provided the art car with its most inspiring precedents. Each in its own way was one of 

the first to express a revived sense of individuality and work as metaphors of political 

and economic dissent” (p. 11). Hippie vans utilized a garish graffiti approach to creating 

peace and anti-war statements of dissent, exposing drivers to the “real dangers of the 

highway from police and rednecks” (p. 12). Many art cars today are based on a 

commitment to social and cultural issues. Harithas (1997) believes all art cars are 

subversive and states,  

The art car artist is pioneering a new image of the automobile, an image which in 
its diversity reflects fundamental changes in popular consciousness, changes 
based on the desire for greater independence and individual rights. (p. 12) 
 

 

Cars as Art Forms 

 Artkrush, an online art news publication, offered a glimpse into the Houston art 

scene, including the internationally renowned biennial festival Fotofest, the Menil 
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Collection with the Cy Twombly Gallery and the Rothko Chapel, the “groundbreaking 

exhibitions” of the Museum of Fine Art Houston, the Glassel Core Artist Residency 

Program that has brought an outstanding talent to the city, as well as local favorites like 

Houston Art Crawl, an annual event opening over 150 studios to the public, and Aurora 

Picture Show, one of the nation’s premier microcinemas (Powell, 2009). Powell writes, 

“Community involvement exemplifies the energetic spirit of Houston's art scene” and 

continues,  

Perhaps the most irreverent and wildly popular event, the Art Car Parade 
features more than 200 extravagantly decorated automobiles rolling through the 
streets of the city. Indeed, an enthusiastic public, amid dynamic organizations 
cultivating and presenting a wealth of talent, make Houston's art scene soar. 
(“Houston: We have an art scene,” para. 4) 
 

With a similar understanding, Poole (1997) writes, “the question changes from ‘Is it art?’ 

to ‘how do we deal with this art?’” (p. 29). Some classify art cars as “urban folk art” and 

many art cars are made by untrained artists, working with materials of daily urban life. 

Art cars have been exhibited in diverse museums from the American Visionary Art 

Museum in Baltimore, the San Francisco Exploratorium, the Los Angeles Temporary 

Museum, and the San Antonio Museum of Art (Poole, 1997). While art cars are included 

in diverse art spaces, there is some uncertainty about their status among the makers 

themselves. A recent email came to the Artcarz electronic mailing list entitled “I guess 

an art car really is art.” The entry read,  

Hey wow, I entered the Yarn Car in a juried art exhibition, in a Dallas gallery, 
housed in a big old warehouse. Not only was the car accepted, but it won best in 
show! (Well, one of three best-in-show awards.) It's at the 500X Gallery, the 
oldest artist-run gallery in Texas. My "Green Yarn Chest (Second Skin #8)" is in 
the show too, front-and-center as you walk in the door (Klein, personal 
communication, January 25, 2009). 
 

As an artistic medium, the art car is still emerging and according to artist Ann Harithas, 
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it “straddles the line between institutional acceptance and public accessibility” (Poole, 

1997, p. 55).  Poole also points out that because it is not confined to a specific space, 

and will interact with the public “many artists approach the art car a little differently than 

their usual work” (p. 55). The work is also less intimidating to the public as art car artist 

Ann Harithas points out, giving the artists the opportunity to talk to audiences and see 

their reactions (Poole, 1997). John Beardsley, of Harvard University School of Design, 

believes that calling these works art could be the “kiss of death” leading to forms that 

may become too “stifled or academic” (Poole, 1997, p. 56). 

 Jim Harithas, former head curator of the Contemporary Art Museum of Houston, 

believes that modern and postmodern art traditions have also been an influence on the 

art car. He attributes post-modern accessibility, the rise of low art and popular culture, 

and art which emphasizes personal expression and subject matter, and claims that 

although most art car artists are not trained as artists, many of the indicators of late 

modernist art are demonstrated in art cars (Harithas, 1997). Postmodern subjects of 

“anti-art, gender, ethnicity, kitsch, popular or recycled commercial or historical imagery” 

are seen throughout the parade annually (Harithas, 1997, p. 12). As groups like Fluxus 

began blurring divisions between life and art, analyzing everyday activities like brushing 

one’s teeth into the context of an art space, these events, happenings, and 

performances became new genres of art. The art car thus reflects larger cultural 

contexts and movements surrounding it. According to Bourriaud (2002), “Artist activity is 

a game, whose forms patterns and functions develop and evolve according to periods 

and social contexts: it is not an immutable essence” (p. 11). It is inevitable that art, as 
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well as art cars will continue to evolve along with the altering forms of transportation and 

its accompanying meanings in society.  

 

 Cars as Art 

Bayerische Motoren Werke (BMW), or Bavarian Motor Works, has developed a 

series of 16 “beamers” also referred to as art cars. The BMW Art Car Collection 

originated in 1975 when race car driver Hervé Poulain asked Alexander Calder to paint 

his BMW 3.0 CSL. Subsequent cars have been augmented by Andy Warhol, Robert 

Rauschenberg, Jenny Holzer, Jeff Koons, and other internationally renowned artists. I 

believe the purpose of these cars is designed to brand BMW with an image of fine art, 

with an association between fine art and precision. Furthermore, the commission of 

contemporary artists Robin Rhodes and Olafur Eliasson to create BMW art cars links 

the “cultural cachet associated with contemporary art” identified by Kester (2004). 

These cars are exhibited in fine art spaces and have a distinctly different purpose and 

function than the art cars and community that are the focus of this study. 

 Individual artists have had an ongoing interest in the automobile. John 

Chamberlain used twisted, crunched vehicle forms to make formalist sculptures since 

the 1950s and is exploring them in his work today. Patricia Renick’s 

Stegowagenvolkssaurus (1974) is a monumental sculpture that combines the body of a 

Volkswagen car with the head, arms, legs and back and tail spikes of a stegosaurus, 

making a commentary on the consequences of fuel consumption.  

When it was first presented at the Cincinnati Art Museum, a media storm 
gathered around the exhibition, commenting on its relevance to political and 
world events of the day. But like most masterpieces, its relevance continues on, 
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and if the issues it raised were scary in the 1970s, around the time of the first oil 
embargo, they are fast reaching another crisis point now. (Morris, 2009) 
 

In the same year, the collaborative Ant Farm installed Cadillac Ranch (1974) along 

Route 66 in Amarillo, Texas. The piece features a row of ten Cadillacs buried nose 

down and it has been speculated that is “possibly the best-known public artwork in the 

country…seen by an estimated 280,000 people each year” (Rappaport, 2009). Chip 

Lord of Ant Farm noted that the “Cadillac was the ultimate symbol of America at that 

time” (Rappaport, 2009) and may explain its popularity. International sculptor Damien 

Ortega physically deconstructs and suspends the body pieces of a Volkswagon Beetle 

in Cosmic Thing (2002), provoking audiences to reexamine this symbol of 

Westernization and mass production.  All of these examples featuring car art, with the 

artworld’s seal of institutional approval. Some invite more participation than others and 

this point of distinction is significant.  Most art car artists are interested in interacting 

with audiences, rather than simply displaying their creation. 

 In 1983, Merle Ukeles an unpaid, self-proclaimed artist-in-residence of the New 

York Sanitation Department since 1976, covered the exterior of a 20-foot garbage truck 

with plexiglass mirror, in an effort to reflect the city, reminding the public that everyone 

is complicit in sanitation, and de-stigmatize the socially necessary work of sanitation 

workers. Phillips (1995) writes,  

Ukeles (along with many other artists) began to see the transitional object as a 
mediator between the artist and audience, artist and site. Art was no longer fixed, 
immutable, and complete; the role of the artist was less privileged and detached. 
Art registers the messy vitality of the world. (p. 170) 
 

This truck, The Social Mirror, spent time in a gallery space, but also was driven through 

the streets of the city. The work seeks to encourage and sustain civic dialogue within 
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the local community. Phillips also explains,  

Ukeles’s philosophy of public art is not easily distilled down to sound bites, nor 
are the consequences - the real effectiveness - of the projects meaningfully 
assessed based on numbers of response or the immediate, observable actions 
of individuals. The work requires time - to analyze, publicize, and absorb. The 
efficacy of public art cannot be gathered through a poll or gleaned in statistics. 
That a change of consciousness, an enhanced awareness of public life, takes 
place is unassailable but never instantly provable. (p. 185) 
 

It is this nature of production and reception where car as art and art car intersect. They 

are both indicative of a shift in contemporary art production and aesthetics. “The 

contemporary artwork’s form is spreading out from its material form: it is a linking 

element, a principle of dynamic agglutination. An artwork is a dot on a line” (Bourriaud, 

2002, p. 21). The object is neither beginning nor end of the work. What is significant is 

its evolution and its impact on the public sphere in a process of communicative 

exchange. 

 

Aesthetic Framework for Valuing Art Cars 

Dialogic Aesthetics 

 Grant Kester (2004) suggests that there has been a de-materialization of the art 

object accompanied by a creative moment not seen before in the history of art. He 

states,  

Artists seeking to challenge the hierarchical isolation of fine art, embodied in the 
conservatism of the museum and the commodification of art by dealers and 
collectors, felt it necessary to engage audiences in the spaces and routines of 
their daily lives. (p. 126) 
 

In this movement, art is a collaborative process of interaction whereby “the viewer is 

called upon to participate in, move around, interact with, and literally complete the work 

of art in a myriad of ways” (p. 53). Furthermore, the emphasis is no longer on the 
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creative genius or the inception of the work but is shifted to the “social and discursive 

realm of shared experience, dialogue, and physical movement” (p. 54). Kester (2004) 

continues by basing his theory of dialogic aesthetics on the work of Habermas, forms of 

discursive communication, as well as the feminist contributions of listening and empathy 

as foundational for the artist. Significantly, he points out meaning is no longer attributed 

the artist alone or to a hierarchical voice of authority.  

A dialogical aesthetic suggests a very different image of the artist, one defined in 
terms of openness, of listening,…and of a willingness to accept a position of 
dependence and intersubjective vulnerability relative to the viewer or 
collaborator. (Kester, 2004, p. 110) 
 

In addition, the artist’s subjectivity is formed through discourse and dialogical exchange. 

Kester borrows Fiumara’s feminist philosophy of listening and Belenky’s “connected 

knowing” as a way to counter Habermas’s tendency to “‘overvalue’ argumentation as a 

form of knowledge production” (p. 114). In an examination of what is gained and what is 

lost in defining something as “dialogic art,” he notes a “hierarchy between museum-

based art and projects developed in nonart environments” but claims, “it is more 

appropriate to think of these as two equally productive sites, each with its own 

appropriate strategies and potential compromises” (Kester, 2004, p. 188-189). At their 

core, dialogic works establish a relationship with the viewer in a specific space. 

Similarly, art car artists come face to face with audiences in their daily lives, changing 

environments in parking lots, at gas stations, at red lights.  

 

Relational Aesthetics 

 For Nicolas Bourriaud (2002), artwork is a social interstice, creating a specific 

“arena of exchange.” He explains, “the form of an artwork issues from a negotiation with 
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the intelligible, which is bequeathed to us. Through it, the artist embarks upon a 

dialogue. The artistic practice thus resides in the invention of relations between 

consciousness” (p. 22). He posits a relational aesthetic, one with a radical upheaval of 

modern aesthetic, cultural and political goals, that must be judged on the basis of the 

coherence of its form, “then the symbolic value of the ‘world’ it suggests to use and the 

images of human relations reflected by it” (p. 18). Relational art is based on the realm of 

human interactions and the accompanying social context.  

Bourriaud traces this shift in approaching art to Fluxus happenings and 

performances that invited spectator participation, and claims the relational sphere “is to 

today’s art what mass production was to Pop Art and Minimal Art” (p. 43). Each artist 

working in this approach takes an individual trajectory rather than a visual style. The 

forms come from a set of problems evolving from inter-human relations.  

Their works involve methods of social exchanges, interactivity with the viewer 
within the aesthetic experience being offered to him/her, and the various 
communication processes, in their tangible dimension as tools serving to link 
individuals and human groups together. (Bourriaud, 2002, p. 43) 
 

The materialization of ideas is not privileged as it was by modernism, and as Bourriaud 

explains, nor are the resulting processes, objects or performances privileged in 

relational art, but including the other is essential. The audience is valued, shifting from 

an emphasis on the artist’s concept or the artist’s processes. Relational artists 

“encourage their participants to question fixed identities, stereotypical images, and so 

on, they do so through a cumulative process of exchange and dialogue rather than a 

single, instantaneous shock of insight precipitated by an image of object” (Kester, 2004, 

p. 12). 
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Furthermore, he explains, “These projects require a shift in our understanding of 

the work of art - a redefinition of aesthetic experience as durational rather than 

immediate” (Kester, 2004, p. 12). Relational works by artists such as Rirkrit Tiravanija 

and Felix Gonzalez-Torres convey this concept as a concrete, metaphorical experience. 

Gonzalez-Torres is known for using take away candies to represent the people he knew 

personally who died from AIDS. Tiravanija has created scenarios where audiences 

conduct activities of daily life, including consume food and hanging out in replicas of his 

apartment.   

 

Aesthetic Value through Participation 

 Both Kester (2004) and Bourriaud (2002) focus on artists recognized by 

contemporary art world institutions, but as Kester  points out, “Even as I try to define 

something called dialogical art, I find it slipping away from my grasp as it blurs into 

grassroots theater, collaborative mural production, and community activism” (p. 188). 

Kester believes that this approach to art does not have to be at odds with other 

approaches to fine art.  Bourriaud (2002) extends the relational aesthetic arena to 

include,   

Meetings, encounters, events, various types of collaboration between people, 
games, festivals, and places of conviviality, in a word all manner of encounter 
and relational invention that represent, today, aesthetic objects likely to be looked 
at as such, with pictures and sculptures regarded here as specific cases of a 
production of forms with something other than a simple aesthetic consumption in 
mind. (Bourriaud, 2002, p. 28-29) 
 

I propose that this aesthetic of participation drives the art car movement. Harrod Blank’s 

(2007) account of the development of his car, Oh My God!, named after the response of 

many observers, gives insight as to how. He says, “As you might imagine, people had 
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strong reactions to me and my car. Some observers went so far as to assume I was on 

drugs, a certified hippie, or just plain crazy” (p. 6). Yet, he continued adding to the 

vehicle and explained, “Once I’d added a world globe as a hood ornament, there was no 

looking back” (p. 12). Upon completion, he states,     

I was happy with the results, but what really blew my mind was how other people 
perceived the car. Suddenly I was getting “thumbs up,” waves, and smiles in 
traffic. Strangers were coming up and talking to me. I had been exposed to the 
power of art cars, and this encouraged me to do more. (Blank, 2007, p. 12) 
 

For Blank, the interaction is significant. Furthermore, like many contemporary artists 

cited by Bourriaud (2002) and Kester (2004), he questions social norms, in his case, 

hidden assumptions associated with the American automobile. Blank’s work presents 

an arena of exchange between art car artist and audience, opens a dialogue, and 

creates the possibility of a durational impact through this vehicle of expression. 

A fine line distinguishes cars and cars as art. Both are part of a contemporary 

movement that employs popular culture in artmaking and participatory action with 

audiences. The use of the car carries social significance that cannot be overlooked 

regardless of whether the piece is placed in the context of the museum or the street. 

International artist Gabriel Orozco created one of his largest works, La D.S. (1993), a 

silver Citreon DS that has had the middle section from the hood to the trunk removed, 

creating a recontextualized art object. It appears that one person could drive the very 

narrow vehicle, and audiences can actually open the door and sit in it, allowing 

audiences to interact with the piece. In 2003, Rex Rosenberg created Bug Wing, a blue 

Volkswagen with hot rod flames across the hood. Similar to La D.S., Bug Wing had the 

middle lengthwise section removed and only one person could get inside the vehicle. 

While both use similar approaches to making art one is an art car and the other is not. 
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The distinguishing feature is not in the type of automobile which served as a frame, nor 

the custom paint job. In this case, Orozco’s piece had the motor removed and 

Rosenberg’s had a motor and he drove it from Kansas to participate in the annual 

parade. In the case of the altered cars just mentioned, in a converse artworld scenario, 

Rosenberg would probably not be considered an artist, nor is it likely that his vehicle 

would be exhibited at the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art. Yet most art car 

artists do not seem to seek the artworld seal of approval, regardless of whether they are 

trained as artists or people who have not had formal art training. Poole (1997) has 

stated, “A means for cultural survival, the art car’s inner fire resides not in the engine, 

but in the heart of the artist, and creative passion is the fossil fuel which keeps the 

movement alive” (p. 57). Art car discussions raise multiple issues to the discourse of art 

education.  Questions of what defines art, why people make arts cars, and their cultural 

meanings are all topics I investigated as I examined the aesthetic dynamic of 

participation in this art from in the Houston art car community. 

 

  



31 

CHAPTER 3 

MEANING OF ART CARS 

Well, we broke down in Goodnight, Texas which is population zero. 
There’s no one in Goodnight, Texas anymore, so we called the state 
trooper and they sent a tow truck and a driver who was like eighty years 
old and he just looked at it and didn’t say a thing and he starts hooking the 
truck thing up to it and he hit a can of starch on the bumper and this whole 
can starts squirting starch, he says “Ew! Is there starch in there?” “Yeah, 
can you not tow it with starch?” And he said, “Oh, we can tow it with 
starch” and they towed it…towed it to a town called Claude and it was 
probably eleven-thirty or twelve at night by the time we got there, because 
he drove 20 miles an hour to Claude with Laundry Car. And people were 
there in their pajamas to see it. [Whispers] “What is this?” The town was 
so small and they were taking pictures. Someone even said, “we haven’t 
seen anything like this since spaceships landed here.” I didn’t question 
that. I don’t know what that meant. [laughing] A UFO visited them and 
Laundry Car was the next best thing since the UFO landed, or…  

Drew Bettge 
  

                                                                                                                                  
Semiotic Meaning of Art Cars 

Semiotics 

Art cars are part of a cultural realm of sign systems whose meaning can be 

explored through semiotics. According to Gottdiener (1995), “Semiotics, is a mode of 

knowledge, of understanding the world as a system of relations whose basic unit is ‘the 

sign’ - that is, semiotics studies the nature of representation” (p. 4, emphasis in original). 

Although their formulation of semiotics is different, both Ferdinand de Saussure (1966) 

and Charles Sanders Pierce (1931) are credited with the inception of semiotics. 

Although they were working independently, both were interested in the “problem of 

knowledge arising from the idea that our modes of understanding the world depended 

on language, an organized system of signs” (Gottdiener, 1995, p. 5). Saussure’s area of 

concern was the mental concept of the linguistic sign with an inseparable signifier and 
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signified. For example, the word “dog” (signifier, or “sound image”) brings to mind the 

mental image of “dogness” (signified). He contends there is an arbitrary nature between 

signifier and signified, and together these make up sign codes, self-contained dyads. 

Pierce’s model was triadic, made up of the “representamen” (or sign) that has a relation 

to an “object,” and this relation entails an “interpretant.” And object or interpretant can 

result in multiple, even unlimited semiosis through generation of chains of association 

that can be quite removed from the first sign. Significant to visual art and the study of 

objects are Pierce’s ideas regarding icon (relates through resemblance), index (relates 

through causation), and symbol (relates through conventions). One image can work at 

all three of these levels (Cobley and Jansz, 1999). Gottdiener (1995) points out a 

significant difference between these early semioticians, 

Saussure privileged the act of communication which makes cultural analysis 
based on his semiotics limited. In contrast, Pierce was principally concerned with 
knowledge and the development of language systems that would be instrumental 
in the acquisition and accumulation of knowledge, such as the specialized 
vocabularies of natural science. Peircian semiotics, then, relates to the general 
articulation of signification and culture, unlike Saussure’s approach. (p. 5) 
 

These ideas have been both challenged and extended in the work of subsequent 

semioticians, literary critics, and post-structuralists.  For Gottdiener, Piercian semiotics 

is the basis of a form of cultural analysis known as social semiotics. 

 Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) was also influential in the 

development of social semiotics and Gottdiener (1995) claims that Bakhtin’s notion of 

the polysemy, or the multivocal aspect of the sign was the “undoing of formal, structural 

semiotics” (p. 21).  

Bakhtin noted that in Saussure’s model the signifier and signified possessed 
equal status in an exchange relation. This means that the sender and receiver 
are linked in a static, univocal relation where the message simply passes for the 
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sender and is unmodified by the receiver. The receiver’s role is simply the 
decoder of messages, according to Saussure (working, no doubt, with the 
transcendental signified). In contrast, Bakhtin’s view was similar to Pierce’s: all 
signs are mediated by receivers using the cognitive interpretant which is dynamic 
and problematic process of association. (Gottdiener, 1995, p. 21) 
 

For Bakhtin the meaning does not lie in the sign, nor is it a one-to-one exchange. 

Meaning resides in the relation between signs and is an active, polysemic creation of a 

social process among participants. Gottdiener (1995) points out, “Bakhtin retains an 

interest in the global relation of culture which he conceives as a dialogic relation of 

multivocality involving an active sender and receiver, or producer and consumer” (p. 

22). 

 

Social Semiotics 

Social semiotics adopts the Piercian-Bakhtinian framework and further draws on 

the work of Roland Barthes (1996) and his discussion of linguistic messages (or words), 

coded iconic messages (or connotations), and non-coded iconic messages (or 

denotations) and their relationships. (Cobley & Jansz, 1997). According to Gottdiener 

(1995), four basic premises in social semiotics are: 1) Meaning is carried from an 

objective referent (that can be material or constructed) through sign systems, 2) 

systems of signification are multi-leveled, with denotations followed by connotations, 3) 

meanings are grounded in everyday life experiences, and 4) signs are symbolic 

expressions that can be used as tools in social interaction. He compares social 

semiotics to deconstruction, noting significant differences. For example, in conjunction 

with the first premise he explains,  

Postmodern analysis of culture based on it only deals with the conception of 
culture - i.e., the mental image. Socio-semiotics, in contrast, accounts for the 
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articulation of the mental and the exo-semiotic, the articulation between the 
material context of daily life and the signifying practices within a social context. 
(Gottdiener, 1995, p. 25 - 26) 
 

Cultural referents, such as the unicorn, can convey meaning even if they are 

constructed through fantasy and are reproducible through image and text.  The 

denotations and connotations of Gottdiener’s second premise, address the cultural 

codes and social values, or connotative ideologies, built on the work of Eco (1976). 

Experience, dealt with in the third premise, makes such signification possible. It also 

“gives rise to and supports the value systems or codes of culture” (Gottdiener, 1995, p. 

26). New signifieds are constantly being created by people through social interaction 

and lived experience. Furthermore, according to Premise 4,  

Signs circulate in advanced societies between the level of lived experience, their 
creation through use values in everyday life, and their expropriation by the 
hierarchical systems of power, including their use for exchange value in the 
marketing of commodities. (Gottdiener, 1995, p. 27) 
 

Gottidiener (1995) also points out that social semiotics recognizes that material culture 

itself serves as a sign, as a “vehicle for signification and its relation to everyday life” (p. 

49). 

 Barthes’s analysis of photography and advertisements impacted the social 

semiotic analysis of visual communication. Van Leewen (2001) explains,  

In Barthian visual semiotics, the key idea is the layering of meaning. The first 
layer is the layer of denotation, of “what, or who, is being depicted here?” The 
second layer is the layer of connotation, of “what ideas and values are expressed 
through what is represented, and through the way in which it is represented?” (p. 
94)  
 

According to Jewitt and Oyama (2001), this “involves the description of semiotic 

resources, what can be said and done with images (and other visual means of 

communication) and how the things people say and do with images can be interpreted” 
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(p. 134). These resources were formerly considered codes, or sets of rules for 

connecting signs and meanings. While some forms of visual communication, for 

example, a stop sign works in this manner, for many other material resources there is 

no set code. In social semiotics, different sets of rules apply in different contexts. Many 

signs are fixed and are only changed by those with cultural power; however, there is 

some variation or play with semiotic productions and interpretations in smaller groups 

and sub-culture. Jewitt and Oyama (2001) also suggest, “Sometimes society needs 

something new, and then novel modes of production and interpretation will stand more 

of a chance of being added to the culture’s treasury of visual resources” (p. 135). Prior 

to his conversion to deconstruction, Barthes was interested in the social techniques that 

constrained meaning and how forms of ideology were conveyed. According to 

Gottdiener (1995) these constrained meanings are the logotechniques, “the ideological 

mechanisms of normalization and control of language” (p. 21). They are often overlaid 

in advertising and fashion. Semiotic resources are generated in the context of a specific 

history with embedded interests and purposes. Semiotics is meant to be used as a tool 

in critical research and is only useful when questions are asked and messages are 

revealed (Jewitt & Oyama, 2001). Visual social semiotics borrowed from Halliday’s 

(1978) metafunctions, or systems and functions of language, which have been extended 

to images by Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) who examine representational meaning, 

interactive meaning, and compositional meaning. Jewitt and Oyama (2001) assert,  

Any image not only represents the world (whether in abstract of concrete ways), 
but also plays a part in some interaction and, with or without accompanying text, 
constitutes a recognizable kind of text (a painting, a political poster, a magazine 
advertisement, etc.) (p. 140) 
 

Cars have significant meaning; they are cultural icons. A shoe also has cultural 
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meaning and when these two symbols are combined, the car and the shoe, a 

new text emerges. Furthermore, the style of the shoe also adds meaning to the 

representation. There are two art cars that take the shape of a red shoe. One is a 

red stiletto; the other is Ronald McDonald’s oversized clown shoe. They carry 

significantly distinct layered messages, or texts, dependent on the context of their 

viewing. The red stiletto could be understood as sleek, sexy, and feminine. 

Ronald McDonald’s shoe may have commercial and philanthropic associations.  

 

Art Cars as Symbolic Meaning 

As seen in the use of the cars in art, the automobile is a potent symbol. 

Americans have a history of love and identification with their automobiles. As Harithas 

(1997) explains, “Automobiles were extensions of our sense of self. The freedom which 

the automobile represented then was not simply practical or one of convenience, but 

also involved democratic ideas of upward mobility and freedom of movement” (p. 12). 

This attitude has declined somewhat in more recent years and the status of the car as 

positive American icon has diminished with its implication in the environmental crisis 

and other issues tied to the downside of commuter culture, like accidents and liability, 

and those caused through drunk driving.  

Today car owners feel differently about their vehicles and personal freedom is 
more of a myth or an ideology than it was. Most accept that the automobile is 
little more than a necessity in a society whose dominant ethos is materialism, a 
society which has become increasingly conformist and seems bent on the 
accumulation of wealth irrespective of ecological, social, and personal 
destruction. (Harithas, J. 1997, p. 12) 
 

As a grassroots movement, the art car movement hijacks the automobile from the 

everyday, revamping it as a contemporary symbol. Art car artist Tom Kennedy 
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considered art cars rolling goodwill ambassadors, bringing smiles to people’s faces, 

through their individual expressions. Jim Harithas (1997) believes that the art car 

movement is an “attempt to renew our commitment to ourselves by reducing the control 

that the government and corporations have over us” (p. 12) that can also create a 

change in popular consciousness.  He states, 

Change your vehicle, improve it, personalize it, and make your own statement 
with it, so that you can once again be one with it. Art cars are an expression of 
your freedom and above all, of the God-given right to be yourself and flaunt it on 
the highways and byways of America. (p. 12) 
 

Like contemporary art forms, art cars symbolically challenge conventional meaning and 

advance new forms of understanding, along with personal and social agency. 

 

Understanding Art Car Culture and Community 

The sociological network theory of community networks is a framework for 

understanding the art car community. Network theory contends that community is a 

social construct, and as an imagined construct, connections between place and 

community have been loosened (Day, 2006). Day (2006) points out that with mobility a 

fundamental change has occurred for individuals “freed from traditional restrictions, they 

can now take part in the active construction of their social bonds” (p. 184), allowing 

them to pursue new community ties based on shared interests. Social identities are 

constructed out of the intersection of overlapping and individual memberships, and 

networks provide sociability, support, information, a sense of belonging, and social 

identity. Day (2006) contends that networks are not actually communities in themselves, 

but provide the foundations for the potential formation of communities, doing “more than 

link[ing] people together, they provide the basis for social cohesion and cooperation” as 
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well as making demands on them (p. 218). For Cohen (1985), communities are 

symbolically constructed through interaction with boundaries determined by the people 

who give it meaning.  Communities are not fixed, and as Congdon (2004) points out, 

“once we begin to seriously consider the idea of community and note the various kinds 

of communities in which one shares membership, it becomes clear that all well-formed 

communities are grounded in identifiable beliefs and values” (p. 2). 

 

Art Cars and Cultural Display 

When fundamental diversities collide in a collective environment, the result is the 
Houston Art Car Parade. Disparate personalities converge in unique moment 
through the medium of the art car. The energy from this fusion creates a larger 
whole than its parts, while simultaneously glorifying the individual efforts made. 
(Poole, C., 1997, p. 56-57) 
 

In an effort to understand the art car phenomenon, this movement may be aligned with 

cultural display. A comparative examination of the Houston Art Car Parade as cultural 

display, such as a festival or an exhibit, yields insight into the cultural, social, and 

political values of the local community. As Karp (1991) says, “The central issues that 

are implicitly contested between museum exhibitions and festivals are ownership of 

culture and how it is defined” (p. 283). For Beau Graves (2005) cultural performance is  

…about the kind of cultural activities that actually engage Americans, things 
people do, rather than passively consume. It is about making your own dinner, 
rather than going to McDonald’s. It is about dancing, not watching somebody 
else dance on television. There is a big difference. My focus is on the choices 
that individuals make about how to shape the fabric of their lives, and about the 
mechanisms that make those choices available. (p. 3)  
 

 
Exhibition as Cultural Display  

 According to Karp (1991), exhibitions are generally considered a “vehicle for the 
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display of objects” or “a place for telling a story,” associating the first with the art 

museum and the second with the history or cultural museum. He also points out, “it is 

not possible to have an exhibition that does not have traces of both models in it” (p. 12-

13). For some, museums are seen as “bastions of the aesthetic experience” which is 

encompassed by a particular experience termed the “museum effect” by Svetlana 

Alpers (p. 13). Alpers’s (1991) museum effect is “the tendency to isolate something from 

its world, to offer it up for attentive looking and thus to transform it into art like our own” 

(p. 27). She also says, “What the museum registers is visual distinction, not necessarily 

cultural significance” (p. 30). The museum effect is independent of the object and can 

either “aid or impede our appreciation and understanding of the visual, cultural, social, 

and political interest of the objects and stories exhibited in museums” (Karp, 1991, p. 13 

-14). Karp (1991) believes that the museum and the curator function in a role of power, 

and while they are presumed to be neutral, they send subtle messages and articulate 

identity, “either directly, through assertion, or indirectly, by implication” (p. 15). Alpers 

(1991) states that even in ethnographic museums, “certain parameters of visual interest, 

whether those parameters are known to have been intended by the objects’ producers 

or not” (p. 29). Vogel (1991) also extends that there is an “unwitting collaboration 

between a curator and the artist(s) represented, with the former having by far the most 

active and influential role” (p. 191).  

 Cultural objects have become exhibited in this arena of cultural display. Vogel 

(1991) believes that exhibitions provide a distorted, dislocated presentation of objects 

that were never intended to be seen in a museum. In this recontextualized presentation, 

museums attribute to all art or artifacts the qualities of contemporary assumptions. She 
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believes exhibition should be accompanied by an examination of these questions: “Can 

they be regarded as art in our sense? Were they made by people who thought of 

themselves in terms that correspond to our definition of ‘artist’? If not, how do we 

acknowledge that while displaying them in art museums?” (p. 192) In addition, “When 

cultural ‘others’ are implicated, exhibitions tell us who we are and, perhaps most 

significant, who we are not. Exhibitions are privileged arenas for presenting images of 

self and ‘other’” (Karp, 1991, p. 15). 

 

Festivals as Cultural Display   

 Procter (2004) explains festivals as a form of civic communion stating, “Scholars 

from a variety of disciplines have argued that community festivals provide a special 

moment in civic life when a community reflects upon, celebrates, and ultimately 

presents an image of itself” (Procter, 2004, p. 132). Similar to a spectacle, festivals are 

usually brief but recurring events where citizens come together to celebrate and aspect 

of their community, at the same time sanctifying and promoting important sociopolitical 

structures while expressing important cultural truths. “Through performance, 

communities highlight and reinforce a certain public identity that is ultimately 

communicated to both local citizens and external publics.” (Procter, 2004, p. 132) They 

are usually annual, organized around some significant event, history, issue or person 

and as moments of common experience, they serve as a “reference point for interaction 

and reflection” (p. 134). 

 An essential characteristic of festivals as civic communion is a continuum of 

active participation. Community members can participate in the performance with their 
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individual skill sets, as all of the senses are engaged- olfactory, gustatory, auditory, 

tactile, kinesthetic, and visual are encouraged as experiences associated with the event 

are taken in (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1991). Procter (2004) points out that civic 

communion takes place for participants before the event, in the planning process, and 

during the actual festival. The emphasis in the festival is not on the ‘objects’ but live 

performances, and with some folk life festivals this can create a gap between performer 

and the audience. Even with efforts to encourage participation, usually a clear 

separation exists between “doers and watchers” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1991). Karp 

(1991) suggests at times there may be a “need for interpretation that explains and sets 

the scene for those attending the festival” (p. 280).  

 Although festivals are generally less didactic and less textual (Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett, 1991) than other sites of cultural display, they still convey a set of 

assumptions. Bauman and Sawin (1991) point out,  

Folk culture is variously counterpoised against elite, mass, or official culture as 
embodying values and social relations that are a necessary, natural, and 
valuable part of human existence, worthy of preservation and encouragement. 
The sometimes tacit, often explicit, assumption is that folk festivals can serve as 
instruments of such preservation and encouragement. (Bauman and Sawin, 
1991, p. 289) 
 

Festivals, like museums, are also “organized in terms of power relations, structures of 

authority and legitimacy, and differential control over values” (Bauman & Sawin, 1991, 

p. 290).  While there is an ideological foundation of liberal pluralism associated with 

festivals, the symbolic and behavioral framing of the festival are being challenged. 

Questions regarding the festival’s inevitable presentation of decontextualized, 

fragmented, officialized messages are also being presented by folklorists and people 

who question the agendas of festival presenters. (Bauman and Sawin, 1991) 
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Cultural Display of Art Cars 

 In some ways, art car weekend is more like a festival than an exhibition. 

Thousands come together in celebration of this form of artistic expression, organized by 

the Orange Show, with entries accepted on a first come, first serve basis. The values 

conveyed come from the individual expressions, rather than an overarching theme. An 

inclusive approach to participation is paramount. A separation exists between 

participants and audiences; however, each is encouraged to change roles as artists 

typically take a year off and watch the parade, and audience members sometimes 

become participants in subsequent years, as in my own case. 

 At the same time, this event is not a festival in the traditional sense with no one 

way of life, anniversary, or personage being celebrated. The cars are art objects on 

display, and together they tell a story of a group of individuals who have broken away 

from traditional standards of both art making and automobile ownership and operation. 

Art cars are created by the people, for the people and therefore, they cannot be properly 

exhibited in a museum or gallery setting.3 The art car parade calls to mind Alper’s 

“museum effect,” with art cars being exhibited in a celebration taking place on the same 

road many participants travel every day.  On parade day, the road is closed and the art 

cars bring the exhibition to the realm of daily life, but in this case, the context of the 

object is somewhat preserved as the cars roll through the streets rather than being 

isolated in a museum space. 

 I believe that to attempt to situate the art car as either festival or exhibit is to fail 

to understand the hybrid nature of the vehicle and the messages it transmits. Some art 
                                                 
3 I believe when art cars are exhibited in museums, such as the Museum of Visionary Art of Baltimore or 
the Art Car Museum of Houston, they become sculptures. This understanding was echoed by several 
other participants in the semi-structured interviews. 
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cars are rolling collections in and of themselves (Blank, 2007). Some art cars are daily 

drivers, the participant’s primary mode of transportation and for this individual, each and 

every day is both celebration and exhibition. For others, driving an art car it is not a way 

of life, but the creation of an art form that seeks to reexamine the car as canvas, 

sculpture, or even performance arena..  

 Spectacle offers additional insight into the cultural exhibition of art cars that I 

believe lies closer to the preferred position of the art car community. Past parade names 

like Sideshow or Rubberneck, TX, indicate an affinity with the vernacular expression 

“making a spectacle of yourself.” MacAloon (1984) made one of the early efforts to 

define the distinctive features of the spectacle. Based on the etymology of the word, 

“Spectacles give primacy to visual sensory and symbolic codes; they are things to be 

seen. Hence we refer to circuses as ‘spectacles,’ but not orchestral performances” (p. 

243). Anyone who has driven an art car knows that they do not go unnoticed. People 

wave, give thumbs up, and even take pictures and video with their cell phone 

technology. Not all sights are spectacles, they must be of a certain size or grandeur, 

“appealing to the eye by mass, proportions, color, or other dramatic qualities” 

(MacAloon, 1984, p. 243). One art car driving down the highway may not qualify as a 

spectacle, but without doubt, a caravan of 25 to 50 or so, or a parade featuring over 250 

art cars makes an impression. In an analysis of space and spectacle, architect David 

Rockwell (2006) identifies the characteristics big, bold, and brief as descriptors of a 

spectacle, connecting and transforming participants immersed in the event.  For 

MacAloon (1984), “spectacles institutionalize the bicameral roles of actors and 

audience, performers and spectators. Both role sets are normative, organically linked, 
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and necessary to the performance. If one or the other set is missing, there is no 

spectacle” (p. 243). Furthermore, “spectacle is a dynamic form, demanding movement, 

action, change, and exchange on the part of the human actors who are center stage, 

and the spectators must be excited in turn” (p. 244). Like festivals and exhibitions there 

are participants; however, with spectacle, there must be an exchange between 

participants and audiences. As MacAloon (1984) points out, “Certain plastic artworks, 

like Christo’s Running Fence [1976] or Smithson’s Spiral Jetty [1970] are visually 

spectacular, but are not spectacles” (p. 244).  Participation in spectacles is voluntary, 

yet MacAloon suggests that spectacle may have the positive effect of serving as a 

recruiting device, noting “Those who have come simply to watch and to be watched, to 

enjoy the spectacle or to profit from it, may find themselves suddenly caught up in 

actions of a different sort at levels of intensity and involvement they could not have 

foreseen” (p. 268). In addition, MacAloon points out, with spectacle, elitism or 

authoritarian ideology diminishes.   

 

Rethinking Art Education 

Art cars are made in a variety of ways by individuals and groups, with a 

significant number of school groups and community groups participating annually. As I 

explored how learning occurs in this community and how this is significant to art 

education, my investigation delved into the emerging field of community-based art 

education (CBAE) and communities of practice as a form of situated learning. I link the 

ideals of a community of practice with Freire’s (2007) theory of dialogical action and its 

characteristics: cooperation, unity, organization, and cultural synthesis and how these 
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can lead to liberation as the hidden assumptions tied to cultural oppression are revealed 

in the creation of art cars and the development of a situated learning community. These 

characteristics challenge top-down models of educational practices and serve as a 

model for transforming the teacher-student relationship, with students becoming co-

investigators with the teacher. According to Kincheloe (2008), “Freire argued that all 

teachers need to engage in constant dialogue with students that questions existing 

knowledge and problematizes the traditional power relations that have served to 

marginalize specific groups and individuals” and to examine the social, cultural, and 

political contexts framing generally accepted knowledge (p. 19). In the art car 

community, community members come together teaching each other through dialogue 

and problematizing the elitism of traditional artistic practices and audience participation 

creating and exhibiting an art form that may have otherwise been excluded in the 

artworld. Loosely organized through the annual parade hosted by the Orange Show 

Foundation and HACK, the art car community comes together generating knowledge 

outside of any educational institution, with no individuals assuming a curatorial role. 

Emerging knowledge is created through participation and interaction with other art car 

artists. According to Wenger (1998),  

…the primary focus of this theory of learning is on learning as social participation. 
Participation here refers not just to local events of engagement in certain 
activities with certain people, but to a more encompassing process of being 
active participants in the practices of social communities and constructing 
identities in relation to these communities. (p.4) 
 

In this community of practice, art car artists, sometimes known as “cartists,” develop 

both an individual identity and a group identity that enables them to transcend the 

traditional “rules of the road” that otherwise prescribe uniform or commercial standards. 
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Individuals in the art car community operate in praxis, “a process of action-reflection-

action that is central to the development of consciousness of power and how it 

operates.” (Kincheloe, 2008, p. 124) Through praxis in the art car community, 

“Knowledge emerges…through invention and re-invention, through the restless, 

impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the world, 

and with each other” (Freire, 2007, p. 72). Freire’s ideas are thus social and can be 

further examined through the larger umbrella of situated learning theory which 

addresses the dynamics of learning through social interaction in contextual activities 

(Kearsley, 2008). 

 

An Introduction to Community-based Art Education 

Community-based art education (CBAE) is an emerging area of art education 

with increasing popularity in the field that encompasses a variety of meanings. Bastos 

(2002) explains,  

As a broad orientation, CBAE describes art education practices that are attentive 
to possible relationships between the arts and communities. Numerous art 
educators have recommended CBAE and, simultaneously, promoted their 
understandings and interpretations of it. CBAE has been used as an umbrella 
term, encompassing diverse art education practices and theories aimed at a 
close relationship between art education and communities. (2002, p. 70) 
 

In 1994, Peter London wrote Step-Out-side: Community-based Art Education, 

promoting the idea of the school as part of the community, offering a way to invigorate 

curriculum with authentic, experiential and first hand learning that should begin by 

examining the world that is located within five minutes of the doorway to the school. In 

addition to focusing on the local environment, CBAE also has an interest in folkloric 

traditions with a renewed interest in the celebratory or ritualistic practices or holiday 
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customs of the local community. More recently, Ulbricht (2002) has suggested that “with 

the expansion of technology and visual media, increasing numbers of citizens are 

learning about a range of issues through imagery and we could consider this another 

form of community-based art education” (p. 7) as images outside of the local are 

brought into and influence daily life. Congdon, Blandy, and Bolin (2001) began 

examining a community-based art initiatives in the United States and found that 

“community arts is associated with people coming together in local art centers, 

museums, schools, religious facilities, social clubs, recreation facilities, and civic 

associations among other settings, both formal and informal” (p. 3). Community 

programs are geared toward “local citizens and special groups including at-risk youth, 

homeless individuals, older adults, handicapped people, gifted and talented individuals, 

the incarcerated, and others not always included in mainstream k-12 art classrooms” 

(Ulbricht, 2002, p. 8). Ulbricht also found that most of these community programs were 

non-profit or governmental organizations, with a growing number of for-profit businesses 

providing drop-in studio services.  

 In this spectrum, community arts focus on a broad range of art objects and art-

making practices, including traditional and popular arts. Bastos (2002) asserts, “valuing 

the intrinsic connections between art and daily life underpins a democratic framework 

for art education because it requires recognizing a variety of art practices, such as 

gardening, embroidery, decorative painting, or pottery, and the diverse people who 

make them” (p. 71). Congdon, Blandy, and Bolin (2001) affirm Bastos’s claim, “these 

diverse art objects and practices function, in part, as catalysts for dialogue about 

individual and group identity, local and national concern, and ultimately the pursuit of 
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democracy” (p. 3). Many advocates of CBAE are interested in raising the critical 

conscious of students through the study of locally produced artwork (Gaudalius and 

Sears, 2002). “Once we begin to seriously consider the idea of community and notice 

the various kinds of communities in which one shares membership, it becomes clear 

that all well-formed communities are grounded in identifiable beliefs and values” 

(Congdon, 2004, p. 2). Communities are never static and change over time and art 

education must be ready to meet these changes with meaningful art education 

practices.   

 

The Historical Role of Community in Art and Art Education 

 Currently, no comprehensive history of community based art education has been 

published,4 although there have always been strong ties between art education and 

community. London (1994) built on the ideas of Lowenfeld (1947) and Dewey (1934) in 

his emphasis on what can be experienced within one hundred feet or within five minutes 

of the school. In the 1990s, several anthologies were published regarding a shift toward 

a new, community-based public art as identified in Lacy’s (1995) Mapping the Terrain 

and community issues addressed in Felshin’s (1995) But is it Art? Jacob’s (1995) 

Culture in Action and Paley’s (1995) Finding Art’s Place dealt specifically with 

community art education projects. Kester (2004) looks at dialogic community arts 

projects and points out the link between Jacob and Olson’s (1995) Culture in Action and 

Jane Addams’s social settlement Hull House and its role in the reformation of American 

society in the early 1900s. During the 1960s, there was an interest in concepts of 
                                                 
4 Congdon, Blandy, & Bolin’s (2001) Histories of Community-Based Art Education is a compilation of 
studies of community-based art education. One study does examine the educational programs of the 
Works Progress Administration but the volume itself is not a chronological or comprehensive history.  
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“empowerment” and “participatory democracy” that tied art and community together in 

the national welfare rights movement (Kester, 2004). Funding mandates of the 1950s 

promoted the emergence of new genre public art projects. In the 1960s and 1970s, this 

was followed by many artists who sought to break away from traditional exhibition 

venues. According to Kester (2004), the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act 

(1973) funded and actually encouraged a range of community-based projects. He also 

notes, “the 1980s witnessed the emergence of a second generation of activist artists, 

fueled by political protests against the Reagan administration’s foreign policy (especially 

in Central America), the apartheid movement, and nascent AIDS activism” (p. 126). 

Artists participating in the role of community activist created work that moved beyond 

the bounds of traditional artworld institutions in order to make a broader impact. As 

Kester (2004) says,     

Although some of these artists and groups would eventually receive recognition 
from mainstream institutions, they almost all began their careers by working 
through a loose network of artist-run exhibition spaces, media arts centers, 
presses, and journals founded as part of the antielitist movement. (p. 126) 
 

Another common thread in community-based art projects is a moralistic pedagogy 

imposed on malleable subjects as Kester (2004) explains. He states, 

Recent community art practice in the United States draws both consciously and 
unconsciously on the history of urban reform. This is clear in its concern with 
ameliorating problems typically associated with the city (e.g., homelessness, 
gang culture), as well as in the relationship that the community-based artist takes 
up with various constituencies and communities (social workers, public housing 
residents, the police, urban planners, and so on). (p. 131) 
 

Often, community art projects involve bringing in an artist from outside the community 

“who is viewed as creatively, intellectually, financially, and institutionally empowered” 

and the community is perceived as having an inferior cultural, economic, or social status 
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(p. 137). While these artists may be empathetic or even overcome the issues of their 

position of privilege, most community-based project require a level of understanding that 

is not taught in school. Kester (2004) asks,  

How do artists, whose education typically focuses on the accumulation of craft 
skills, the cultivation of an intuitive formal sensibility, or knowledge of 
conventional art history and theory, prepare for the complex ethical questions 
that are raised by projects that take them into unfamiliar spaces and contexts? 
(p. 140) 
 

 Community-based projects present complex challenges in finding ways to 

balance the artist’s abilities and taking on the task of finding ways to depict the group’s 

social experience in educational representations. Inquiry into artist-community dynamics 

is also significant to the growing interest in community-based art education, shedding 

light on the relationship among art, schools, and community, as well as in community art 

projects and activities. 

 

The Artist as Educator 

 Giroux (1997) states, “within the last decade, artists have been caught in an 

ideological whirlwind regarding the role they play in their appeal to a wider public” (p. 4). 

He sees artists as cultural workers who “serve as border intellectuals who engage in a 

productive dialogue across different sites of cultural production. Border intellectuals 

function in the space between high and popular culture; between the institution and the 

street; between the public and the private.” (Giroux, 1997, p. 5) Local outcry over work 

and locations of public sculpture organized by public agencies, such as Serra’s Tilted 

Arc5, coupled with artist’s own desire to engage audiences in the spaces and routines of 

                                                 
5 This publicly funded sculpture was commissioned by the Arts-in Architecture program using point .5 
percent of a federal building’s cost for artwork. The minimalist, site-specific work met with community 



51 

their daily lives, have led artists to reexamine their relationship with the public. New 

models of community art projects began to involve the local community, as in many of 

the projects of Suzanne Lacy, who has worked multiple community groups in the 

creation of public performances of dialogue. Kester (2004) points out that with 

successful dialogical works, like those of Lacy, the artist is “less concerned with the 

creation of objects per se than with a collaborative process that would transform the 

consciousness of both the artist and his or her co-participants” (p. 128). In another 

project, Alfredo Jaar collaborated with a community in an exhibition of photographs of 

Bangladeshi women factory workers, juxtaposed with racial and sexual captions made 

by an East Indian factory owner. He overrode one of the participating collaborator’s 

objections prior to the exhibit, but when Bangladeshi women came forward protesting 

the inflammatory remarks, Jaar met with the group and gallery staff and agreed to take 

down the images. Kester (2004) says,  

This situation was relatively unusual. In some community-based public art 
projects, the community’s voice is never fully heard. The institutional authority of 
the artist and his or her privileged relationship to channels of legitimate discourse 
about the project (through media coverage, alliance with sponsoring and funding 
agencies, etc.) can conspire to create the appearance of a harmony of interests 
even where none may actually exist. (p. 149) 
 

Kester believes that an awareness of the history of welfare and social policy is 

necessary for community artists to understand the roles of these types of community 

project. Furthermore, the community artist can be compared to a social worker or 

reformer, in their desire to bring about transformation. This role can also be educational.  

                                                                                                                                                             
controversy when erected on the Manhattan federal plaza in 1981, which led to a public hearing in 1985, 
and removal in 1989. 
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Artists can serve as educators through their artwork as well as through their work 

in communities. Kester (2004) reflects on the homogenous appearance of our cultural 

systems explaining,  

We are constantly framing our experience of the world through representational 
systems. To interact with others we require a shared language, and even our 
visual experience involves a kind of literacy as we learn to interpret the 
conventions associated with photographs, cinema, paintings, street signs, and so 
on. These systems are necessary but also dangerous. They lead us to believe 
that the world is a fixed and orderly place and that we occupy a privileged 
position of stability and coherence within it. (p. 20) 
 

He believes that the work of contemporary artists challenges these ideologies noting, 

“the role of art is to remind us of the illusory nature of that coherence - to show us that 

our perceptions, and our very identities, are shifting, unstable, and contingent” (Kester, 

2004, p. 20). He also explains that avant-garde work in this vein, “while not didactic in 

the conventional sense, clearly seeks to educate and sensitize the viewer in a very 

specific way,” as it opposes ideas that are reductive, with those that are open-ended 

and complex (p. 20). Phillips (1995) also discusses the work of Merle Ukeles, self-

proclaimed artist-in-residence of the New York Sanitation Department, as agent in the 

creation of art, action, and education. She says,  

Education may be Ukeles’s most powerful recipe for quickening others’ activism. 
Always open-minded and never didactic, she is engaged in an active learning 
process - a critical pedagogy that asks participants in her projects also to be 
clients, collaborators, and discussants. Just as research, experimentation, 
testing, and analysis are central to her creative process, the experiencing of the 
work requires similar levels of involvement from viewers. (p. 190) 
 

In the most meaningful community-based art education projects, the artists learn from 

community and community learns from the artist or artwork.  
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An Empowering, Inclusive, Democratic Art Education Based on Community 

 Congdon (2004) believes that community art education broadens our 

perspectives of art beyond the museum, a site that many feel is a place for the elite. 

While individuals who are trained in the visual arts may feel comfortable in a museum, 

others may not respond to the old masters or even highly formal or conceptual artwork. 

She also believes “today’s broadened theoretical perspectives, artistic practices, and 

artworks are changing what we value and how we think about art. Increasingly, artists, 

critics, and art educators are concerning themselves with issues and artistic 

expressions that relate to community life” (p. 3). These shifts have also contributed to 

the evolution of relational and dialogic aesthetics as discussed previously. McFee 

(1995) refers to Bordieu’s study on different cultures and social statuses, and claims 

“we are forced to recognize that there are different concepts about what art forms 

express a given social class’ identity and what children growing up in these classes tend 

to learn about what is acceptable as art” (p. 174). Hierarchical approaches that are 

implicit in contrasting high art and low art tend to reinforce stratified views of society, 

while “an art education that is based on encompassing a variety of art frameworks 

challenges narrowly defined categorizations, inspiring participatory visions of art and 

society” (Bastos, 2002, p. 71).    

 These postmodern approaches not only bring work to the community, but are 

more accessible to the social contexts of everyday people. Gaudelius and Sears (2002) 

believe community-based art education can also revitalize cultural identities of students 

and teachers by paying attention to the everyday. Bastos (2002) noted in her study of 

three teachers in rural communities that, “working in an economically disadvantaged 
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rural community, these teachers showed knowledge of how culture, art, and heritage 

can empower teachers and students to revitalize their cultural identity and examine their 

possibilities in society” (p. 70-71). Furthermore, she believes that art education 

programs are remiss if they do not prepare educators how to “identify, examine, and 

critically teach locally-produced art” (p. 71). She explains, “The importance of studying 

art produced in local communities lies in the possibilities for students and teachers to 

gain insights into multiple aspects of life surrounding them, including economics, 

politics, education, and culture” (Bastos, 2002, p. 71) Her vision of CBAE is inspired by 

Freire’s (1987) culture circles that inform participation in the local community and 

attempt to affect change in society at large. She asserts this can begin with the study of 

locally-produced art and produces an active approach to critical consciousness by 

which new meanings are given to familiar phenomena. Students should be taught to 

interpret and appreciate local art by an approach she describes as making the familiar 

strange. She says,  

Frequently, the art germane to our immediate life circumstances is invisible to us. 
Interpretations that enable bringing locally-produced art into a focus are powerful 
because they can yield critical consciousness not only about art itself, but also 
about the context of art production and the value systems reflected in it. (Bastos, 
2002, p. 73) 
 

CBAE is change oriented as it reexamines local contexts and “it is the process that 

enables re-visioning the art that is most important to a community” (Bastos, 2002, p. 

75). 

 Bastos (2002) commented, “as multicultural art education practices seek to 

respect students’ heritages and traditions, creating a diverse and equitable classroom, 

CBAE draws on local art, culture, and experiences to design curricula” (p. 75) Writers in 
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the field of art education and in the field of community indicate the value of CBAE is tied 

to multiculturalism. For Graves (2005) this happens by broadening the curriculum from 

within schools by asking, “What kind of students do we want to produce? Why are we 

doing what we are doing?” (p. 128) He believes the conversation needs to move beyond 

the institution of the school and examine cultural traditions that are vital and meaningful 

to the local community. It is important to recognize the diversity within our own 

communities, and as Mc Fee (1995) observed, “the cultural differences one finds in 

one’s neighborhood may be as great as those encountered on a trip to a remote country 

on another continent” (p. 174). Bastos (2002) believes “each teacher’s CBAE orientation 

is shaped by his or her views of art, culture, and community,” leading to a variety of 

approaches for addressing local issues (p. 75). Desai (2002) encouraged art teachers to 

“address the complexities of a multicultural society through a social reconstructive 

model of multicultural art education” (p. 318). Both Bastos and Desai propose using 

ethnography to capture the cultural and social dimensions of art. Through ethnographic 

interviews of local artists, “students become aware the social dimension of art; that is, 

understanding who makes art and why, where art is practiced in a community and what 

forms it takes” (Desai, 2002, p. 318) McFee (1995) also supports anthropological 

approaches to understanding art forms such as folk and popular arts, which have often 

been neglected in fine art institutions, but have historical significance. The social, 

political, and cultural contexts of these artforms provide a basis for appreciating and 

judging multicultural contributions to art education (Desai, 2002; McFee, 1995). 
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Democratic Approaches of Art and Art Education 

 In their day to day lives, educators often overlook the hegemonic practices that in 

which they unwittingly participate, even as they attend museums and festivals that 

appear unique. Artists and art educators are in a position to begin question dominant 

social practices critically. As Maxine Greene (1995) sates, 

That is one of the reasons I would argue for aware engagements with the arts for 
everyone, so that - in this democracy - human beings will be less likely to confine 
themselves to the main text, to coincide forever with what they are. The ‘main 
text’ may be conceived of as the ordinary, the everyday. It may refer to what 
Foucault describes as ‘normalization,’ or to what is worthy or respectable. (p. 
112) 
 

Postmodernism has begun to question ideas about what it means to be American, a 

type of metanarrative, and how traditionally what was seen as respectable has been 

identified with white, middle-class values. These values were taken for granted and not 

subject to examination, deconstruction, or critique in relation to social, political, and 

cultural context. The artworld reflected this worldview. But as Greene (1995) indicates,     

It is a constructed world, therefore to be viewed as provisional, contingent, and 
always open to critique. It is also to be regarded as one always open to 
expansion and revision. The canon, defined by a certain number of men in time 
past, must always be skeptically conceived and kept open to what for 
generations has been ignored. (p. 113) 
 

Bastos (2002) believes CBAE can also help people critically examine their world 

explaining,   

Celebrating and valuing local art is an important aspect of CBAE that becomes 
even more powerful if it tries to unveil the mechanisms by which local art came to 
be under-appreciated. Schools, museums, universities, local politics, and 
business influence local art, creating a context that favors or hinders local art 
development. (p. 80) 
 

Her premise of making the familiar strange, “strange enough to be appreciated, 

criticized, and transformed” is one method of opening up examination of the constructed 
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worlds that surround us (Bastos, 2002, p. 780-81). Furthermore, Congdon’s (2004) 

study of CBAE and of folklife, discovered that folklorists believe that all groups have a 

folklife and that “these traditional expressions provide individuals and communities with 

ways to artistically communicate their means of viewing the world” (p. 22). These 

traditions can range from Japanese origami to waiting for Santa Claus, and each 

tradition has its own aesthetic dimension that is worth examining and has been shared 

informally in communal experiences with family, friends, neighbors, co-workers and 

other interactions during daily life. Modes of sharing have changed somewhat recently, 

not only giving rise to new examples through the use of technology, but also allowing for 

counter-hegemonic cultural participation through such movements as Do It Yourself 

(DIY). One aspect indicative of a folklife group is “a communal language or way of 

talking about things that other people don’t understand. Jokes, proverbs, beliefs 

systems, material culture, and stories develop in the group” (Congdon, 2004, p. 21). 

This language is created and performed in cultural groups and reveals beliefs and 

values that correspond with other forms of cultural production in which students 

participate and find personal meaning. Bastos (2002) also indicates the need for 

examining not only “other” traditions, but also traditions within the many communities 

within which we ourselves participate.  

 In CBAE, “locally-produced art study is at the core of educational practice that 

value community participation. Local art carries the seeds and traditions of a 

community, creates and reflects contradictions and controversies, and constantly 

alludes to renewal and change” (Bastos, 2002, p. 80). These links between school and 

students is also required step in socially reconstructive educational practices. CBAE is 
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part of an overall shift in postmodern art education. Questions are being asked about 

traditional assumptions. Culture is no longer revered as high culture as critical 

individuals begin to question the nature of what is considered culture and knowledge. 

“Students own ethnic beliefs, values, arts, festivals, and heritage are things to be 

recognized and valued” (Nerperud, 1995, p. 17). Desai and Chalmers (2007) point to 

new forms of community education explaining,   

Henry Giroux (2006) too has consistently argued that our students and the public 
are educated through what he calls ‘sites of public pedagogy’ – that is television, 
newspaper photographs and advertisements, digital media, films that constantly 
bombard us with images. And as a result ‘schools have to rethink what it means 
to educate young people to live in a world dominated by entirely new modes of 
information, communication, and cultural production.’ These new public 
pedagogical sites are almost entirely dominated by a few corporations who select 
and control the kinds of visual representation that play a vital role in shaping 
particular understandings of our culture, community, nation, and the world. (p. 6- 
8) 
 

Art cars are symbolic examples of a revolt against the ideology of dominant culture and 

public pedagogy. The art car artists’ contributions of locally created art raise questions 

through cultural display and encourage democratic participation.  
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CHAPTER 4  

METHODOLOGY 

Understanding My Role in Relationship to the Roles of  
Others in a Complex Community of Practice 

 
Paradigmatic Assumptions  

This study is framed by interpretivist paradigmatic assumptions. According to 

Glesne (2006),  

Interpretivists …offer yet a different understanding of theory based on 
interpretation, or the act of making sense out of a social interaction. Theory 
building proceeds by thick description, defined as “description that goes beyond 
the mere or bare reporting of an act (thin description), but describes and probes 
the intentions, motives, contexts, situations, and circumstances of action.” (p. 27)  
 

Within the interpretivist paradigm, I believe that knowledge and reality are constructed 

through social interaction. Multiple realities exist and can conflict with another, but these 

realities are also capable of change through interaction. In this study, knowledge is 

created through interactions between me and other members of the community 

participating and co-constructing the investigation (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). As I 

examined Houston’s art car community, with its democratic art-creations and local 

appreciation culminating in the events of Art Car Weekend, I interpreted what I believe 

underlies the coming together of a diverse range of participants and how artistic and 

educational practices are challenged. 

I used qualitative research to generate understanding “based on building a 

complex interpretative and holistic picture of a multi-layered social world” (Prosser, 

1998, p. 100), by consideration of my own art-making practices and participation and 

examination of the additional layers revealed by art car artists, event organizers and 

attendees. My perspective is fore-grounded, told from a first-person perspective. My 
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narrative was shaped through my interactions with others. I provide my interpretation 

based on shared experiences. Although my voice is dominant, I worked to present a 

text in which other participants support and challenge my assumptions, broadening my 

own understanding. In Participant Observation, DeWalt and De Walt (2002) state,  

…qualitative research in general, and participant observation in particular, 
encourages the continual reassessment of initial research questions and 
hypothesis, and facilitates the development of new hypothesis and questions as 
new insights occur as a result of increasing familiarity with the context. (p. 13) 
 

 Throughout this study, I struggled with aligning my personal stance as a 

researcher conducting an auto-ethnography. I am drawn to and strongly influenced by 

social reconstructivism and critical theory. The people who have written about art cars 

also have a critical stance. There are art cars that directly critique issues from multiple 

perspectives. Art car artists often have social and political agendas, advocating for local 

and world-wide causes. Frequently art car drivers are associated with hippies. While 

there are still some hippies around and a few that are hippies at heart, this is not such a 

clearly homogenous group. As I explored the ways art cars challenge dominant culture, 

I realized that most members of the art car community are not marginalized. Art car 

drivers include engineers, lawyers, teachers, plumbers, etc., members of the working 

class. Some are self-employed; others work for firms, corporations, and even other art 

car community members. At the same time, I believe all classes affected the growth of 

the large city and the by-product is alienation, regardless of whether the city is a 

commuter city or has mass-transit. Furthermore, the nuclear family the emerged with 

the rise of mobility is also dissolving. Art cars have allowed this group of Houstonians to 

reconnect and form new alliances, regardless of social class, marital status, age or 

ethnicity. I find the art car movement to be commentary on the monotony of mass 
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production and commuter culture along with personal and local agency to create 

change. My interaction with critical authors and with certain individuals in the community 

has impacted the way I understand and talk about the art car community. Yet, I believe I 

still retain the worldview of an interpretivist, with critical theory being one worldview, one 

that I cannot entirely separate myself from, particularly in this study.  

 

Arts-Informed Educational Research 

 Arts-informed practices are an emerging trend in several forms of qualitative 

research, including auto-ethnography. As Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006) describe, this 

approach borders traditional methods of interdisciplinary positions of anthropological 

and medical research in the search for new ways of enriching understanding. They 

explain,    

Emergent research methods are the logical conclusion to paradigm shifts, major 
developments in theory, and new conceptions of knowledge and the knowledge-
building process. As researchers continue to explore new ways of thinking about 
and framing knowledge construction, so too, do they develop new ways of 
building knowledge, accessing data, and generating theory In this sense, new 
methods and methodologies are theory driven and question driven. (p. xi)  
 

There are “three pillars,” or artistic practices influencing arts-informed educational 

research - visual, literary, and performative (Sinner, Leggio, Irwin, Gouzouasis, & 

Grauer, 2006). Within my study of Houston’s Art Car community and myself as a 

member of this community, I knew I would be using both visual and literary approaches. 

The thought clouds were visual invitations for participation. I included them in the 

analysis section of this document to further illustrate and support my findings. In 

retrospect, I now see the interactive field-observation component during the parade line 

up as performative. I was not a silent observer, but had direct conversations with people 
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who shared their thoughts with me as an art education doctoral student conducting 

research. Not only was my premise of being in the parade different than other times I 

have participated, but I believe I behaved differently since I was trying to engage with 

people for the success6 of the art car and for the study of community understandings of 

the cultural phenomenon and accompanying values.   

 Deacon (2006) points out that qualitative researchers continually seek to find 

creative and active methods for encapsulating “the multi-dimensionality of the human 

experience” (p. 95). The methods she discusses include sculpting, photography, 

videography, drawing, role-playing, and writing. She explains,  

The purpose behind many of these methods is to find ways to make living 
systems actually come alive; not only to hear, but to see the stories behind the 
participants’ perceptions and experiences; not only to observe, but to actually 
become a part of that which we as researchers are studying. (Deacon, 2006. P. 
97) 
 

These methods may be used throughout all phases of social research from data 

collection and analysis, to interpretation, as well as representation (Leavy, 2009, Keifer-

Boyd, 2007). I used interactive thought clouds on my participatory art car to gather 

information, to promote interaction with participants, in the emergence and analysis of 

themes, and in the final representation of the community. As Leavy (2009) explains, 

“these emerging tools adapt the tenets of the creative arts in order to address social 

research questions in holistic and engaged ways in which theory and practice are 

intertwined” (Leavy, 2009, p. 3). Although arts-informed approaches are increasingly 

used in qualitative research, Cahnmann-Taylor (2008) points out, educational 

                                                 
6 I have done similar projects to solicit dialog that have not been successful, with only one or two, if any, 
responses. I believed the approach would work in the context of the art car parade based on my prior 
experiences during line up. I was still nervous until the first person shared a thought, a child writing on a 
cloud. My performance was not an artistic performance, but a performance as a doctoral student 
explaining the project and ethical notices, seeking participation and interaction.  
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researchers should not however present arts-informed inquiry approaches in opposition 

to more traditional approaches to educational research. She explains,  

Rather, the literary, visual, and performing arts offer ways to stretch a 
researcher’s capacity for creativity and knowing, creating a healthy synthesis of 
approaches to collect, analyze, and represent data in ways that present a full 
picture of a heterogeneous movement to improve education. (Cahnmann-Taylor, 
2008, p. 4)  
 
 

History and Development of Arts-Informed Educational Research 

 Cahnmann-Taylor (2008) argues that the beginning of educational curriculum 

theory and research were essentially art-informed as evidenced by the influence of 

Friedrich Schiller’s (1802) aesthetics on educational pioneers like Pestalozzi and 

Herbart, and subsequently Frobel and Montessori. The connection she makes 

emphasizes experiential learning, a concept expounded on later by John Dewey (1934). 

She states, “Dewey feared that effete formalistic appreciation had ossified the aesthetic 

experience…arguing for an emotional, experiential basis of knowing as critical to 

learning - he suggests that what was now called aesthetic experience was 

dysfunctional” (Cahnmann-Taylor, 2008, p. 5). Dewey’s ideas of the aesthetic 

experience are still significant in the work of arts-informed educational researcher 

interested in narrative and living inquiry as it relates to the primary impulse of learning 

through sensory experience. 

 One shift in educational research practices corresponding with arts-informed 

educational research has been a move toward narrative storytelling. This hybrid form 

can be tied to postmodern multicultural and feminist writing, with writers breaking with 

tradition to tell stories that had previously been omitted in academic research. Ruth 
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Behar’s (1993) feminist ethnography, Translated Woman and Carolyn Ellis’s (1999) 

work in “opening up the territory of ‘autoethnography,’ a merger between autobiography 

and ethnography,  highlighting the extent to which the researcher foregrounds his or her 

own reflections and experiences in a given study”  (Cahnmann-Taylor , 2008, p. 8-9). 

These “blurred genres” contextualize the creation of art in the research process. Not 

only are the genres of arts and sciences blurred in these methods, but at times fictional 

aspects are employed. Cahnmann-Taylor (2008) discusses Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot’s 

(1983) study of portraiture, describing her method as a combination of systematic, 

empirical description with aesthetic expression, as well as Thomas Barone’s Touching 

Eternity (2001), documenting “his personal research journey from educational criticism 

to narrative storytelling.” She explains,  

Where educational criticism called on the researcher to function as a connoisseur 
to see deeply into a situation and to reveal details that the casual observer would 
miss, narrative storytelling cast the researcher as a raconteur, who – if necessary 
– created facts to fill holes in the story. (Cahnmann-Taylor, 2008, p. 6) 
 

Both postmodernism criticism and educational criticism have led to the need for 

expanded methods in educational research, with early resolutions found in the literary 

arts. Additional insight has been gained through the work of Shaun McNiff (1998) and 

art therapy in the field of health research. Several cross-discipline facets of arts- 

informed practices are being incorporated in qualitative educational research. 

 Noted art educator Elliot Eisner has had on ongoing engagement with the literary 

facet of educational research. In the early 1990s Eisner and Howard Gardner debated 

about the ultimate nature of research with Eisner supporting the use of the novel in 

research and Gardner being skeptical of the value of such work, particularly in the 

attainment of a doctorate. (Eisner, 2005). In Complementary Methods for Research in 
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Education, Barone and Eisner (1997) focus on contributions of the literary arts in 

educational research. They explain seven features of arts-informed research: the 

creation of a virtual reality, the presence of ambiguity, the use of expressive language, 

the use of contextualized and vernacular language, the promotion of empathy, personal 

signature of the researcher/writer, and the presence of aesthetic form, expanding on 

how each is significant to qualitative research. The purpose of employing arts-informed 

research practices is to “infuse the inquiry and its writing” (Barone & Eisner, 1997, p. 

73). While supportive of arts-informed research, Eisner acknowledges obstacles in the 

field of educational research. In the opening address of the First European Conference 

on Arts-Based Research, Eisner (2005) stated,  

There are on the one hand constraining conditions that are driven by a national 
anxiety concerning the quality of our schools, and at the same time, a growing 
recognition that there is more than one story to tell and more than one set of 
methods to employ. Clearly, art-based research is an expression of the need for 
diversity and a tendency to push towards a de-standardization of method. What 
is not clear is how much de-standardization those in the research community will 
tolerate, at the same time, accept as being legitimate. (p.16) 
 
 
 

Design of the Study  

 As I investigated my primary question, “How can studying the art car event give 

me insight into art and its value for people in a community?” and the subsequent 

questions stated in chapter 1, I conducted a multi-method project blending auto-

ethnography and narrative inquiry because I believe this emerging approach of research 

has significant potential to me as an art educator. Arts-informed research practices, 

both qualitative and postmodern, add to and are used in conjunction with other forms of 

research, an “extension that recognizes the specific contribution” art making can make 
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to educational research (Sinner, et al, 2006, p.17). Leavy (2009) points out as 

researchers are searching for ways to better address research questions, “researchers 

are not ‘discovering’ new research tools they are carving them” in an effort to bring a 

“holistic, integrated perspective” to the work” (p. 1). Arts-informed practices have taken 

multiple forms in educational research as pointed out by Karen Kiefer-Boyd (2007). It is 

recognized as a hybrid and multiple methodologies are used. It is a form of research 

that recognizes “the necessity of a methodology being practice, process, and product” 

as key principles (Sinner, et al, 2006, p.1225-1226). Leavy (2009) elaborates an arts-

informed approach  

may constitute one phase of the project. For example, data collected and 
analyzed via conventional methods may later be represented via an artistic form 
in order to impart the particular kinds of meaning the researcher deems important 
and/or as a means of reaching a wider audience. Alternatively, data collected via 
traditional methods may be analyzed and interpreted with an arts-based practice. 
(p. 258) 
 

An integrated approach, arts-informed methods and traditional methods can be 

combined in multi-method research projects to “ideally inform each other to add depth, 

dimension, texture, and producing more openings through which the researcher and 

participant could enter the cocreate meaning” (Leavy, 2009, p. 258).  As I investigate 

the meanings revealed, I work to create a reader-ly, open text through the resulting 

narrative.   

 My excitement with this study of Houston’s art car community was not only in 

studying a topic that I am personally invested in, but the opportunity to engage with 

research using a range of research methods that merge art and social science. I drew 

on my own experience of making collaborative art cars. Using multiple methods allowed 

me to examine the facets of this art form, the people who create the entries, and the 
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ways it is valued in the community. In this study of myself in relationship to other 

community members, I participated as both art car artist and researcher, preparing 

thought clouds for the art car in an attempt to create a more interactive avenue to field 

study than simply observing. These roles enabled me to examine both explicit and tacit 

values among community members and my relationship to them. 

 

Auto-Ethnography: A Literary Approach to Arts-Informed Research 

Previously, I briefly discussed auto-ethnography in relationship to blurred genres 

such as autobiography and ethnography. Roth (2005) reaffirms the claim that that 

ethnographic research is as much of a reflection of the author’s own cultural position 

and point of view as it is a description of a population of others, set up along lines of 

comparison and contrast.  He states, “ethnography is better considered as encounters 

of actors that are differently embedded with-in particular social/cultural milieus. On this 

view, our knowledge is always relational” (Roth, 2005, p. 14). In Participant 

Observation, Reed-Danahay (1997) discusses postmodern conceptions of self and 

society as one of multiplicity, stating, “the notion of autoethnography which foregrounds 

the multiple nature of selfhood may be better substituted with one stressing multiple, 

shifting identities” (p. 3).   

Stemming from the field of anthropology, autoethnography shares the storytelling 
feature with other genres of self-narrative but transcends mere narration of self to 
engage in cultural analysis and interpretation. It is this analytical and interpretive 
nature that I focus on in distinguishing autoethnography from other self-
narratives. (Chang, 2008, p. 43) 
 

 Auto-ethnography has been used in a variety of disciplines, including educational 

research. (Roth, 2005) Autoethnography can take on a variety of forms including novel, 
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short story, essay and other conventional forms of narrative writing and it can be 

performed (Leavy, 2009). Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006) suggest that auto-ethnography 

has both built on and extended the tradition of oral history stating, “generally, 

autoethnography is a method of oral history in which the researcher becomes his or her 

own subject” (p. xxii). It also uses traditional qualitative methods in the collection of 

autobiographical nature through journaling and reflective diaries (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 

2006). These methods are tied to literary conventions such of dialogue, scenes, 

characterization, and plot. At times auto-ethnographers will incorporate fiction. “The 

narrative that emerges is autobiographical but situated within a cultural backdrop. An 

auto-ethnographic text develops from a researcher’s embodiment position and is thus a 

bodily, as well as intellectual, production” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006, p. xxii - xxiii). 

 In the following vignette, I share my own thoughts about traveling from the 

outskirts of Houston to meet others participating in the parade, using the fictitious 

perspective of my car. 

Wow! This is exciting! I’ve just gotten the spa treatment…my skin gently 
massaged and exfoliated, with a soothing hydrating lotion, and I’m in a new blue 
outfit. I’ve been waiting for this an entire year. It’s so nice to be on my way to the 
big event. But something’s not quite right. The wind blowing past me feels 
refreshing, but something feels different. Why is everyone driving past me 
without even giving me a second look? Nobody is taking out their camera phone 
or waving at me at the red lights. Nobody is giving me the thumbs up…it’s a little 
disappointing.  
 

The spa treatment and new outfit were the sanding, primer, and fresh coat of paint. As I 

drove by a gas station where I caused a scene on way to the parade in a different art 

car a couple of years before, it occurred to me that this year was the first time I had not 

had any interaction with people while on the way to the parade. Usually on the way to 

events people will stop me at a red-light or at the gas station wanting to know where I 
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am going and what I am doing. Sometimes they ask where the parade is if they have 

heard about it on the news. This time, no one took notice of us - my Jeep and I were 

just one of thousands of on Interstate Highway 10, rolling through Houston. No one 

cared about the new coat of fresh blue paint. I realized that because I had decided not 

to put the magnetic thought clouds on until I got to the parade, my car was simply 

“embarrassingly plain.” At one time, I even had a moment of doubt about getting onto 

the parade route even though I had my number.      

 My thoughts shared through the perspective of the car were more confident as 

the research process got underway and the field observation vehicle begins to actually 

work as I had hoped. “People have never come so close to me, sometimes someone 

would ask if they could touch me, but today she’s asking people something and they 

come over and they tickle me, they lean on me, spend time with me…I think they even 

like me!” These thoughts are clearly my experiences. Often Americans bestow feelings 

on cars, and relationships with the automobile reflect cultural attitudes. The reactions 

that I usually get when I drive an art car and lack of experiencing them this year 

demonstrate the how art cars typically attract attention and the notion of celebrity 

generally associated with driving an art car. 

 Autoethnographic methods work to tie the personal to the cultural, social, and 

political. Both direct and indirect approaches feature “concrete action, emotion, 

embodiment, self-consciousness, and introspection” (Leavy, 2009, p. 40). Auto-

ethnography is a highly reflective practice aimed at raising multiple layers of 

consciousness of the researcher as they “use their own thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences as a means of understanding the social world, or some aspect of it”  
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(Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006, p. xxii). Emotional experience is conveyed as part of the 

knowledge itself (Leavy, 2009). Autoethnography includes recording thoughts and 

emotions during the process of during the study, combining both intellectual and 

emotional dimensions to the research project. Leavy (2009) notes, “the researcher is 

allowed to explore her feelings and experiences thus validating her experiences as 

legitimate data that are just as valid as those of others she might choose to study” (p. 

42). She claims that the role of researcher as both informant and writer “broadens 

traditional qualitative understandings of ‘insider status,’” as well as “problematizes the 

insider-outsider dichotomy that guides traditional qualitative research practice” (Leavy, 

2009, p. 42).  

 As I began this investigation, I was confident because of my insider relationship 

with the community. I was on the email list. I had been to meetings. I had attended 

events, helped plan several, and had created and driven art cars in events. I knew 

whose name was affiliated with what rule. I had cell phone numbers. I had backup. My 

observations would not be superficial. I was an insider. And as an insider, I could not 

feign objectivity. At the same time, revealing myself and my personal biases as I share 

my experiences, thoughts, and feelings contribute to the authority of my story.  

 

 The Appeal of Auto-Ethnography as a Method 

 Auto-ethnography has emerged and gained in popularity in conjunction with 

several important shifts in qualitative research, including questions regarding the place 

of the researcher within the text, a heightened awareness of power in the writing and 

representation process, and current challenges to the theoretical and epistemological 
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assumptions of traditional research. Leavy (2009) points out, “although historically even 

qualitative researchers such as ethnographers were charged with rendering ‘objective’ 

accounts of social reality, it is now well accepted that ethnographers are positioned 

within the texts they provide” (p. 36). She asserts that all social researchers are 

“implicitly interwoven into their final representations in many ways” and are rarely 

“invisible” within the text (Leavy, 2009, p. 36). Rather than an objective reality, 

researchers communicate partial and situated realities which have led to the 

questioning of voice and disclosure in the representation of research findings. “The 

heightened awareness of power in the writing process is also linked to rises in reflexivity 

in both theory and practice” (Leavy, 2009, p. 260). Furthermore with the emergence 

critical of perspectives of feminism, postmodernism, poststructuralism, multiculturalism, 

cultural studies, and general increases in interdisciplinary research, “our understanding 

of reflexivity has expanded from a focus on the ways that biography shapes research to 

include a critical disruption of the traditional writing and representation process” (Leavy, 

2009, p. 260). Additionally,  

a space has opened for researchers to create methods and methodologies that 
not only account for a researcher’s subjectivity but also refashion the researcher 
as the primary subject of investigation (or one of several overlapping sources of 
data). (Leavy, 2009, p. 38)  
 

Spry (2006) explains that auto-ethnography has opened up new, embodied ways of 

writing about social life, while “resisting Grand Theorizing and the façade of objective 

research that decontextualizes subjects for singular truth” found among hegemonic 

practices (p. 188). She points out that auto-ethnography originated at the margins of 

dominant academic writing, working to identify “the material, political, and 

transformational dimensions of representational politics.” (Spry, 2006, p. 188) She also 
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contends, “autoethnographic methods recognize the reflections and refractions of 

multiple selves in contexts that arguably transform the authorial ‘I’ to an existential ‘we’” 

(p. 188). 

 

Exploring Self and Other  

 Roth (2005) reaffirms the claim that that ethnographic research is as much of a 

reflection of the author’s own cultural position and point of view as it is a description of a 

population of others, set up along lines of comparison and contrast.  He states, 

“ethnography is better considered as encounters of actors that are differently embedded 

with-in particular social/cultural milieus. On this view, our knowledge is always 

relational” (Roth, 2005, p. 14). Some see auto-ethnography as an extension of what 

ethnographers already do, with the addition of self-study as a viable data source. Auto-

ethnography is a negotiation process between self and other.  “In this design 

researchers share their experiences as a part of their ethnographic work- as a means of 

developing their own ideas, questioning their assumptions and positionality, building 

rapport, and creating reciprocity” (Leavy, 2009, p. 39). Roth (2009) examines the 

symmetrical relation of autobiography and biography and finds implications for auto-

ethnography. He believes, 

Similarly, auto/ethnography reveals concretely realized patterns in one’s actions 
rather than the actions of others, a form of research we have come to know as 
ethnography. All auto/ethnography, because it inquiries the concretely realized 
action possibilities that exist at the collective level is a concretely realized form of 
ethnography viewed generally. (Roth, 2005, p. 4) 
 

Roth (2005) also believes that the historically and culturally positioned relational 

representations, along with accompanying prejudices and factors that have 
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influenced interpretation should be made clear to the reader. Providing further 

insight, Chang (2008) states,  

Like ethnographers, autoethnographers are expected to treat their 
autobiographical data with critical, analytical, and interpretive eyes to detect 
cultural undertones of what is recalled, observed, and told. At the end of a 
thorough self-examination in its cultural context, autoethnographers hope to gain 
a cultural understanding of self and others directly and indirectly connected to 
self. (Chang, 2008, p. 49) 
 
In chapter 1, I included autobiographical and cultural influences, the 

General Lee and Mary Kay pink Cadillacs, as well as to my high school friend’s 

unusual automobiles, a vintage Cadillac Ambulance with his own quirky additions 

and his Zebra stripe painted “Thing.” I consider these examples significant to my 

auto-ethnography. In my story I did not recount the experience of driving around 

in a Model A Replicar with my friend’s sister because it did not support my 

concept of an art car. This omission is based on my prejudice towards cars not 

created by individuals and their drive to personalize their vehicle. Another aspect 

of my positioning of this auto-ethnography is that I am relatively “middle of the 

road” as an art car driver, because my art cars have been collaborative and 

temporary. My experience as an art car creator who participates solely in events 

is different than the way a daily driver experiences this culture and community 

and is reflected in how I construct this narrative. I worked to listen for viewpoints 

that both complemented and challenged my own understandings as I examined 

the facets of culture that have contributed to the Houston’s art car community 

and my understandings of it.  
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The Flexibility of Auto-Ethnography 

  As previously discussed, auto-ethnography is commonly considered to raise self-

consciousness and promote reflexivity. There are other advantages, as well as 

disadvantages that come with placing oneself central to the research process (Leavy, 

2009). Leavy expounds,  

Autoethnography requires the researcher to make him- or herself vulnerable. 
One cannot predict the emotions one will experience throughout this process. In 
addition, by opening up his or her personal life to the public, a researcher lets go 
of some of privacies and invites possible criticism. (Leavy, 2009, p. 40) 
 

At the same time, researchers have the opportunity to merge ethnographic, 

autobiographical data, and can also introduce fiction, along with exploring other literary 

devices and experimental forms in order to most effectively convey their interpretations. 

Fictionalization can be done through the creation of composite characters, situating the 

piece within a particular context, or to evoke emotionality. “In autoethnographic writing, 

fiction is therefore employed as a means of emphasizing particular partial truths, 

revealing social meanings, and linking the experiences of individuals to the larger 

cultural and institutional context in which social actors live” (Leavy, 2009, p. 40). Leavy 

(2009) also indicates this approach can help bridge micro and macro levels of analysis.  

 In addition to this flexibility for the writer, there is also an active desire to engage 

with the reader in auto-ethnographic writing as authors seek to convey a sense of 

resonance, as they share their relationship with the research with audiences who 

consume the work. In this style of writing, the “focus on reader response encourages 

connection, empathy, and solidarity, as well as emancipatory moments in which 

powerful insights into the lived experiences of others are generated (Sparkes, 2002, p. 

221). She quotes Ellis (1995): 
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Similarly, Ellis, in reflecting on how she came to write Final Negotiations (Ellis 
1995), makes the following points: “My open text consciously permitted readers 
to move back and forth between being in my story and being in theirs, where they 
could fill in or compare their experiences and provide their own sensitivities about 
what was going on. I attempted to write in a way that allows readers to feel the 
specificity of my situation, yet sense the unity of human experience as well, in 
which they can connect to what happened to me, remember what happened to 
them, or anticipate what might happen in the future. I wanted readers to feel that 
in describing my experience I had penetrated their heads and hearts. I hoped 
they would grapple with the ways they were different from and similar to me.” 
(Sparkes, 2002, p. 221) 
 

Furthermore Sparkes continues explaining that these types of texts are reader-ly, rather 

than writer-ly and “invite the reader to fill them with personal meaning gathered from 

outside the text” (p. 220). She elaborates, “here the aim of the storyteller ‘is not to 

prompt a single, closed, convergent reading but to persuade readers to contribute 

answers to the dilemmas they pose’ (Barone, 1995, p. 66)” (quoted in Sparkes, 2002, p. 

220). Geelan (2005) points out three layers of reflection that take place in ethnography. 

“The first movement of ethnography corresponds to fieldwork and the second to the 

writing. The third movement occurs when readers make their own meaning through a 

dynamic interaction of the text with their existing knowledge, beliefs and experiences” 

(p. 240). Spry (2006) cites Goodall (1998) who argues, “good autoethnography strives 

to use relational language and styles to create purposeful dialogue between the reader 

and the author’ (p. 7)” (p. 191). I relate this to my own understanding of “being there” in 

ethnographic study. I have employed quotations that are grammatically incorrect in an 

effort to help the reader “be there,” to understand the exchange and my representation 

of the conversations as meaningful in this auto-ethnography. 

 

Narrative Inquiry 

Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience using discourse in 
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process and product, serving as methodology, data analysis, and representation based 

on the premise that all research is a social construction (Packwood & Sikes, 1996). 

Academic forms of narrative inquiry include narrative ethnography, personal 

ethnography, performative writing, autoethnography, autobiography, creative analytical 

practice and other approaches using narrative writing and performance (Goodall, 2008), 

these forms are drawn from stories lived and told (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

Riessman (1993) considers narrative as the organizing principle for human action. He 

stipulates that “storytelling, to put the argument simply, is what we do with our research 

materials and what informants do with us. The story metaphor emphasizes that we 

create order, constructing contexts in particular contexts” (Riessman, 1993, p. 1). 

Packwood and Sikes (1996) reiterate this relational notion explaining that narrative 

inquiry,  

is a collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a place or 
series of places, and in social interaction with milieus. An inquirer enters this 
matrix in the midst of progress in this same spirit concluding the inquiry still in the 
midst of living and telling, reliving and retelling, the stories of the experiences that 
make up people’s lives, both individual and social. (p. 337) 
 

Clandinin and Connelly (2004) also draw on Dewey (1934) and experience and explain, 

For us, narrative is the best way of representing and understanding experience. 
Experience is what we study, and we study it narratively because narrative 
thinking is a key form of experience and a key way of writing and thinking about 
it. In effect, narrative thinking is part of the phenomenon of narrative. It might be 
said that narrative method is a part of aspect of narrative phenomena. Thus, we 
say, narrative is both the phenomena and the method of the social sciences. (p. 
18) 
 

Proposing a three-dimensional narrative space, one dimension of experience is based 

on interaction between the personal and social being inward (personal) and outward 

(social).   
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Another dimension of Clandinin and Connelly’s three-dimensional narrative 

space is continuity. They see experiences as temporal, that the lives of people, 

institutions and things are experienced on a continuum and are contextualized within a 

longer-term historical narrative. The past, present, and future expectations influence 

experience. Most of the semi-structured interviews began with the participant recounting 

how they first came to participate in community events and these autobiographical tales 

became one of the ways we related to one another about personal and social 

understandings of the art car community. The third dimension is space, or series of 

spaces. 

Narrative inquiry is interested in understanding the particular rather than 

generalizations, privileges meaning over findings, and also values and maintains 

distinctions rather than discarding “outliers,” in addition to honoring multiple voices 

rather than the authority of the investigator (Morgan-Fleming, Riegle, & Fryer, 2007). 

Therefore, in this autoethnography, I have included voices that challenge my own and 

have worked to include the integrity of the dialogue, including false-starts, pauses, 

utterances, and improper grammar.  

 

Participants and Location of Research 

 Working as part of the community was significant to my ability to conduct 

research, because as Wolcott (1997) states, “by being on the scene, the ethnographer 

not only is afforded continual opportunity to ask questions but also seeks constantly to 

reflect on the best questions to ask” (p. 334). Again, the art car community itself is not 

limited to a specific site, rather is created by those who come together for this and 
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surrounding activities. I have a first person perspective of events. As I worked on the 

participatory art car, I kept a journal about the creation process and my interaction with 

other members of the community. I prepared lighting features and thought clouds while 

living Denton, Texas while working on my research proposal. Creating an art car while 

based in Denton was not that different than creating an art car from the suburbs of 

Houston, a sprawling city. Daily posts on art car listservs and email groups built 

excitement and kept me in the information loop as annual art car weekend events were 

organized. Further interaction with community members and non-community members 

was enabled through the social networking site, Facebook, where I posted images of 

progress and received responses from others. Friends and acquaintances shared 

feedback on my entry without ever seeing the actual car or attending the parade. I was 

also able to see photo album updates featuring other art cars as they were being 

created in the months and weeks leading up to the parade. 

This study primarily took place at events over the course of Art Car Weekend in 

Houston, 2009. It involved members of a specific community who come together for 

these events, including the large event, the Art Car Parade, which takes place on the 

edge of downtown Houston. I am a member of this community and included myself as a 

participant. Additional participants included audience members of all ages who shared 

their thoughts with me through casual conversation during line up and through their 

contribution to the blank “thought clouds” that invited response as part of the vehicle. 

The data used in my analysis is based on my journaling as I prepared for and 

participated in events, my field-observation notes and the thoughts participants shared 
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during the parade, and on semi-structured interviews conducted shortly after the events 

of art car weekend. 

 Because I am interested in the multiple perspectives of art car artists, organizers, 

community leaders, and attendees that that come together and contribute to this art 

event, I also used criteria-based sampling to select and conduct semi-structured 

interviews in the weeks following the parade. There were nine semi-structured 

interviews that contributed the bulk of the recorded and transcribed data used in my 

analysis. The categories were three art car artists, three supporters, and three audience 

members. Much like the blurring of boundaries where car meets art, these categories 

were fluid and few of the participants fit in only one category. 

 I specifically sought out three art car artist participants. In this category, I was 

also looking for a range of training, seeking one academically schooled artist, one self-

taught artist, and a professional artist, who also makes art for a living. 

 

The Art Guys 

Michael Galbreth and Jack Massing began working together as the Art Guys 

after meeting as students at the University of Houston in the 1980s. I considered myself 

fortunate to be able to include the perspectives of this duo because they are 

internationally renowned artists from Houston, but also because they have both been 

involved with the art car movement since its inception. As I learned in my interview, 

Mike helped organize a parade for the opening celebration of the New Music America 

Festival in 1986 with composer Tom Cora. The following year, Suzanne Theis contacted 

Mike and wanted to recreate a similar parade, which became the first Orange Show Art 
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Car Parade. The Art Guys have been involved in the parade in a variety of capacities, 

including judging the event. They joked about their participation and relationship with 

the Orange Show.  

JM: We also did some MCing for the awards ceremony a couple times and 
we’ve…actually, you didn’t, but I…My wife Rainey…we’ve done that… I 
announced the parade down at the VIP section. I’ve done that, once. Rainey’s 
done it twice now and I was supposed to do it, but we had an event ourselves or I 
would have done it. So we’ve seen a lot of different aspects of it. 
MG: But what that is, it’s a strategy by the Orange Show to be sure that the Art 
Guys won’t have any more art cars [Dawn laughs]. Let’s get them to judge the 
event, that way they don’t have to do anything stupid.  
DS: Well, there’s new people over there, so you can pull something off next year. 
JM: I think we should do five entries next year. [Dawn laughs]  
 
 
 

Drew Bettge  

Drew first attended the Art Car Parade when his mother took him to a parade 

during his youth. He collaborated on the creation of his first art car, a “mode of 

transportation for the identity theft victims, ‘misfit mascots of laundry products’” known 

as the Laundry Car (personal communication, June 9, 2009). Prior to making the 

Laundry Car, he had not taken art classes, but has always had an interest in theater 

and performance. He later pursued a sculpture degree at the University of Houston and 

has created multiple art cars, scooters, and bike entries. He is now an art teacher and 

entered the 2012 parade with a group of students and modified bikes created at school. 

Kelly Blakley and Kelly Castator 

Kelly Blakley studied graphic art at the University of Houston and has designed 

posters for the parade and for other HACK events. She has also been involved in the 

community in a variety of capacities since the beginning. Early on, she skated to the 
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event. Later, she worked at the Orange Show. The collaborative creation of the Jeannie 

Bottle Art Car in 2008 was her first art car. The creation of this car was also instrumental 

in the building of her relationship with Kelly Castator, who also participated in the 

interview as one of the collaborators. He has no formal art training, but does have a 

brother who has made cars in the past, one of many ties in the interconnected world of 

Houston’s art car community.    

  I also sought out three supporters of the event, or community leaders. I was 

looking for individuals who provide both visible and behind the scenes support. 

Prospects included organizational leaders of the Orange Show and HACK, and 

potentially sponsors or community advocates.  

 

Suzanne Theis 

Suzanne Theis was the Director of the Orange Show, given the challenge of 

putting the monument to the orange on the map. After over 20 years at the Orange 

Show, Theis joined Discovery Green, a new art space in Houston and has continued to 

involve the Houston art car community within this site. In a world of conspicuous 

characters that decorate cars, dress up, and “make a general nuisance of themselves,”7 

Theis has an unassuming demeanor.   

 

Barbara Hinton  

An Orange Show Board member for over 25 years, Barbara Hinton has been 

involved in the parade since its beginning. She and her husband stumbled into the 

monument while out riding their bikes before it became public and was recruited by the 
                                                 
7 This phrase has been used on instructions for the Illuminated Cruise.  
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Orange Show founder, Marilyn Oshman, to do some publicity. She co-chaired a gala, 

the annual fundraiser, and subsequently was invited to join the board. She and her 

husband have created one art car, the Frida-mobile, a tribute to Frida Kahlo “when Frida 

mania” was big.  

 

Bryan Taylor   

About a year before I went to an art car meeting, I began receiving emails from 

Bryan Taylor. The co-founder and former president of HACK, Taylor routinely sent really 

funny updates to members on the email list. Even though he is not the official president 

of HACK anymore, he continues to be the voice of HACK through the listserve. He has 

worked at both the Orange Show and was a curator at the Art Car Museum. He has not 

had formal art training, however he has made multiple art cars. These include Gangway 

4 God, created collaboratively by a group of ministers from Portland, Jeffrey Jerome 

Memorial Pig Car, Machete Betties roller-derby team car, and four Santa cars. 

I conducted semi-structured interviews with three parade attendees, including 

volunteers. These participants had a variety of background experience with art.  

 

Tara Conley  

As I was driving along the parade route, I heard my name “Dawn!” It was Tara, a 

local artist who shows her work nationally. She was tanning on the median, watching 

the parade. Neither of us expected to run into each other, so it was really fun to see her 

there. She texted in a vote for my entry. Tara visited my classroom as an artist-in-

residence when I taught in the classroom and had seen parts of my first collaborative art 
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car with Grassroots: Art in Action. She has had other friends involved in creating art 

cars, but has not made one herself. The back of her truck does have spray paint from 

the time she was finishing a sculpture while she was on the way to the airport to ship it. 

 

Dia Stewart   

Stewart is my friendly dentist’s assistant who likes art and is really good at 

remembering people and finding common ground for talking to patients. I met her when 

I was teaching art in high school. During office visits, I talked about being involved with 

the art car community and it turned out another patient, the owner of Double-header 

also uses the same dentist and was in the office at the same time. When I went to get 

my teeth cleaned a short time after the parade, she mentioned she had finally gone to 

see the parade, so I asked her if she would participate in a semi-structured interview.   

 

Marilyn Brooks 

Marilyn has been a volunteer for many parades and surrounding activities. She 

has volunteered at the awards ceremony brunch and for trophy making workshops, 

been on the trash committee making sure cardboard garbage cans were lined for the 

parade, and has been on site patrolling in a golf cart in case of emergency. She is a 

former science teacher who considered teaching art. I was also particularly interested in 

her perspectives because of her involvement with Mardi Gras parades in Baton Rouge. 

Her husband, Terry, has a limousine with a blacklight interior, called Illuminaughty.  

Before the recorded interviews, all of the participants signed an informed consent 

form reviewed by the University of North Texas Institutional Review Board, 
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acknowledging that they understood the research project and were willing to participate. 

During the field study, a public notice of the research study was posted on the vehicle. 

Participants chose not to use pseudonyms during interviews and after a subsequent 

review of the resulting narrative. 

 

Methods of Data Collection  

Artistic Production 

In this arts-informed auto-ethnography, the stories, comments, and statements in 

the data analysis were gathered by “utilizing observations made over extended periods 

of time, from multiple sources of data, employing multiple techniques” (Wolcott, 1997, p. 

334). One technique was the creation of DialoJeep. The idea for the entry came about 

based on previous experiences including a desire for collaboration, the influence of my 

study of dialogic and relational aesthetics, as well as influential works of art such as 

Phileppe Parreno’s (1997) installation of inflated mylar ballons, Speech Bubbles. When I 

sketched an illustration to submit with the parade entry form, I was not sure what 

materials I would be using. Most of the preparatory work was done over the course of 

the semester while I was living in Denton. Production of the components became social 

through Facebook posts and photo-sharing, documented in Figures 1 and 2. The art car 

enabled me to see things from different perspectives and helped me make my own 

thoughts about art cars concrete.   
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Figure 1. Lighting feature for Illuminated Cruise used for profile picture. 

 

 

Figure 2. DialoJeep, the entry prepared and shared the evening before the parade. 
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Journaling 

For the first time in my life, journaling became a part of my daily routine. I am a 

skilled list-maker, but I had not made a practice of jotting down my thoughts or 

reflections at the end of a day or after an activity. Throughout this study, I engaged in 

writing journal entries from conception the conception of DialoJeep to the performance 

of the field observation. I continued to write my reflections as journal entries and interim 

texts throughout my analysis of the data gathered and revisions. In my proposal I wrote,  

As I make my car, I will reflect on the ways I have become a community member 
and the ways I continue to interact with other members as I contribute to the 
development of new ideas and processes for operating artwork that must be road 
worthy. I will consider the ways other artists from this community have influenced 
me and the creation of my vehicle. I believe the process of making a car, 
reflecting, and journaling, coupled with my interaction with other art car artists will 
allow me to ask more pertinent questions and will also give me insight into the 
challenges artists encounter as they create and operate their own art cars. 
 

While I believe the gist of this statement holds true regarding my insider experiences, in 

reality I also believe that the variety of capacities held by community members, 

including myself, supplemented investigation of the broader art car community. As 

Glesne (2006) states, “more than observer comments or memos to yourself regarding 

thoughts about what you are observing, autobiographical notes create a record of your 

behavior and emotions throughout the research process” (p. 60). I wrote and reflected 

on my shifting roles within the community and often found myself relating my 

understanding of interviews to my own experiences while journaling.  

 

Participant Observation  

I conducted research during the events of art car weekend as a participant-

observer. These events included the welcome party, the Art Car Ball, Sneak Peak, the 
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parade, the illuminated cruise, and the awards ceremony and brunch. The data I 

collected in the field was composed of my own notes, photograph, video, participatory 

thought clouds, and subsequent journaling resulting in what Clandinin and Connelly 

(2004) term field texts. They explain, “We see teaching and teacher knowledge as 

expressions of embodied individual and social stories, and we think narratively as we 

enter into research relationships with teachers, create field texts, and write storied 

accounts of educational lives” (p. 4). In addition to being present and on the scene 

during the parade, my art car itself served to give voice to other participants willing 

share their thoughts and accompanying stories while collaborating in the art-making 

process by writing or drawing on magnetic thought clouds that I created as cultural 

symbols inviting participation.  

 

Figure 3. Audience participant contributing a thought during parade line up. 
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My data collecting practices for writing field texts included Richardson’s (2000) 

observation notes, methodological notes, theoretical notes, and personal notes. My 

observation notes were made at the events of art car weekend and were “Concrete, 

detailed, accurate renditions; close to the scene as experienced through the senses” 

(Richardson, p. 940). The heat of Houston in May was a prevalent sense that I wanted 

to include in this account. It has little to do with art education, other than the fact that 

participants are willing to keep coming back year after year, in spite of the heat and is 

among the shared experiences during events.  

Methodological notes are “Messages to self on how to collect data, a process 

diary” (Richardson, 2000, p. 940). My methodological notes included many lists. Lists of 

supplies I needed along the way.  Lists of things to do and remember particularly for 

parade day. Lists of categories and emerging themes. Lists of steps of completion as I 

transcribed, analyzed, wrote, and received feedback from the member’s check. Lists of 

where to start writing revisions the next day. Lists to check apostrophes, “s”es, capitals, 

and tenses during editing. These lists included incomplete thoughts, sketches and mind 

maps.  

Theoretical notes are “hunches, hypothesis, poststructuralist connections, 

critiques of what I’m thinking/doing/seeing” (Richardson, 2000, p. 940). The issue of 

empowerment was a central concern to me prior to engaging in this study. I struggled 

with the idea that giving voice to this group would be empowering. I felt empowered but 

did not know that this was representative of the community. Throughout the interview 

process, my resulting reflections, and analyzing data, I noted support and rejection of 

the concept of empowerment and other themes. I was aware of the different angles 
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another participant might have pursued. As I wrote, I interrogated my own text and 

noting differing directions this research could take.  I have made many more personal 

notes that I will ever be able to use. According to Richardson (2000), personal notes are 

“uncensored feeling statements about the research. Doubts, anxieties, pleasures. I want 

all of my feelings out on paper because I know they are affecting what/how I lay claim to 

know” (p. 940). Many of my uncensored feelings were about the community were in 

relationship to my position learning to conduct research because of the nature of my 

vehicle as a field-observation vehicle and my position as insider-participant. 

I believe the inclusion of myself as a participant-observer aligned well with 

narrative inquiry and I have continued journaling throughout this study. All of these 

forms of journaling became interim texts (Clandinin and Connelly, 2004) where I asked 

myself questions such as “Why do we do this?” “How does this idea fit and not fit with 

my theoretical framework?” “What is being said and what is left unsaid?” In these 

interim texts, I explored my anticipation confidences, and vulnerabilities, etc. while 

constant examination of the broader cultural experience and explanations. 

 

Semi-Structured Interviews   

In addition to my own journals based on creating a collaborative art car and field-

notes generated at the events of Art Car Weekend, informal interviews I conducted with 

art car artists, supporters, and community members gave me insights from specific 

groups of people that I could not necessarily gain through participant observation. I had 

a list of questions that covered a range of topics that I was interested in investigating 

(Appendix). However, since semi-structured interviews are more open-ended than 
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structured interviews (Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte, 1999), I did not begin with 

these questions and generally did not ask them in a particular order. I tried to encourage 

participants to lead the conversation, by letting them know the interview was semi-

structured and allowing them to tell their own stories. I also acknowledged that I would 

be telling my own story through auto-ethnography, acknowledging that I have a set of 

beliefs about the Houston Art Car Community based on my own prior experiences and 

that wanted to extend my own thoughts and that my perceptions could be challenged. 

Throughout data collection process, these preliminary perceptions evolved.  

Marilyn Brooks was my final semi-structured interview. Below, I share the 

emerging thoughts resulting from the first question I asked, “Why do you participate in 

Houston’s Art Car events?” 

MB: I think the reason why I participate is because I participated first as a 
spectator back in the eighties. So I started going when they first started having 
the art car parades and just we just loved it so much.  
 

 

 

 

 

It had so much vitality and energy. And just fun and humor. You know, everything 
involved with it…you know, different ways of looking at things and just the fact 
that people were doing that with their cars, making such a statement. So when it 
came time when we moved back to Louisiana…after coming to Houston after 
living in Louisiana, I just wanted to get involved. That was in ’91. So then I started 

volunteering. I just wanted to 
get closer to…I guess, all the 
action.  
 
  

Like many community 
members, Brooks was a 

spectator first.   

During field observation and 
in the interviews, I began to 
note recurring themes - fun, 

humor, participation 

I should have asked for 
clarification of what she 
meant by all the action, 
but I was interested in.. 
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DS: You mentioned coming from Louisiana and I know that you have done some 
work with parade in Louisiana…the…which one?  
MB: Well, we’re members of a krewe and you know, 
a krewe is for Mardi Gras, so we have Mardi Gras 
parades in Baton Rouge where we lived. Terry 
participated in a krewe in Metairie, but that was just 
kind of like a guy thing. Then we both joined the 
krewe of Southdowns, which had an annual parade 
the Friday before Mardi Gras. We brought art cars 
to that event when we moved back, when we were 
back in Houston. But since we always went back for 
the parade, we just decided to combine both things 
we liked and Terry led a contingent of art car folks 
from Houston to the Southdowns Parade in Baton Rouge. It was the first time 
they’d had any art cars in it. You know, they do floats, but they’re based 
on…they’re something that people ride on and throw stuff. You know, not really 
an art car. They’re not used for other purposes other than Mardi Gras parades. 
While they are very creative and fun and everything, but I guess they are not art 
cars.  
 

 

 

 

 

DS: Okay, but there’s an interesting relationship between… 
MB: Yeah, there is when you think about it. I really hadn’t considered it before, 
you know, but these are usually built on either a flatbed kind of a thing and towed 
by a truck, so most of them are not self…that’s probably it, they’re not self-
motivating.  
 

There is a relational and interpersonal context between the teller and listener of an 

interview (Riessman, 1993). During this exchange meaning is negotiated and developed 

together. Both parties can seek clarification of what is being asked or told in the 

conversation. There are also times that I perhaps “put words in the mouths of my 

participants” as I suggested my thoughts on the idea portrayed. Other times, 

participants finished my sentences. 

Brooks leads into 
the topic of 

defining an art car 
before I bring it up 

I reveal my 
subjectivity and 
Brooks reaffirms 

her position 
 
 

Another event 
beyond the 

annual parade 
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In transcribing the semi-structured interviews, I worked to preserve the narratives 

of participants, including myself, as I began examining the construction of the tales and 

responses. I included and analyzed pauses, utterances, false starts and dialect of both 

myself and my participants. Riessman (1993) identifies five stages of representing 

experience and the significance of each and includes transcribing experience. He 

explains, “Transforming spoken language into a written text is now taken quite seriously 

because thoughtful investigators no longer assume the transparency of language. 

Qualitative researchers now ask themselves how detailed transcriptions should be” (p. 

12). I also worked included narratives leading into and away from the topic I focused on 

as I contemplated thematic meanings contained in these exchanges, so that the reader 

could further interpret the dialogue. The quoted passages included in this text are the 

result of my effort to find a balance between sharing too much peripheral information 

while trying not to fracture exchanges or remixing other participant voices to meet my 

needs in my position as auto-ethnographer. I believe maintaining the integrity of our 

exchanges provides a sense of resonance.  

As I examined the community through my own stories and participant stories, I 

believe I privileged the interviews in analysis, transcribing and searching for themes, 

followed by coding the semi-structured interviews prior to coding my own journaling. I 

know that emerging themes did arise prior to coding because of the nature of informed 

consent, my own interests, and the informal discoveries made during the field 

observation.    
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Method of Data Analysis  

Narrative Inquiry 

I used narrative analysis as a way of examining the multiple experiences of 

participants, including myself, through this mixed method study. In this study, my own 

experience was a starting point. Through interaction during the field study and the semi-

structured interviews, I worked to locate myself in relationship to the community. 

Additional participant understandings gathered offer different perspectives. In chapter 1, 

I described the use thought clouds and the field study conversations as co-created; they 

are relational exchanges between audiences and myself. These interactions along with 

the semi-structured interviews transformed my own thoughts and the resulting story. In 

narrative inquiry, “Meaning is ambiguous because it arises out of a process of 

interaction between people: self, teller, listener and recorder, analyst, and reader. 

Although the goal may be to tell the whole truth, our narratives about other’s narratives 

are our worldly creations” (Riessman, 1993, p. 15). A significant part of the work of the 

researcher is to locate the personal ideology of the researcher and to accept and 

acknowledge the subjective investment in the text; it is not an attempt to disinterestedly 

discover the self” (Packwood, A. & Sikes, P., 1996, p. 342).  

 Again, I am interested in the social relationships taking place within this 

community through art making. According to Wolcott (1997), materials become 

ethnographic in their analysis, rather than in the data gathering methods. He states,  

It is in the ethnographer’s transformation of data and of the fieldwork experience 
itself that the material takes ethnographic shape as both a description of what is 
going on among a particular social group and a cultural interpretation of how that 
behavior ‘makes sense’ to those involved. (p. 343) 
 

As I transitioned between conducting research in the field to reconsidering my 
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understandings through data analysis, I realized that there are not clear distinctions in 

this auto-ethnographic narrative inquiry. I looked specifically for patterns that reflected 

the values of the community as they find empowerment in the creation in art car 

activities. Both egalitarianism and empowerment were apriori codes, based on my 

personal experience. Preliminary reading of the related literature, coinciding with my 

own experience with the creation of an art car, led me to an emphasis on 

empowerment. However, I also looked for the multiple ways other members of the art 

community understand their practices, and also questioned my own assumptions and 

the direct and indirect ways of responding to questions of empowerment, community, 

learning and art. In my analysis I work to honor the integrity of our dialogic exchanges, 

including voices that concur, complement, and conflict with my own. Throughout this 

study I worked to be responsive to the “general patterns of understanding” that emerged 

during data collection and coding (Creswell, 2003, p. 182). My intention is not to give 

voice to or empower other art car artists. I am sharing my story as it intersects with 

other community members’ stories and understandings. My voice is starting point, not 

an end point. Furthermore, it is an open text and at times ambiguous, as I understand 

each reader will bring personal experiences and will reflect on this narrative in 

relationship to those experiences as understandings. 

 

Representation of Experience  

Riessman (1993) identifies five levels of representation taking place in the 

research process, including attending to the experience, telling about the experience, 

transcribing the experience, analyzing the experience, and finally reading the 
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experience. Each level has porous boundaries, but is distinct. In this auto-ethnography I 

am recounting my experiences and understandings of the Houston art car community in 

relationship to other’s experiences. I recognize that I do not have direct access to other 

community member’s experience, each individual is responding to me and my questions 

in a particular context of time, place, and positioning. I have prior experience with most 

of the participants; with others I have little or no prior relationship. During the interview 

process, I was not only aware that the responses were geared towards me and 

assumptions about me and my project. I also became highly aware that this study would 

be so much more in depth if there were multiple interviewees sharing thoughts about 

the same topics during a series of focus group meetings. For example, at one point 

while I was talking to the Art Guys, Bryan Taylor’s name came up and Mike Galbreath 

exclaimed, “Bryan Taylor is insane. And you can tell him we said that!” I began to 

wonder what an interview between Bryan Taylor and the Art Guys might have revealed, 

or what multiple interviews by different community members of different community 

members would reveal.        

Narrative inquiry asserts the idea that storytellers convey representations of 

experience through talk, text, interaction and interpretation which are neither neutral nor 

objective. The subjectivity rooted in time, place, and personal experience are of value to 

the narrative inquirer. Furthermore, as Riessman (1993) states, “precisely because they 

are essential meaning-making structures, narratives must be preserved, not fractured, 

by investigators, who must respect respondents’ ways of constructing meaning and 

analyze how it is accomplished” (p. 8). There were times in this account that I wish I 

could include more of each of the semi-structured interviews to let readers see how 
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tales were constructed. However because I am creating a narrative foregrounding my 

research and experience, there are places where chunks of information are 

decontextualized.  “In the end, the analyst creates a metastory about what happened by 

telling what the interview narratives signify, editing and reshaping what was told, and 

turning it into a hybrid story, a ‘false document’ (Behar, 1993)” (Riessman, 1993, p. 13). 

This auto-ethnography is ultimately “narrative nonfiction,” (Goodall, 2008) relating my 

cultural experience in the art car community, from the perspective of an art educator 

interested with particular interests in both contemporary and folk art traditions, and 

aesthetic theories, currently learning to conduct academic research.  

 

Validity  

 Research needs to be conducted with an awareness of possible pitfalls. Glesne 

(2006) warns of over-identification with one group or affiliations with one group of 

people may interfere with access to others in participant-research. She states, “Each 

impression risks shutting down data sources or biasing the data collection process. 

From another perspective, however, friendship may assist you and research 

participants to develop new understandings through mutual caring and dialogue” 

(Glesne, 2006, p. 117). As I worked with participants in the field and in interviews, I tried 

to be aware of these challenges, and in the conclusions I found, I worked to 

acknowledge biases and circumstantial strengths and conflicts that arose. For example, 

in my thoughts revealed in the conversation illustrated with my thoughts above, Marilyn 

says she hadn’t thought of connection between a Mardi Gras krewe and the art car 

parade until it came up in our conversation. In an effort to lend to an authentic 
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representation, I included her statement for my readers to assess the subtleties and 

cogency of the exchange.    

 Glesne (2006) suggests that qualitative researchers should recognize their 

subjective lenses, but also claims that subjectivity as something negative has been 

challenged.  She states, 

Qualitative researchers, recognizing that subjectivity is always part of research 
from deciding on the research topic to selecting frames of interpretation, begin to 
claim the term. Subjectivity, once recognized, can be monitored for more 
trustworthy research and subjectivity, in itself, can contribute to research. (p. 119) 
 

In a discussion of so called objective attempts to separate knowledge and research 

from value claims, Giroux (1997) states, “intellectual inquiry and research free from 

values and norms is impossible to achieve. To separate values from facts, social inquiry 

from ethical considerations is pointless” (p. 11).  In this study, I recognize that as a part 

of the art car community, I have placed a positive value judgment on the activities of 

transforming vehicles into an art form. I recognize that I have worked with somewhat 

like-minded individuals with whom I may over-identify. In addition to insider subjectivities 

already mentioned, I have the subjectivity of an art educator, a distinctly different lens 

than many other participants. I have an art background with a BFA and I studied art 

education and was taught art ten years prior to conducting this study.  

 Along with foregrounding my perspective, I used multiple methods, a 

triangulation of data sources, to provide rich, complex perspectives on the Houston art 

car scene. In addition, I worked towards personal reflexivity through inquiry, discussion 

and self-critique. My narrative has been submitted for a member’s check and of my 

representation of participants, conversations, meetings, and community activities 

reviewed. During the member’s check, I gave participants another opportunity to use a 
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pseudonym and explained my use of everyday speech patterns with the invitation to 

discuss this representational format. In a brief discussion with Bryan Taylor, I gave an 

example from our conversation, “people are gunna wunna be looking at chu.”  He 

laughed and pointed out that he writes emails this way. It occurred to me that this 

informal approach, revealing his sense of humor and personality, was one factor that 

made me feel welcome to the group as I transitioned from being on the email list to 

becoming a community member. Furthermore, I believe that language is a part of my 

cultural experience in this auto-ethnography and believe this contributes to its validity. 

 

Uses and Limitations 

This auto-ethnography introduces a new art form, the art car, and an arts-

informed approach for data collection to the field of art education. The creation of 

DialoJeep allowed me to examine the community as in insider-participant, investigating 

the largest art car community and examining the range of beliefs and possibilities of 

what make the Houston art car community unique. My interactions with participants and 

the thoughts shared added art-production as a form of dialogue and reflection. 

In addition to not making generalizable claims on behalf of community members, 

including other art car makers and audiences, limitations in the scope of the study must 

be recognized because not all art cars artists have an art car community. Some art car 

artists have never met another art car driver; they have altered their vehicle solely for 

their individual fulfillment or for a personal cause. Furthermore, it does not apply to all 

communities that do make what could be considered affiliated with an art car. Artists 

creating other forms of art cars previously discussed, for example, the Filipino Jeepney, 
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Haitian Tap-tap, and Pakistani Jingle Truck may have a community network, however 

their purposes for decorating the buses is economically driven, similar to a marketing 

device, working to convince patrons that if the owner has the money to have the vehicle 

painted, then they will also spend money to keep the vehicle in safely maintained, 

whether this is a true or false perception. Similarly, BMW art cars are created by 

internationally renowned artists tying fine art to these cars as a branding device. The 

British Art Car Parade is exclusive in the sense that professional artists are invited to 

create art cars, not anybody with the drive can participate. This is my study of one 

community in which I am affiliated and these are my perspectives in relationship to the 

community.  
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CHAPTER 5  

EMPOWERMENT 

During my study of art car weekend events, participants and I exchanged stories 

during my observation in the field. I told people that I was conducting research on the 

community for my dissertation and I recorded the stories of my experience in my journal 

entries and in the photos documenting events. People shared their thoughts as part of 

my collaborative vehicle and it opened up opportunities for personal interaction.  

 In the semi-structured interviews, people often began with their own story based 

on their history with art cars. People also responded to questions by telling stories of 

their own to illustrate a point. At times questions are answered with a question, 

demonstrating the relational nature of our conversations. For example, I asked Bryan 

Taylor, “To what extent would you, if you, agree with the idea that the creation and 

driving an art car is empowering?” he replied, “Oh yeah. Oh definitely. Have you seen 

Harrod’s last movie?” When reflecting on the art car movement Theis asked, “Do you 

know the story of Tom Kennedy?” pointing out that he was one of the “poster boys” for 

the transformation that can happen when people join the community. 

 In an effort to manage the journal entries, field notes and journal entries, I used 

the coding software Atlas Ti. I began by exploring the topic of empowerment, because it 

was the most controversial, both in my own location of myself and my paradigmatic 

assumptions and because of the nature of the responses to questions and conversation 

related to empowerment in the semi-structured interviews. As I reviewed the 

exchanges, I also noticed that the conversations indirectly revealed terms of 

empowerment that may not have been brought up in direct response to a question 
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related to the topic. Subsequently, for each of the major codes, empowerment, 

community, and art, I coded the information into directly and indirectly applicable 

categories as I interpreted the content from the different sources of data. The field 

observation was the first data collection and I had already begun to see certain themes 

emerge prior to conducting the semi-structured interview, although the interviews 

comprise the majority of the analysis. I was able to shift images of thought clouds 

around and discovered interesting ways they influenced emerging themes during the 

parade and supported themes during analysis. Essentially, I did a content analysis 

before going back and looking into my own narratives included in my journal entries and 

seeing how these parts fit together. My analysis aligned naturally with Clandinin and 

Connelly’s (2004) three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, investigating my 

relationships on a continuum of the personal and the social as they intersect with 

historical positionings in a specific space, the Houston art car community.  

DS: I perceive that the creation of and/or driving an art car, every day or just 
sometimes, the creation and driving of an art car as an empowering – 
BH: Me too. 
DS: How so? 
BH: Just it...makes you special. It makes you unique. I mean, not unique, but it 
makes you one of just a few. I mean, really there may be 250 entries every year, 
and over the 22 years of the parade, how many does that make? Maybe 2000?  
DS: Right. 
BH: Maybe? Maybe there are 3000 art cars in the whole United States. 
Everybody else just drives an ordinary, factory vehicle. How empowering is it 
when you know…first of all, when you’re driving something that expresses your 
personal vision, it tells the rest of the world that you’ve got something to say and 
that you have enough faith in yourself to put it on your car. You’re not going to 
just hide it in the closet or in your bedroom [both laughing]… 
DS: It’s true. 
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BH: I find that very, very empowering. Then I also find it very empowering when 
you’re driving in the parade and there are a quarter of a million people waving, 
and hollering – 
DS: Sweating… [laughing] 
BH: --applauding.  Sweating and laughing and pointing and taking pictures. 
That’s empowering too. Then…you know a lot of the art car artists say one of 
their favorite events is the main street drag because there are those three or four 
thousand little kids that are jumping up and down screaming and just want to 
grow up and be you as an art car artist. And thankfully, some of them get to.   
 
In this exchange, I shared my experience and looked for Hinton’s reception to the 

concept. Her response supported the concept of empowerment, but manifested itself 

differently than my account of it. Like Hinton, each of the participants had interesting 

perspectives on empowerment. Some identified it in themselves, while others 

recognized it in others. The more time I spent working on this study, the more I was 

forced to rethink what empowerment means.  My immediate challenge was a struggle of 

what I understood knew culturally as it related to what I was learning academically.  

As an art educator, I am drawn to socially reconstructive art practices like those 

mentioned in chapter 2. For example, Merle Ukeles, an artist as cultural worker through 

projects like The Social Mirror or Touch Sanitation, creates art forms that give voice to 

the marginalized workers of the New York Sanitation Department. As I studied Freire 

(2007), hooks (1994, 1995, 2003), and Giroux (1997) during the proposal process, I was 

excited with how I saw the art car community aligning with my growing academic 

knowledge base of critical pedagogy.  However, as I stepped into the interaction phase 

with the community to conduct the research, I was faced with self-doubt. I knew I felt 

defacing a car was a transgression, breaking a cultural norm. Furthermore, participation 

with group gave me a sense of empowerment. But did other members feel empowered? 

Was I trying to superimpose my experience on the community erroneously? I asked 
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myself, “Why am I conducting this research again?” “How does empowerment really 

apply?” And furthermore, “How can I create reciprocity by giving voice to participants in 

an auto-ethnography?” 

I also understood the cultural display of the community through spectacle, but felt 

conflicted by critical notions of mass media as spectacle and accompanying 

assumptions about audiences as passive receivers. Debord (1994) claims,  

The spectacle manifests itself as an enormously positivity, out of reach and 
beyond dispute. All it says is: ‘Everything that appears is good; whatever is good 
will appear.' The attitude that it demands in principle is the same passive 
acceptance that it has already secured by means of its seeming 
incontrovertibility, and indeed by its by its monopolization of the realm of 
appearance. (p. 15) 
 

I understand and recognize the potential power held by dominant culture and the 

persuasive position held by mass media addressed by critical theorists. However, I 

personally believe that people are not passive recipients of information, uncritically 

accepting the status quo, especially when bombarded with ideas that do not resonate 

with individual lived experience.   

Art car artists co-opt the spectacle and are pertinent examples of people’s ability 

to actively challenge mass media and dominant culture and its grasp on society at large. 

Some people’s art cars and comments shared on my thought clouds literally point out 

issues with mainstream media and messages. Some art cars are created by grassroots 

organizations. All art car artists are overcoming social isolation in contemporary society 

through showing off what their creations, promoting interaction in the community. This is 

one of multiple ways in which art car artists are empowered. 

My conversations with participants expanded my understanding of empowerment 

in the art car community. There were varied responses to the topic of empowerment as I 
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talked with participants in the semi-structured interviews highlighted in the following 

overview. In telling her story, Kelly called it empowering before I asked the question. 

Dia, a first time audience member said “maybe” driving an art car is empowering. But 

the Art Guys “don’t even care” about empowerment. The Art Guys recognize a sense of 

empowerment that some individuals may derive from creating an art car, but see it as 

irrelevant for themselves. The topic did not arise naturally and when I asked about it, I 

actually stuttered and it was evident that the topic did not particularly resonate with them 

in the way I end the prompt.  

DS: I’m going to jump off here a little bit. One of the things that I’m looking at is 
considering the art car and emp…making , the creating and driving of an art car 
as an empowering activity. I was curious to what extent you agree or 
disagree…or don’t care about that statement.  
JM: I don’t care. I don’t care about it too much. I don’t really care because I don’t 
look for empowerment in the art car. That’s not where I would try to find it. I think 
for certain people, yeah, for sure…without a doubt. But expressing one’s self or 
being creative is empowering in and of itself. Standing— 
MG: I never thought of creativity as having anything to do with empowerment. 
JM: Empowerment in the sense that it makes you feel better about yourself and it 
makes you feel stronger.  
DS: There are people who do— 
JM: Without a doubt. I think that that’s part of it, but that’s…that’s getting into 
psychology…I don’t necessarily think that applies. 
MG: That’s a whole other deal.  
JM: And that’s why I don’t really even care about it.  

 
Kelly Blakley and I both experienced a sense of empowerment through the creation of 

the art car, perhaps because we had ambitions to create one for some time before the 

desire to create one was actualized. Like Barbara Hinton in the beginning of this 

section, we all bring our own experiences to how we interpret empowerment. In my 

analysis of the multiple sources of data, I considered the ways individuals responded to 



105 

direct questions regarding empowerment in interviews, as well as the ways that I saw 

empowerment at various times in my participation during interview conversations and 

field observations at art car weekend events, and in the tangible thoughts shared 

through DialoJeep. I share more of our dialogue and further explore theoretical 

influences below. Through my conversations with other participants in the semi-

structured interviews and the field observation, I believe there are at least three ways 

empowerment is a significant aspect of involvement in the art car community. These are 

1) the empowerment to disrupt the ordinary, 2) empowerment to create and display an 

art form, (or to become “cartists”) and 3) empowerment to create and participate in the 

emergence of a culture.  

 

Empowerment to Disrupt and Create Dialogue 

Like contemporary art interventions, happenings, and events, art cars disrupt the 

mundane. These vehicles may not all be as didactic as a Guerilla Girls’ poster 

challenging the high art world or a Yes Men media campaign targeted at an oil 

company, yet  the unexpected appearance of a daily driver on the highway or in a 

parking lot interrupts daily life. A caravan of art cars through the streets summons 

people to stop what they are doing and often sparks conversations between spectators. 

The annual Houston Art Car parade brings thousands to the celebration of this art form. 

Art cars promote dialogue and reflection on the possibility that life could be different. As 

Bourriaud (2002) states, “For art does not transcend everyday preoccupations, it 

confronts us with reality by way of the remarkable nature of any relationship to the 
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world, through make-believe” (p. 57). Art cars convey an alternate to the quotidian 

practices of vehicle operation norms.  

As an art form, an art car is not an end product. It calls into question the 

relationship of the car with the social world, as well as art’s relationship to the same 

social, political, and cultural contexts. This approach to understanding art objects links 

individuals and groups together in a social interstice, according to Bourriaud (2002), 

who shares the analogy that the dot is the work, the line is how the work expands 

through dialogue. For Kester (2004), an art experience extends beyond the immediate 

consumption of an object.  

Again, as Hinton pointed out in the beginning quote of this chapter, the creative 

impulse tied to the art car is inextricably social. They are created to be shown. Art cars 

are not hidden away. Some artists do create secret works, from unknown custodian 

Henry Darger’s The Story of the Vivian Girls, in What is known as the Realms of the 

Unreal, of the Glandeco-Angelinian War Storm, Caused by the Child Slave Rebellion to 

a series of self-portraits made by Eva Hesse that she never showed anyone 

(Cembalest, 2012). There is more than a personal drive to create an art car, there is a 

desire to interact with audiences. These interactions with the unexpected not only 

transform audiences at the site, but can also change the artists as they become part of 

the social arena. Driving an art car is essentially a performance. As Bryan Taylor 

explains,  

I’ve seen people come out of shells when they drive an art car. You can’t really 
be an introvert and drive an art car. People gunna wunna be lookin’ at chu! Or 
you’re going to have to learn to drive with a bag over your head, as one once 
said, because you’re not going to like it if you’re an introvert. Not a lot of 
introverts start doing something to their cars. Or they won’t stay that way long. 
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Talking to Dia reminded me of my own apprehensions prior to creating and driving an 

art car. When I asked her how she learned about art cars, she explained encountering 

them in the suburbs of Houston.  

DMS: I’ve seen them on Cypresswood Drive. I don’t know if they live out here. 
But I’ve seen them. There’d be no way I’d drive that car around. But they’re doing 
it because they did their car. Yeah, I would never do that. I would never drive in a 
fish car [laughing]. No I just would not…or a McDonald’s car….No! 
DGS: I have to admit that even though I have one, I don’t drive it every day. And 
it is pretty crazy because people are waving at you and taking your picture when 
you’re driving.  
DMS: A little beetle-bug one…okay. I might drive a little Volkswagen.  
DGS: A two-tone Volkswagen? 
DMS: Yeah. I might. 
DGS: [laughing] Not the sunflower one. Not the mirror one. A two-tone one.  
DMS: No, no. No. No. I don’t want everybody to be staring at me in the car and 
have to wave at them, you know. 
 

On a daily basis, I prefer blending in with other commuters on city streets and highways. 

However, I have experienced the disruptions of daily life in an art car in a variety of 

environments from driving in from the suburbs where there are few art cars, to being in 

the city where they are more common, and being part of events where art cars are the 

majority and people are there to see them. Recognition of this ability to create, display, 

and the art car spectacle and accompanying performance is valued by audiences and 

community participants who have not actually made an art car. Suzanne Theis 

illustrates this position with a personal story. 

I’ve never made an art car. I believe that we each are driven to express 
ourselves in different ways and that…I have never…I’ve sort of lazily thought 
about what I would do to make an art car. But it’s not my drive, you know, it’s 
really not…I’m one of those people who prefers to be anonymous. You know, I 
have jewelry that I can’t wear because…this big gorgeous silver necklace that my 
sister gave me for my 50th birthday and I put it on three times a month.  But I 
wear it maybe once a year because I’m too conspicuous in it. So it’s just not my 
nature. I say for the people who do, it’s their nature. It is empowering. Absolutely. 
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I just think it is another great example of how we are all different and that it is 
absolutely empowering for those people, absolutely.  
 

The art car artist is empowered to get attention. Some art car artists may participate 

solely because the like getting attention. In Automorphosis, Blank (2008) talks about the 

evolution of Oh My God, from his initial desire to create something self-expressive to get 

attention and how he gradually began adding messages about the causes he believed 

in, like “practice safe-sex.” Other art car artists use the attention participating in events 

can bring to a cause. For example, a lady dressed in pink posted this anti-war message 

on DialoJeep. 

 
Figure 4. Thought Cloud 1. 
 

 She also participated with a CODEPINK entry in the parade. According to the website, 

“CODEPINK is a women-initiated grassroots peace and social justice movement 

working to end U.S. funded wars and occupations, to challenge militarism globally, and 

to redirect our resources into health care, education, green jobs and other life-affirming 

activities” (www.codepink.org, n.d.) 
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 Drew also recognized a correlation with attention and empowerment. In reply to 

my question regarding empowerment he said, “To a certain…you get attention. So you 

do get a little bit of empowerment with the attention --in a positive way.” But then he 

continued, “Some people abuse it.” I asked for him to explain this. 

DS: Like how? 
DB: They talked a lot about themselves just from making an art car, which I don’t 
think making an art car makes you the most special person on the face of the 
earth, but…  
DS: Wow! 
DB: But, when people make an art car, they get very proud of themselves.  
DS: Like in the news, or like you hear it in their voices when they talk to people 
within the community or just…? 
DB: Just out on the street.  
DS: Out on the street. Oh. 
DB: I’ve heard it a couple times. I’m not sour over this issue, but… 
DS: Right. It just makes you raise an eyebrow and go, wow. 
DB: Not everyone cares that much. I know that. Some people are…“look at this 
really neat...”, “and then…”, “so I did…”, and I have a half an hour story and I’m 
going to tell you about it. “This is why I made it,” and…Okay, thank you very 
much. Very nice.” [Dawn laughing] 
DS: Well there are lots of… 
DB: Different personalities, that’s all. 
DS: [laughing] Yes, we got those.  
 

There are perhaps instances where the car is more interesting than its creator and vice 

versa. There are probably also occasions where interactions are awkward. However, 

these interactions facilitate community. Art car drivers have many opportunities to 

interact with audiences. In addition to encounters driving through the streets of the city, 

in parking lots, and at gas stations, at art car events, most of the creators are in the near 

vicinity of their vehicle at art car events. At the first art car event attended, the Art Car 

Ball in 2005, I encountered art car artists sitting by their cars in small groups hanging 
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out. They were friendly and some shared stories about their cars. Later I danced with 

some of them. I encountered the different types of personalities and wanted to be 

involved. The following year I made my first art car. Perhaps those early interactions at 

the Art Car Ball helped me feel like I could be a part of this group. 

Bryan Taylor is forever changed since becoming a cartist. He states,  

My air conditioning is out in my car right now and my mom, bless her heart, is not 
driving… So she says, “Bryan, why don’t you use my car, the air-conditioning 
works.” I go, “Yes mother, I know, and thank you. Mom, I’ve gotta tell you, after 
fifteen years, I would rather drive an art car without air conditioning than a non-art 
car that does have air conditioning.” Now, I may change in a month and beg her 
to use her car… 
 

I believe his commitment to the daily driver is result of his ability to disrupt, to connect 

with people through spectacle with a popular American symbol, the Santa hat.  

Art cars provoke a range of responses, but frequently spread humor.  I believe 

recognition and an affinity with this attitude towards life and the ordinary propels people 

to join in.  Marilyn Brooks explains, 

Most of the time, if you’re driving your art car, people will take pictures, they’ll 
smile, they’ll wave, they’ll give you a thumbs up, you know. So it’s kind of like…it 
definitely boosts your ego and makes you feel happier about your existence 
because people are noticing you and giving you positive feedback. You rarely get 
somebody that is like…you know, I don’t think I’ve ever had anybody flip us off or 
[Dawn laughs]…Many people have stopped to help when we’ve broken down. 
People definitely enjoy the funniness or the silliness of the creativity. You know, I 
think…I just think that the betterment you get out of it is just that people enjoy it. 
And so when people enjoy it they try to give you positive feedback.  
 

 When I asked about the interactive, dialogic nature of art cars, Jack talked about 

having a daily driver. Jack said, “I was doing it just to understand it better and to see 

what it was about. It was kind of fun, that’s all. I wasn’t feeling empowered by it” At the 

time, I laughed because earlier they had said they did not feel empowered by art car 

events. As I spent more time revisiting our conversation, I believe there is a sense of 
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empowerment in both Mike and Jack’s talk. In particular, the statement, “I was just 

doing it to understand it better and see what it was about” speaks to empowerment. 

Deciding to glue a coffee cup or a beer can to the top of your car and driving down the 

street to see what happens, to understand, is to disrupt the normal, mundane mode of 

commuting through the city. There is a sense of power in making people laugh, or 

simply react to something out of the ordinary. This relational approach can be seen in 

both the Art Guys professional work and the art car entries. 

 

Empowerment to Create and Display Art  

The classic putdown of a work of art is, “I could do that!” With an art car it 
is, “I could do that! And I want to do that! And I’ll do it!” and the next year 
you see these people.  Do you know the story of Tom Kennedy?  

Suzanne Theis 
 

 A sense of empowerment has taken place with several members of Houston’s art 

car community as they create and display their art cars, leading to what Theis refers to 

as the “absolute infection contagion of the viral aspect of art cars.” Theis and others 

recount Tom Kennedy’s “leap of faith” into becoming an artist. Kennedy showed up at 

the Orange Show with a sketch for an art car inquiring if he could participate. At the time 

he had a career with a local newspaper, but after several years of participating in art car 

events and becoming a leader in the community, eventually he decided to be a full time 

art car artist, traveling across the United States focusing on political issues. He also 

helped others create their visions for art cars. In the process, he managed to make a 

living being an art car artist, although he was opposed to the use of an art car for 

commercial purposes.  
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During line-up I talked with the young woman who contributed the comment 

“bottomless pit of needs and wants.” She took a picture and went to look at the rest of 

the cars. Later she came back and talked to me because she was interested in creating 

her own art car. She was interested in ways of creating a temporary art car and wanted 

to find out about the magnetic material I used.  

 
Figure 5.Thought Cloud 2. 
 
 

Another group of students drew on a cloud and several wrote on it. The captions, 

“Yay” and “Leerkamp’s art car class revealed that an art teacher8 brought is students to 

the parade and that they would be creating a car for the parade the following year.  

Figure 6. Thought Cloud 3. 

                                                 
8 I recognized the teacher’s name as an art education colleague from my master’s program. 
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These interactions empower both art car artists and audiences, as audiences can 

transition from audience-participant to artist-participant. The interaction empowers the 

artists with the ability to get attention and as they interact with people.  

 Houston’s art car community is an example of Goldbard’s (2006) new creative 

community, promoting pluralism, participation, and equity as members are empowered. 

She believes that historically cultural institutions like museums have created artificial 

boundaries, separating high art from popular arts. I believe that cultural activities like the 

art car movement challenge the narrow, top-down definitions of art perpetuated by elitist 

institutions. In the process this movement creates an empowered community of artists 

who, as proposed by Graves (2005), create cultural democracy. In my overview of 

CBAE in chapter 3, I discuss a shift in understandings of art as the cultural and social 

dimensions of the field are being reexamined, with an emphasis on recognizing the 

diversity that exists within our own communities. Desai (2002) questions assumptions 

about who makes art, why art is made, and the forms it takes in a community.  

In the Houston art car community, anyone is allowed to participate in creating this 

art form. Again, the group is heterogeneous, coming together with diverse backgrounds.  

There is also a range of related experience. Some participants are professional artists, 

some are cartists, some are youth groups, and most are individuals who just want to 

participate. Art car artists are empowered to try things and see how they work. There 

are many forms an art car can take from a temporary parade contraption to the daily 

driver, and can be put on display at the artist’s volition. I believe this is one aspect that 

attracts so many people to attend the parade. Audiences get to determine which entries 

they like best without entries being pre-filtered. I have attended the parade with other art 
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educators on several occasions and each of us had broadly different favorites, and we 

liked our favorites for different reasons.  

 Artist Tara Conley articulates a sense of empowerment achieved through the 

process of creating art and speculates that art car artists may have a corresponding 

sense of accomplishment. 

For me, seeing something start in one place and end up somewhere else and 
seeing that difference that happens because of your hand or your mind or your 
friend’s and your ideas together and your cooperation, it’s significantly 
empowering. That’s really what we all want. We want to see a difference. And 
you feel accomplished when you see a difference. And on top of that, then to 
show that in front of other people…which is wonderful…and really wonderful that 
you get to show it in front of other people, amongst other people who are also 
doing that. So there’s a little bit of a safety net, it’s like I’m here with these other 
people. Certainly it creates some competition, hopefully good competition. 
Hopefully, like next year…and did you see what they did…and maybe I’ll try that.  
 
I had this sense of achievement in my first college art classes, when I created 

Design I and Design II projects. As I advanced in my studio concentration as a painter, I 

felt more successful as I achieved my vision and created several bodies of work. Yet, 

my experience with creating and driving an art car had a much more significant personal 

effect on me. Only recently did I realize that after receiving my Bachelor of Fine Art 

degree, I took upholstery classes, but otherwise had not participated in any other 

sustained art making activities after completing college until I became involved in 

conceptualizing and inviting others to create collaborative art cars.  

Tara also spoke of a safety net that coincides with displaying work through art 

car events. When I joined the art car community, I was able to join something that had 

evolved for almost 20 years. It was with the realization that many of the early 

participants were tied to local the art community that I began to recognize that these 

were the community cultural workers who had paved the way for my participation. I 
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believe the sense of empowerment that keeps many joining and returning to annual 

events has been solidified with a fundamental value of inclusion and the omission of 

traditional limitations for displaying art. Furthermore, as Hinton pointed out at the 

beginning of this chapter, a lot of people come to see art car events and appreciate 

them. There is an aspect of confidence that comes with the empowerment of 

participating in the art car community because it is open to anyone. There is not a 

designated entry-point, path, or end-point to community participation. 

 There are also examples of empowerment seen in individuals who start on a path 

of creating art by beginning with an art car.  After creating her first two art cars, Cat’s 

Meow and Twinkle Little Car (Twink), Nicole Strine entered Red Bull’s “Art of the Can,” 

an international open-call, juried competition using the Red Bull can as a primary 

medium in the creation of an artwork. More recently, she had an exhibition of her work 

at a local art gallery. Drew also recognized that making art cars and the performance 

aspect of the parade to some extent led his pursuit of an art degree in college and 

becoming an art teacher.  

DS: You have a really interesting perspective to me because from what I 
understand you were making art cars before you were— 
DB: --Going to school, yeah. 
DS: Do you feel like making art cars influenced you to become an art major? Or 
did you think you were inclined to do that to begin with?  
DB: I think making the scooter…when I made the scooter, I was like this is…if I 
can call this sculpture, assembling these things together, I would really like to go 
with a sculpture degree.  
 

Kelly Blakley had been involved in the art car community for years before creating her 

own art car. She actually attended the first art car parade. Early on, she explained her 

idea to create a Jeannie bottle art car based on the television series, I Dream of Jeannie 
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to someone. That person told Blakely it would not be possible because she did not 

know how to use a screwdriver, but this only made her more determined to do it. Kelly 

Blakley connected with Kelly Castator at an art car New Year’s Eve party and told him 

about her idea for the Jeannie bottle. He showed up with a drawing the next night and 

within a couple months she had a car and a group of core friends ready to help make 

her wish come true, saying “Yeah, it’s a great idea. We should do it. Let’s do it!” Initially, 

the group was a small group of women who skated together, all of whom had been 

volunteers for the parade through the years, but none of whom had made their own art 

car. In recounting her story, she described the experience as empowering. Kelly 

Castator explains, “You suddenly realize, okay, it’s not that hard to do…of course you 

block out the last year…We did it! It wasn’t that hard.”.     

 Another aspect of empowerment through the creation and exhibition that 

surfaced in our conversations dealt with art and gender politics. This was not something 

I had spent time thinking about in the development of this study. While pronouncing art 

cars and visionary art as symbols of our freedom, Barbara Hinton explains, “Our 

society…and we’re lucky, and I thank my Lord every day, to have been born a woman 

in America, not somewhere else [laughing] because our society allows these sort of 

personal expressions to exist. And there are still societies in this world where you could 

not color outside the lines.” Bryan Taylor also notes gender differences in the art car 

community and speculates on potential reasons.  

Now, here’s one thing that has changed. In the early years, it was largely guys 
making art cars. But now, there’s probably as many, if not more of the cars are 
actually being made and done by women artists than men. I think part of that 
comes from…there’s a very unfair balance in the galleries and museums of 
women artists that get shown. Let’s face it. If you took…probably all of the artists 
in the world, it’s probably broken down pretty evenly, fifty-fifty. Right?...of people 
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getting shows in galleries, it’s like 80 percent men or higher, so this is one way 
for women to combat this is…you know what? Here’s my art.  
 

People can decide to create an art car and put it on display at their own will, they do not 

have to seek a permit, nor coordinate the production and display with any organization. 

They can also fill out a parade entry form and participate in the events of art car 

weekend as well, because the Orange Show has maintained this democratic 

precedent9. When Kelly Blakley submitted her first entry, she had not even begun to 

build the car. She said, “Alright, this is an act of faith. I’m turning it in.”  

KC: She said, “I need to get the entry form in” and then she goes, “What if we’re 
not ready?” and I said, “We’re going to put pictures of what we wanted the car to 
look like on the side…we’re in it! We’re going! We’re not-- [Dawn laughs] 
KB: We’re gunna roll! 
KC: There’s no doubt if we’re not going to the parade. No matter what, we’re 
going.  
KB: We’re going to roll with something! 
KC: That’s right! 
KB: We got a car! 
KC: Whether it looks like what we wanted it to or… 
DS: It’s our car! It’s our first art car!! 
KC: That’s the whole thing. It’s an art car.  
 
Because the venue for display is egalitarian, artists can display a temporary 

vehicle or even an unfinished one. Reflected in Blakley and Castator’s dialogue is the 

idea that the purpose is to have fun and participate. 

 

Empowerment to Join In  

 My interest in Houston’s art car scene is the community dynamic and how the 

                                                 
9 Anyone is welcome to participate abiding by minimal regulations. Entrants must enter by the annual 
deadline and pay an entry fee. On parade day, entries must display the provided entry number, have a 
fire extinguisher, and be appropriate for general audiences.   
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group has come together in relationship to art and learning. As discussed previously, 

participants have a range of experience with art, from untrained to professional. Art Car: 

The Movie documentarian Ford Gunter (2011) states,  

There’s a line in our movie where one of the artists is talking about how, if you 
have the guts to decorate your car, you are accepted into the art car world. 
There’s an instant respect, from everyone. It doesn’t matter if you’re talking to a 
professional artist whose last piece sold for $60,000 or a second grade teacher 
whose class makes a car in two weeks. It doesn’t matter if your car is a work of 
staggering beauty or if it sucks. There’s an instant acceptance. You’re crazy 
enough and passionate enough and stupid enough to do this…nice. Welcome. 
(http://houston.culturemap.com, para.15) 
 

I believe there is more than a matter of respect among members of the community. 

While his comment resonates with me, there is more than bond of a shared activity 

linking community members together. In the final statement, the words “crazy, 

passionate, and stupid enough” allude not only to a sense of humor, but to an 

appreciation of the courage it takes to do something like defacing the iconic automobile 

that connects participants. Participants break through cultural barriers in the creation of 

and display of their individual creations and also form a sense of community. As Graves 

(2005) puts it, “Cultural participation is about the hours and years that people devote to 

making art. In the process they build communities” (p. 76).  

 Based on my own experiences and interactions with people regarding art cars, I 

believe that there is a general path many participants follow in becoming members of 

the community, although there is not only one route. First, art cars, or perhaps their 

cultural antecedents, are discovered and are identified as part of the vernacular. Some 

people appreciate these vehicles and look forward to seeing them in the streets and 

perhaps even attend events. Some of these community members actually begin to 

make art cars themselves. According to Billingham, (2007) communities of practice 
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involve more than shared practice. “Crucially, they are defined by the social 

relationships that exist and/or develop over time between the members” (p. 40).  These 

social relationships are built not only between art car artists, but involve the friends and 

acquaintances that participate in conversations with art car artists, giving them feedback 

on their ideas and to their developing projects. Even passerby reactions are a form of 

community participation that distinguishes this community from other art forms. 

 Wenger (1998) states, “The primary focus of this theory of learning is on learning 

as social participation.” She emphasizes being participants in the practices of social 

communities, the ways members construct identities in relation to these communities, 

and the ways members individually and collectively make meaning of community 

experiences. In Situated Learning: Legitimate peripheral participation, Lave and Wenger 

(1991) also discuss that participation moves from peripheral contributions to full 

participation in a community of practice. They propose that there is a socially negotiated 

character of meaning and systems of relations between members. Identification of these 

levels of membership are significant in an investigation of Houston’s art car community 

because not all community members are art car drivers, nor are there a specific set of 

skills to be attained.  

 When I asked Kelly Blakley to explain how she found participation in art car 

events empowering, she replied, “I think for me, it taught me how to be more of a 

leader” (personal communication, June 13, 2009). She has always been involved and 

volunteered at events and created ads and posters, but her experiences with her group 

of collaborators enabled her in new ways. At first there were only five women, but after 

they started meeting, more people called and wanted to help and they seemed to arrive 
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with an almost uncanny timing. Everyone seemed to have a niche and a mission, but 

along with this growing group, there were times that there were too many people or too 

many opinions. She learned how to defer to others who had more experience and to 

make decisions under time constraints, but was able to be the boss and make the 

ultimate decisions, knowing that “if she didn’t like it she would have to deal with it” as 

Kelly Castator explains, “She learned how to stand up for the things that she wanted in 

the design of the bottle.” Kelly Blakley provided an example, “I had a lot of flak about the 

tear-drop windows being alternating, and I said, ‘Well, we’re doing it that way’” and they 

did. In the end, “Everything just came together so perfectly. I mean, I couldn’t have…I 

mean, I don’t know how I got so lucky to get all of these people that had all these 

talents,” says Blakley. When I asked her to elaborate on how she felt empowered she 

said,   

I really felt so much stronger after that and I’m more confident and I think it 
helped my self-esteem a lot. And then to see what I was capable of, that I was 
capable of communicating to everybody because I’ve always been a lot more 
introverted. And then to have to be in that role, to have to be more extroverted, 
you know...It’s just like maybe I could hire a couple other graphic designers or 
maybe…it gave me the feeling that I could do more than what I’m actually doing, 
you know.  
 
Throughout my interactions and conversations with other participants, there were 

continuous references to empowerment, and they often had to do with the social 

relationships tied to the community. It was discussed as a grassroots movement with 

emissaries who spread the idea. There was dialogue about the renegade attitude of 

individuals during the time period of the inception of the movement, the underground 

bands and skater groups that merged to become members of the art car community. 

Bryan Taylor describes different roles of participation in the first parades explaining, 
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“We’d get our friends and roommates down to act as corner captains and it was a fun 

little parade…about maybe 45 entries, which is odd, because there were literally more 

people in the parade than who actually saw the parade” (personal communication, June 

6, 2009). In a community of practice such as the evolving Houston art car community, 

“Our experience and our membership inform each other, pull each other, transform 

each other. We create ways of participating in practice in the very process of 

contributing to making the practice what it is” (Wenger, 1998, p. 96). 

 In the previous section, I mentioned that I joined the community after a path had 

been paved. The people involved had a set of beliefs and values tied to the practice of 

making art cars and allowing anyone to participate. I believe this sense of acceptance 

makes the bonds stronger between members. When I asked Bryan if he agreed with the 

idea creating and driving an art car as empowering, he replied, “Oh yeah.  Oh definitely. 

Have you seen Harrod’s last movie?” and he continues explaining, “There are some 

really wonderful examples in Automorphosis.” I found it interesting that his first response 

is based on recognizing empowerment in others, but believe this is indicative of 

empowerment as a community experience. He discussed public reactions and how it 

changes people and extends the phenomena beyond the art car to the people involved. 

He also talked about how art car artists come to the Houston Art Car Parade from other 

places and leave with a sense of empowerment.  

I’ve seen it so many times, these people that have done their car back in 
Timbuktu, you know, Podunk, Iowa or whatever, and they’re used to like being 
poked fun at and pointed out as hippie-weirdo-freak and they come down here to 
art car parade, where they’re just surrounded by their people. They leave with 
this renewed sense of who they are, what they are, and their purpose in life. 
That’s a wonderful thing to watch. 
 

 While the Art Guys claim they do not look for or get empowerment from 
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participation in this community, again I find indications of empowerment in their stories.  

(I wish I had thought to ask them what does make them feel empowered). Aligned with 

their reaction to my question, it is not in the sense of empowerment as overcoming 

oppression. Nor is this sense of empowerment I gathered connected to transforming 

objects as artist Tara Conley conjectured. The empowerment that I do perceive as they 

tell their stories is related to the participation in the community. Beyond being the Art 

Guys, the internationally renowned artists who have been on the cover of Art News, 

they helped establish the art car community in Houston. Mike was directly involved in 

planning the New Music Parade and Jack was involved with Lawndale, both of which 

impacted what was to become the Orange Show Art Car Parade before it was 

conceptualized. Prior to my directly asking about empowerment, Jack and Mike were 

laughing about a long history with the Orange Show of not officially entering, but 

showing up with annual entries. Mike exclaimed, “Suzanne knows we’re different and 

better than everybody else [Dawn laughs]!. She recognizes that.” In addition, they 

intentionally create entries that challenge the typical, over-the-top art car and have 

conceptually more minimal, minimal in the sense that they would involve the minimal 

amount of planning.  

 As the phenomenon of the art car evolves, like the cars, the members continue to 

change. Bryan Taylor looks forward to the future of the movement. He says, “So yeah, 

the next generation, that’s….they’re going to be fun to watch. I’d like to see some more 

Tom Kennedies come along. I just don’t want to say it’s the cars.” I agree with Bryan on 

the point that there is something more propelling art car participants than simply 

decorating cars. I also think that the reference to Tom Kennedy is related to the concept 
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of inclusiveness and recognition that someone asking to participate could easily 

become one of the next community leaders. Considering both the relational nature of 

the art car itself and the sense of accomplishment that comes from making one, I 

believe the community connections that come with the mindset of people who want to 

join in, transforming their cars and their lives in contemporary culture that creates a 

sense of empowerment. As an art educator, this is the type of empowerment through art 

and community that I hope will serve as an example for the field. 

 

The Art Car Agenda 

I knew that the community was made up of a diverse group of individuals – I 

believe that most of us are from the same socio-economic group, with some people who 

were more “working class” and some more “upper class” – but that this did not best 

define the group. However, art car artists can afford these vehicles, or at least afford to 

operate a vehicle. It might be the only vehicle the individual owns, it might be an extra 

vehicle, or it might be one of several extra vehicles. It might have been given to an 

individual or group for free. It might have been purchased for the purpose of creating an 

art car. Or it might have been an old vehicle, replaced by a newer model, kept for 

participation. Regardless, overall the community does not come together through 

socioeconomic or political purposes.  

As I contended with what the art car means and the reasons for participation in 

relationship to critical theory, I actually began to wonder if art cars are the “bastard 

stepchildren” of the hippie van and low-rider. One interim text posed the question, “Are 

art cars essentially the legitimate, mainstream offspring, the result of upward mobility 
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meeting the fallout of hippie idealism in the same way collage was once radical 

innovation of the Dada artists and the Cubists, but is now a hobbyist’s favorite tied to 

scrapbooking?” Theis believes art cars have crossed over into the mainstream and the 

Art Guys talked about the parade as a sanctioned thing, but still convey that this is 

fundamentally in opposition to what the event should be. 

 
Figure 7. Thought Cloud 4. 

 
 
In my exploration of the art car community, I discovered that we are not 

marginalized in the traditional sense of the word and that empowerment is experienced 

differently for each of us, based on our own experiences. And this diversity of 

experience is appreciated by audiences. From Dia’s perspective, “I think they are just 

having a great time and they are expressing themselves the way they want to, the way 

the just…hey, if they want to make their car that way this time, that’s how they do it. But 

I just think they are having fun. It’s a neat world. They can do whatever they want.”  The 

annual event gives people the opportunity to try to create an own art car. Many 

participants transition between audience or volunteer and artist because they want to 
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participate in the excitement this art form generates.  The descriptive words wild, crazy, 

silly, far-out, funny, and wacky convey a sense of the attitude shared by the various 

types of participants at the art car parade and art car events. It alludes to why people 

attend and applies to the cars and the people attending. It is out of the ordinary. 

The art car parade brings people together and empowers disruption of the 

ordinary, the ability to make art, and the ability to join in the fun of this unique event. The 

community is not united by a “traditional” social agenda or an agenda to change the 

artworld, but rather an agenda to have fun.  
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CHAPTER 6 

COMMUNITY 

MG: I think what happens is a culture. There is such a thing as a culture, 
but it’s based upon a collection of individuals.  
JM: Well, I was using the word community. A community of people. 
MG: Community is fine. But they’ve tried to…they have done art car 
parades in the Bay Area and stuff.  
JM: Yeah. 
MG: It’s never been the same as Houston. And I think the reason is the 
specifics of Houston. It’s not just the logistics and the attitude of no zoning 
and all of that kind of stuff...but it’s the specific people.  
JM: Yeah.  
 

 

Figure 8. Thought Cloud 5. 
 
 

I know it’s a community, and participants of this study understand members or 

the people involved, including audiences, as community. I tried to leave “community” 

open to the interpretation of the responding participant when we discussed the Houston 

Art Car Parade, although at times I was more successful than during other times. I 

asked Barbara Hinton, “How do you see the community…meaning maybe the 

large…I’m going to let you take that how you will…“the community”, as it is involved in 

the event of Art Car Weekend?” Her reply was, “Well, I think the fact that we get a 
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quarter of a million people down on the streets downtown means that a portion of the 

community is involved.” The topic of community came up frequently in the semi-

structured interviews. As a researcher, I questioned if the phrasing I used to request 

interviews brought the topic to the foreground, however I discovered concepts that 

reiterated my own understandings of community during field observation at the parade 

where I did not have in-depth conversations with participants about my project. For 

example, I found the thought, “I love this town!” particularly salient, because Houston is 

a large city, yet at this event drawing 250,000 people to a three mile section of Allen 

Parkway, the metropolitan city is referred to as a town.  

As I transcribed interviews and thought about my investigation of the art car 

community, I also grappled with how community was different than culture, and if the art 

car community was more like a counter-culture or a sub-culture. I believe that 

community network theory of people brought together through a shared interest defines 

this group best. Members of the art car community speak about community using terms 

like family, tribe, or clique, speaking to a bond that goes beyond location, event, or 

common interest or hobby and emphasizes the connection between the people 

involved. Marilyn also used the term “clique”. Some community members only 

participate during the annual parade. Some may only participate in World Art Car Day in 

November and the Art Car Weekend in May. Others attend monthly HACK meetings, 

while others get together once a week for happy hour. They may also actively 

participate in electronic forums like the HACK and Orange Show email groups or 

interact with art car groups outside of Houston through social networking sites. People 

have differing levels of involvement and participation.  
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 Suzanne Theis, whose organizational efforts have been instrumental in 

advancing and expanding the Houston art car community, poses significant questions, “I 

care a lot about community. That’s really my passion. And building community. And 

what are the building blocks of community? How do you bring people together?” 

(personal communication, June 25, 2009). I believe the work she has done with the art 

car community sheds light on recognizing unique, local practices and building 

relationships with under-represented groups. In this chapter I will explore the ways that 

Houston provides a specific context for the development of this community, how the 

community celebrates the art form, and how the community practice of making it up as 

we go along in realization of a cultural phenomenon. 

 

A Specific Community Context 

In chapter 2, I explain that I am basing my understanding of community on the 

sociological network theory of community, which conceptualizes community as no 

longer site based, or fixed, rather based on shared interests. Yet, for this study I have 

based my investigation on a specific event, located at a specific place, and believe that 

this site is significant in the formation of this particular art car community. In addition, 

addressing the site is an essential component of Clandinin and Connelly’s (2004) three-

dimensional narrative inquiry space. Originally Clandinin and Connelly (1994) 

conceptualized narrative inquiry as positioned in two dimensions, the personal and 

social one dimension and the temporal another. They explain, “In any particular inquiry, 

one asks questions, collects field notes, derives interpretations, and writes a research 

text that addresses both personal and social issues by looking inward and outward, and 
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addresses temporal issues by looking not only to the event but to its past and to its 

future (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 50). In the re-conceptualized metaphor of inquiry 

space, place, or series of places is considered another aspect, the third dimension. 

Place was originally considered an aspect of the social environment, but now “attends 

to the specific concrete physical and topological boundaries in inquiry landscapes” 

(Clandinin & Conelly, 2000, p. 50-51). While the community is symbolic, the particular 

place this community has grown in is significant. Furthermore, the Houston art car 

community is unique because it is considered the art car capital of the world, it is the 

largest art car parade and people come from all over the country to participate in the 

events of art car weekend. Similar networks and underlying values may be at play with 

other art car events or parades in America, but participants and audiences in Houston 

have an affinity for the community based in the city. As Massing also explained, “I think 

Houston and the birth of the art car parade here is a unique… I don’t think it’s possible 

for this to have happened in New York…obviously it didn’t. [Dawn laughs] It didn’t. But 

in New York, there are far fewer people who have cars.” 

 
Figure 9. Thought Cloud 6. 
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Houston’s art car event is specific in relationship to place and context for this 

community, with a distinctive geographical and social climate, a space where people 

have differing levels of participation, and who have been brought together through 

shared interests for over 20 years. Attending the art car parade can be challenging for 

participants and audience, yet over 250,000 people join in the spectacle every year. The 

first time I attended the parade, I drove forty-five minutes from the suburbs to get to my 

friend’s house in the Heights, where we met some more friends and got into another car 

and drove fifteen more minutes to get to three mile section of Allen Parkway where the 

parade would be held. Then we drove around the area businesses and neighborhood 

and found a place to park about a ten to fifteen minute walk to find a place along the 

parade route on a day that is usually around eighty degrees in the morning and ninety to 

ninety-five by one when the parade rolls. I had to question, “What would possess a 

quarter of a million people to do this?” I was envious as Dia, (who also lives about 45 

minutes from the city) told me how she and her husband drove from nearby Memorial 

Park and found a close place to park their motorcycle. She had planned to be in the 

area that day, knowing the parade would be happening. There is evidence that many of 

the parade attendees have planned for this event seen in the pop-up tents, umbrellas 

for shade, coolers, and portable chairs. I described the scene as I got close to the 

parade entrance as recounted from my parade day journal entry. 

It is beginning to feel a little exciting, but we have to drive past the barricaded 
entry to park the plain car at Stages Repertory Theater (the way I know it) and 
behind DeAmico’s Restaurant (the way my mom knows it.) Neither of us know 
the name of the street, just the places we’ve been. It’s actually a pretty good spot 
to park. People who come to the parade as audience members end up parking in 
the neighborhoods and business lots that surround the area. It is not unusual to 
have to walk a mile or so to get to the part of the parade that leads into 
downtown. I guess quite a few people park downtown, but I have always parked 
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in the neighborhoods when I came to watch. I think it’s kind of funny the amount 
of people that drive their cars to see the art car parade. There are also lots of 
cyclists, skaters, and walkers making their way to the parade route. Some 
runners that use the trail along Allen Parkway jog by and pretend that nothing is 
happening. There are families with strollers and wagons, as well as groups of 
people with chairs and dragging coolers. There are steady trails of people 
heading towards Buffalo Bayou. 
 

In this journal entry, I referred to specific venues and locations that are tied to my 

experience of Houston. My mental connection is to the landmark of Buffalo 

Bayou, I name it, rather than saying people are headed to the parade. Allen 

Parkway winds along Buffalo Bayou. Houston is sometimes called Bayou City. 

Even though it is a commuter city with freeways, the bayou that leads to the Gulf 

Coast is central to the way the city has grown, running through downtown. 

However, the parade has moved several times in its history, so while I relate my 

experiences to this section of Houston in piecing together this auto-ethnography, 

the reason people come together for this half-day event is more significant.  

Art cars breathe life into the city as they transform the roads. Participating in the 

community also changes how community members perceive the otherwise mundane 

landscape.  Kelly Blakley describes her feelings of anticipation before parade day. 

Each day I would drive down Allen Parkway, from my house to Montrose and I 
would think, “Wow!” I would just visualize it and I would just say, you know, 
“We’re going to be sitting her with the Jeannie bottle on parade day!” And I just 
kept visualizing it every night when I went to sleep... that’s what I would think 
about.  
 

In response to her story, I asked myself, “What makes a road like Allen Parkway just a 

common thoroughfare one day and a spectacle the next?” I realized that thousands 

more cars use this road to get to and from downtown each day than there are actually 

in the parade. The spectacle of 250 cars should pale in comparison, yet somehow when 
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a bunch of decorated cars line up and have a parade, a sense of community is created. 

Early on people recognized the distinctive essence of the coming together of this type 

of individuals, even in the first New Music America Parade that had more people in the 

parade than in the audience. As Bryan describes the first parade, “it was like something 

out of Animal House!” It was not the typical parade with well-rehearsed marching bands 

and drill teams, rather a few decorated cars and people on skates with boom-boxes. 

There was a sense of absurdity and a sense of energy that brought has the larger 

community of Houstonians together in celebration of art cars. The enthusiasm was not 

limited art car artists; there were also local visionaries, like Suzanne Theis, along with 

other artists and arts leaders of Houston who wanted to celebrate this local art form. 

 While the Houston art car community came from a specific place, it is also about 

the people involved with each other at moments in history. The involvement of these 

people and their ideas create the interconnectedness that makes a city like Houston 

seem like a small town. It’s a feeling that makes an audience participant share the 

thought “I love this town.” Furthermore, when I asked Drew, “In general, why do you 

participate in art car events like art car weekend?” His reply was, “That’s a good 

question. Yeah, I don’t know. Well a lot of the community…I love being involved with the 

community.” He elaborates that it’s more than the city that serves as a community 

explaining, “forget about what a good, interesting, weird community Houston 

has…everyone knows each other. It’s the biggest small town in America of people 

knowing each other.” In chapter 1, I cited Poole (1997), who also believes that Houston 

is a unique place for the art car capital of the world in that it supports “off the wall 

eccentricities” and I also discussed how CBAE supports the idea that local art, often 
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displaced by institutions, is significant. Bastos (2002) believes CBAE should help people 

critically examine their world by celebrating and valuing local art. Houston’s art car 

community does.   

 Before conducting this study, I had read accounts of how the art car parade 

began and had heard many stories about the group at happy hour, meetings and social 

events. Through my conversations with long-time participants, I believe that the 

essential links between individuals in the community network were already in place as 

the community developed. There was a small group of artists and individuals doing 

things downtown, initiating a change in the politics of display of art at the grassroots 

level. Mike explains that the parade was produced in a distinct cultural atmosphere.  

DS: I think that there’s something really interesting about Houston and I think that 
during this time…was that the beginning of what is now Buffalo Bayou Art Park?  
MG: Watermelon flats. 
DS: Watermelon flats? 
MG: That’s what it started out as.  
DS: Yeah, but was that kind of during the same time?  
MG: Yes it was. It was. 
DS: Just sort of people going out and putting art where they determined it need 
to be.  
MG: You’re right. There were a number of specific people who had this sort of 
philosophy, idea, energy, whatever— 
JM: Renegade. 
MG: -- of doing stuff in public and out on the streets. It was…It was two things 
going on at the time. There was a sense of young artists wanting to be wild and 
experiment, I guess… I would say the main thing. But also, when you’re young, 
you have, often times a lack of attention from institutions. 
 

When I consider the origins of the art car parade and community, I see multiple events 

coinciding and individuals coming together. These include the renegade attitude of 

individuals and the celebration of these activities as unique and special to the city. At 
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the time, several instrumental organizations and individuals affiliated with these 

organizations including the Orange Show and the Houston Festival recognized the 

excitement generated by the fledgling art car community. The first official Orange Show 

Art Car Parade was linked to another new Houston event, the Houston International 

Festival, now called the Houston Festival. There have always been institutional 

relationships loosely affiliated with art car community. According to Bryan in the early 

years, the Orange Show organized the parade and the International Festival helped with 

some of the funding, but the primary relationship involved providing a route that would 

go around the festival grounds to guarantee a crowd. He recounted a story that 

illustrates the community bonds and alliances within the community network that 

demonstrates loyalty to community, and a bond that goes common interest or activity, or 

simply cars, as the pivot point for participants. 

BT: It grew to where it became this major part of the festival which led to 
problems over the years and the festival then wanting to control the parade, 
assuming…trying to say the parade was actually theirs and they even tried to 
steal the parade at one point, telling the Orange Show that they didn’t have 
money to put on the parade. All the while, they were contacting other people to 
see if they’d be interested in organizing an art car parade…people like Mike 
Paranto, Rick Worth, and Harrod Blank…and the first thing that these people did 
was turn around and call Suzanne and say, “Hey, do you know that the festival 
just called me and…Dumbasses. 
DS: Yeah. Houston’s good about that.  
BT: Yeah, so.  
 

Listening to Bryan recount this story 20 years later, made me realize that I have not yet 

known or worked with a group of people for 20 years. I have rarely stayed in one city for 

more than 4 years in my adult life, but I know I can go back to Houston and participate 

in art car events and see many of the same people year after year for art car events and 

have a sense of belonging. I do not know Mike Paranto or Rick Worth, but Harrod Blank 
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and Suzanne Theis are still closely linked to art car events although their involvement 

capacities have shifted over the years.  

It also alludes to the idea that there are times people want to try to organize the 

parade differently. Bryan specifically uses the term “control”10 the parade. As the parade 

has grown, community bonds have supported the movement in an organic, fluid way.  

The Orange Show Center for Visionary Art “preserves, promotes and documents 

visionary art environments, provides opportunities for the expression of personal artistic 

vision and creates a community where that expression is valued” 

(www.orangeshow.org, n.d.). Furthermore, there has been on ongoing two-way 

relationship with art car artists helping the Orange Show. For example, about a month 

before the parade, there is “parade packet party” to prepare materials for parade 

entrants which includes information from HACK and the Orange Show. The Orange 

Show has also had “talk back” gatherings between art car artists and the organizers of 

the parade after art car weekend to give both organizers and participants an opportunity 

to provide feedback. 

Barbara Hinton reflects on the history of the parade and its evolving relationship 

with the city of Houston, 

I do think the community has embraced us. I can remember the parade 
[snickers]…this was a long, long time ago, when we were still part of the Houston 
International Festival, and the parade was rolling…not where it does today…we 
didn’t start out on Allen Parkway. We started over kind of near the Alley Theater 
in an area over there and the festival was supposed to pull our parade permit and 
they had failed to pull the parade permit, so all the art cars start showing up to 
stage that Saturday morning and the cops won’t let them park because they don’t 
have a parade permit or a street closure permit or any of that stuff. And now the 
cops wouldn’t…the city wouldn’t allow it first of all, because if we didn’t turn in the 

                                                 
10 Art cars are currently involved in the Houston Festival on an invitational basis. Only a few, if any, 
selected vehicles are on official display during the festival. I suspect that one of the ideas of control Bryan 
alluded to involved moderation of entries, rather than a democratic display. 
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paperwork, I’d be hearing from the city…from the mayor’s office. “Where is your 
paperwork? I know you guys are having a parade, where’s your paperwork?” So 
now, the police have embraced us too. I know some of the art car artists get 
tickets every once in a while for not following the state laws and stuff like that. 
But if you follow the rules, the cops kind of look the other way. And I think that is 
a good testimony to how the community has embraced us.  
 

Through my conversations with participants and in my analysis, I also began to 

recognize the role of support the broader city of Houston provides. Art cars have been 

featured on tourism commercials and on city-wide banners. Several years ago, the 

mayoral office had a public slogan, “Houston it’s worth it” which recognized things like 

giant mosquitos, humidity, the commute, etc. In addition, it is the individuals who are 

members of the larger city-wide community, including the businesses, and art and non-

art organizations represented in the parade that support and join in the Houston art car 

community.  As the parade has grown throughout the years, sponsorship has become a 

necessity and there are often many local business supporters affiliated with the parade 

seeking publicity in affiliation with this event. The parade has been re-named with 

sponsorship and has been “Powered by Penzoil” and “EV1’s Art Car Parade” when 

sponsored by Everyone’s Internet, a Houston-based, nationwide internet service 

provider. Theis spoke of the significance of finding the right sponsors who would uphold 

the underlying principles of allowing anyone to participate and maintain the democratic 

spirit of the parade. 

ST: And of course, you know, corporate sponsorship issues…you have a free 
event, somebody has to pay for it. And the challenges of keeping the event at a 
really high quality, attracting lots of people, making it possible for them to 
participate, bringing in fabulous cars from around the country11 so that this was 
always going to be the primo, premier art car event… 
DS: It was. 

                                                 
11 The Orange Show does invite cars to participate in the parade. There are occasionally commissioned 
entries as well. 
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ST: And it is. They’ve done a fabulous job. I mean, they really have. I’m so proud 
of it…of what they’ve done. But all of that costs money and so finding the 
sponsor that would respect the sort of the basic essential principles - no 
censorship, no um…commercial, no commercial… 
DS: It’s creeping in more and more… 
ST: Yeah. I…I truthfully…I mean, I know from my work here, it’s…you have to 
find the right partners. But the partners are essential.  
DS: In the packet this year, it actually had the cost of what it cost each person to 
go through the parade. I was kind of surprised. If it was there before, I hadn’t 
seen it.  
ST: I think that that’s one of the things that they did that was really smart…to 
educate people…Because I know, I know that so many…you know, all of those 
years that I was there, my conversations with board members, with sponsors, 
with the city of Houston would start with, “So why does it cost so much?” It was 
like well there’s the insurance, then there’s the this, and there’s the this, the that, 
and you get to the bottom line and all of the sudden, you know, you’re at four 
hundred thousand.  
DS: Yeah.  
 

While the parade is essentially free to the public, the hidden costs of organizing and 

making this particular event public, including insurance, security, securing permits and 

promotion are costly and time consuming.12 Institutional and individual contributions are 

necessary to bring the event to the larger community. The idea that it is a free and 

accessible to the public is tied to its popularity in Houston. The idea that it is a free and 

accessible art form as it is valued by the community will be discussed in the next 

chapter.  

I have spent a lot of time contemplating Houston’s significance and relationship 

to this community. In chapter 2, I discuss art cars in other cultures, but point out that 

they may not have the same sense of community or purposes for participating in a 

community. I also believe that Houston is significant, not as a model for creating art car 

communities, but as a model for recognizing and supporting local art forms in a 
                                                 
12 The year of my field research, a breakdown of costs was included in the parade packet. The parade 
production and promotion cost per entry was $291.00. 
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community. Several years ago, the Austin Chronicle hosted an art car parade in Austin, 

Texas, inviting art cars from other cities and involving several high schools in the 

creation of entries. Despite a cultural attitude that has involved public campaigns to 

“Keep Austin Weird” and a similar model for the parade with individual art car artists and 

youth groups, the parade did not catch on the way it has in Houston. I believe this is 

ultimately because in Houston it has been a grassroots movement, with institutional 

support and a network of groups and individuals who valued what was going on with 

early renegade activities on the streets of downtown. 

Through the personal and organizational connections in the Houston 

metropolitan area addressed in the stories above, the parade has established a 

significant place in the community and in the hearts of community members. Theis 

reflects,  

I think that it’s finally crossed over into being a true mainstream…I always 
thought it would…I didn’t know how long it would take…but that it was the rodeo 
of today. You know, the way that people…like I never felt that way about the 
rodeo because I’m not a native, it’s not my culture…I don’t…It’s not what I’m 
close to. But I feel that for a lot of people…that’s what the art car parade is. It’s 
the sum total of what they love about the city. 
  

The sentiments of loving this town or “sum total of what they love” about the city reflects 

how the community built by the art car phenomenon has affected participants.  

 

Celebrating Community  

 In Houston, art cars are a locally produced art form discussed in chapter 3. They 

are a blend of popular and traditional art forms. Folk art is mixed in among the art cars, 

as is contemporary art. They are part of the local environment when one “steps outside” 

to refer to London’s concept of community-based art. Art cars are found on the streets 
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of the city. For special events like the Main Street Drag, art cars travel to schools and 

local institutions, bringing this local art form to students that might not be able to attend 

the parade. Furthermore, the art cars themselves exhibit the “seeds and traditions” of 

the community and “reflect contradictions and controversies” discussed by Bastos 

(2002).  

Cars in the parade also celebrate different aspects of the city of Houston.  There 

is a Mayor’s Cup Award and the city’s mayor usually rides in the parade. One of the art 

car favorites is the Houston Grand Opera’s Broomhilda. The Houston Zoo has also had 

entries. Cars also reflect the local business community. Some are sponsorship vehicles, 

while others have less formal associations with the parade, but represent the 

community. The Third Ward Bike Shop is tied to Project Row Houses, focused on 

teaching youth to repair and alter bicycles which they ride in the parade. St. Arnold’s 

Brewing Company has several entries and has also come up with a special art car 

brew. Last Concert Café has an annual entry, a painted truck that pulls a float featuring 

live music of one of their regular bands.  

In addition to these somewhat commercially oriented cars, art car artists 

themselves address local issues and concerns. Jack describes a car he created in 

response to the demolition of a local landmark, Guardian Savings.  

I did a couple protest cars. I had a pick-up truck and I covered it with bricks…you 
know, brick contact paper which you could buy at the hardware store and then I 
put a false floor in my pick-up and I filled it up with the actual bricks from the 
demolition site and I put a sign up there that said, “Guardian History.” And I think 
I had a bull horn.  
 
Individual art cars also commemorate local celebrities. One art car entry was a 

memorial dedicated to newscaster Marvyn Zindler, locally renowned newscaster with an 
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evening news spot with a weekly restaurant report revealing health code violations 

called “slime in the ice machine” and local interest stories featured during his evening 

news segment to bring together individuals in need with local charity organizations. The 

inclusion of local values and interests was also pertinent to contributors to DialoJeep. 

For example, this thought cloud was used to promote a local listener sponsored radio 

station.   

Figure 10. Thought Cloud 7. 
 

Art cars are social objects that celebrate the local while challenging societal 

norms. Simon (2010) discusses social objects explaining, “A social object is one that 

connects people who create, own, use, critique, or consume it. Social objects are 

transactional, facilitating exchanges among those who encounter them” (p. 129). One 

example of a naturally occurring social object she sites is a dog and the way a dog will 

allow for “transference of attention from person-to-person to person-to-object-to-person” 

(p. 129). An art car on the highway, in a driveway, or in a parking lot opens the way for 

an exchange between audience and art car creator, owner, or driver. People will stop 

and talk about their personal connection to an art car, whether positive or negative. 

Furthermore, art cars as social objects serve to interrupt public pedagogy, challenging 
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the ideology of dominant culture. Giroux (2006) criticized an educational focus on 

common sense assumptions that legitimize and perpetuate the status quo as positive. 

Stated previously, Harithas (1997) believes the art car movement can resist the control 

that government and corporations have over popular consciousness. The art car, Bad 

Brains, was named after a comment heard by the creator, “The person that made that 

must have bad brains.” This reaction makes me question how we develop assumptions 

that cars should look a particular way, the consequences of buying into these 

assumptions, and how these assumptions are maintained in dominant culture what 

Giroux (2006) cites as public pedagogy. Through this social dynamic, art cars are also 

similar to the street art movement of socially disruptive tagging and graffiti because 

“street art does not take place in the public space by coincidence. It is an uncalled-for-

act that oversteps boundaries of the public code of behavior and, by doing so, always 

calls it into question. This makes the creation of street art into a political act (Ullman, 

2009, p. 74). Reactions vary, yet implicit values are transmitted by an art car. Barbara 

Hinton acknowledges three types of reactions in this account:  

But you know, when Marks and I had our art car, there were three kinds of 
people that we would pass on the street. There were those who didn’t see the car 
at all [Dawn laughs]…like they had blinders on. You could be right beside them 
and they would…might look over…and not even react. Then there were those 
who got mad because I had defaced a great old Cadillac. Then there are those 
who celebrate it, who just, you know, can’t get their cell phones out fast enough 
to take pictures and you know, slowing down on the freeway, trying to take your 
picture. That kind of stuff. Giving you the thumbs up, you know, and all that kind 
of jazz.  
 
Through encounters with art cars in the streets and in their communities, people 

at the very least begin to identify the social object, the art car. Some of those people 

want to join in and create their own art car. Other community members support the 
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movement in other ways including celebrating the art form, inviting friends to events, 

and perhaps volunteering. Although the community is diverse, there is a particular type 

of person that wants to join in, becoming full participants. Marilyn articulates this well,  

It gives you a place to fit in. Everybody’s got to have an outlet like that, a 
community. Some people have church or the gym or you know, just wherever 
you fit in. I think these people really fit in as art car owners and operators. They 
might have done something else if they hadn’t found art cars. They might have 
been some other kind of artist. Or they might not have…I don’t know. But it 
seems like even though they’re very different people, they get along well. There 
are people you don’t see until there are events, you know?  
 

This connection and community development through participation in art car events 

happens on different levels. For some, community participation is found by meeting for 

events and sharing their art car with like-minded individuals in a setting where they are 

appreciated. For others, connections are built through the interaction of co-creating and 

displaying an art car. Kelly Blakley explains her experience of creating a collaborative 

art car.  

Well, I love being a part of something. I love being part of a creative group of 
people that they are all so different, but they all have something in common. And 
that was on our small crew too. Everybody was so different you know. People 
would say all four Kellies working on a car…but they’re all so different. But we 
were all so different, but we all had a common…all had a common thread. I think 
that’s what I think is so cool about it, is that there’s all of these you know, little 
connections over the years through everybody. Like I said, it’s kind of like a 
tribe…like belonging to something and that’s what I like about it and I also felt like 
so many years, I just sat on the sidelines and I was wanting to do more and more 
and then… 
 

 Some people have become community participants through friendships with 

community members which have also helped in expanding the community beyond art 

car artists. The Art Guys talked about recruiting friends as participants in an entry. “We 

had a couple of female friends that we enlisted to wear dresses…kind of long 

dresses…ankle length dresses and they just got in a regular car…just a non-descript 
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car.” Similarly, Bryan Taylor also talked about getting friends involved during the early 

years of the parade as it emerged from the New Music America and the Houston 

International Festival, 

Literally a handful of people put on the first one. We’d get our friends and 
roommates down to act as corner captain and sergeants, was the designation, 
and it was a fun, little parade…about maybe 45 entries, which is odd, because 
there were literally more people in the parade than who actually saw the parade.  
If you see the video, there are literally no people along the parade route…three 
people sitting on a curb halfway between the blocks…but that’s it, because it 
wasn’t like announced, but the next year there was definitely a crowd.  
 

In addition, once people join in, they frequently return to participate in different 

capacities. Some will go from audience to art car artist, but art car artists will also come 

to the parade and participate as spectators. Ultimately, camaraderie comes with a 

sense of fun that keeps people returning year after year. Kelly Castator provides one 

perspective for participation for one of the community sub-groups. 

KC: All of the skaters, in one way or another, are going to be there because it’s 
the biggest party around, so people know to volunteer and so they always help 
out and if somebody needs something, you know… because it’s too much fun to 
miss. So all of the skaters are always involved. They keep telling skaters, we 
need volunteers so we can make this happen and people respond and...  
DS: Yeah, I don’t think we could pull off a lot of the things that happen without the 
skaters.  
KC: No. 
  

 My first year to join this community coincided with a last minute “opportunity” for 

art car artists to host the Art Car Ball. An email was sent out to the HACK list in January 

calling a meeting to discuss the potential of art car artists hosting the event, something 

that had been done off and on in prior years. Initially, I volunteered to create decorations 

at this meeting, but I ended up handling contracts and publicity for the event. It was 

during this initial four or five month period that I discovered how important the 

community network was for the success of these events and how much community 
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members valued these traditions. There were nine or ten individuals who worked closely 

to organize the ball - finding a venue, getting seed money, permits, insurance, security, 

custodianship, creating posters and advertisements, generating publicity, securing 

bands and entertainment, and so on required to put on this event in four months. 

Multiple community members loaned $600.00 each for seed money, knowing that the 

money could potentially not be recovered. There was a strong community desire not 

only for the event to take place, but for it to live up to the history of being the best party 

around. It was at this event that I realized the contribution of the area skating community 

volunteers. I had always seen skaters at events around the city, but they just seemed to 

be having fun. It was the evening of the ball when I saw how much work they were 

doing while having fun. A large percentage of skaters from groups like the Urban 

Animals, the newly forming Houston Roller Derby girls, and individual skaters were 

working from two p.m. until two a.m. They helped set up in the afternoon, escorted art 

cars to their places before the start of the  ball, helped at the gate during the ball, and 

helped direct traffic as art cars began to leave the event. The entire time they looked 

like they were just hanging out and having a great time, contributing to the spectacle of 

the Houston art car community. 

In his discussion of community network theory, Cohen (1985) explains that 

community boundaries are determined by people who give the community meaning. 

The Houston art car community as it has evolved comes together through a social 

object, the art car, and network is expanded through overlapping community activities 

that allow people to get together and have fun in non-traditional ways. The network has 

branched off with activities like an annual Santa Rampage, where men and women 
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dressed loosely as Santa sing non-traditional carols, or joining the Odd Fellow’s Lodge 

as members and for events. Neither of these offshoots is centered on making art. They 

are about having fun and participating in community networks. When I asked Drew, 

“How do you think members of the art car community come together?” His reply 

reiterates the larger attitude of fun and belonging, “They come together because it’s just 

a social thing…the club [HACK]. And they like to do pretty much do the same 

thing…drive their cars, they like to have social gatherings, they like to be outside, drink 

a beer and bar-b-que [Dawn laughing]. Geeks. We’re all geeks doing geeky things.” 

Sometimes these “geeky things” also include local causes and benefits. Another event I 

helped organize the first year I was involved was Bringing Back the Big Easy, an art car 

benefit after Hurricane Katrina, with proceeds donated to affected artists with the help of 

other Houston arts organizations. The community also has benefits for its members 

during times of devastation. Bryan states, “We’ve had fundraisers for each other and…I 

mean, we’ve been there for each other through bad times and good times. But I 

mean…we are definitely a family.” When speaking about art car events, it’s not the cars 

that he values most, but rather “The fellowship. The camaraderie. You know, these are 

the greatest people I’ve ever hung out with and known in my entire life.” 

Membership in the community extends beyond participation in local events. 

Already mentioned, members sometimes participate in events outside of Houston and 

like to get together socially. The community and what it means to members is about 

more than showing off an art form, but about identifying with one another in casual and 

fun ways, as well as being there for one another.  

DS: And what types of learning do you think occur within the art car community? 
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DB: You….ahhh…you learn a lot about Houston and that little social clique that 
exists in Houston. You learn a lot about that because two degrees of 
separation…everyone’s related in the art car community and you learn to take it 
easy and relax a little. They’re an easy going group. And you learn that you don’t 
have to…you know, the way things go…you can just be easy about it. Like if your 
house burns down or something, you know…[laughing] maybe not that.  
DS: Well Bryan talked a little about people sort of in the art car community like… 
DB: Helping. They are always helping.  
 
For many, membership in Houston’s art car community extends beyond simply 

driving an art car or participating in events. People not only help each other with 

collective experience, supplies and moral support, a significant characteristic reiterated 

in the conversations I had was the desire to help each other out. When I asked Bryan 

what he values about the art car community he reiterates how the community extends 

beyond making and exhibiting art cars. 

BT: Again, their loyalty. Oh they’re hugely loyal. Again, normally people that 
would be butting heads, but if somebody speaks ill of…Oh! Now you got a 
problem. We got each other’s back, there’s no doubt about that. And it’s kind of a 
good thing knowing that’s there. That support group is there. That really is a good 
feeling.  
DS: It is. 
BT: How many people we’ve helped in one way or another. Food drives, you 
know. Just a couple of emails and I can round up several dozen people to help 
out for different causes and stuff.  
 
Art car events and related events provide an opportunity for the community to 

celebrate this culture and the meaning found in community participation. “A parade is an 

opportunity to honor outstanding members of the community, to demonstrate patriotism, 

to get out in the streets and have fun with family and neighbors” (Rosen, 1979, p. 76). 

Parades are held for football games, holidays, and other traditions. By driving daily 

drivers, some art car drivers are celebrating the transformation in their daily lives. While 
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doing so, they break down the mundane urban sprawl. Suzanne Theis shares insight 

which she ties to the Gift Economy (Cheal, 1988). She explains,  

With a few exceptions, art cars aren’t really the kind of art that you can turn into a 
commodity very easily and find a market for very easily. They are…if you own an 
art car…like I was custodian of an art car…you know that the people around you 
get as much pleasure as you do without any of the hassles that you have, of 
maintaining the art car, and it is this incredible gift that, when you make 
something that you are giving your own expression of who you are, to the people 
who see you, and you take it out there on the city streets, it creates an 
opportunity for the exchange that often in our world, we don’t have an opportunity 
for people to really reveal themselves. So I think that people who are drawn to 
that kind of experience have something really essential and important in common 
and that’s why it’s such an amazing community. 
 
Spotting an art car among the everyday traffic is still exciting to me. I love to 

catch a glimpse of an art car on the streets as I drive through the city. There is a similar 

excitement when recognizing familiar cars in the parade. One year, I was standing next 

to an elementary aged boy who was waiting excitedly to see the clown who had an art 

car who lived in his neighborhood. Specifically, he said his trailer park confirming my 

initial impression that participants come from very diverse backgrounds. Now I see this 

excitement as the part of the local appreciation and camaraderie. Reflecting on the 

parade and why she attends, Tara explained, “I don’t know, it was fun going and seeing 

cars that were familiar…that I had seen in press things and around town. Some of them 

for years and some of them more recently.”  

Sightings of art cars on the public thoroughfares of the city are certainly exciting 

part of living in Houston, but I believe local publicity through the local media has helped 

propel the movement. One of the first times I ran across the parade, I was driving over 

Allen Parkway on elevated section of roadway that makes a loop around the inner city 

of Houston as they were lined up to head through the streets of downtown. My next 
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encounter with the parade was catching a local live airing of the parade. I suspect that I 

actually learned the term “art car” because of the local media. It became a part of my 

conversations with other people, friends with an interest in art, my parents, their friends, 

and so on, until finally my life merged with the community. In chapter 3, I quoted 

Ulbricht’s (2002) assertion that technology and emerging forms of media can be 

considered another form of CBAE, informing audiences on a wide-range of topics and 

issues. Features of art cars have become regular local interest stories on local news 

stations, particularly in the weeks leading up to Art Car Weekend. Recent media 

highlights have included the Harithasis’s commission of the art car, Our Lady of 

Transportation, which showed how the artist designed the vehicle and worked with 

assistants to transform the cab of a semi-truck into her skirt using Volkswagen hoods.  

Drew’s “Fast Chicken” was featured on the televised news and the online segment was 

spread on social networking sites like Facebook. Kelly Blakley’s Jeannie bottle crew 

was featured in the Houston Chronicle.  

 Because of the impression generated by art cars in Houston, there is a notion of 

celebrity tied to the vehicles. This is often created through outstanding cars, multiple 

cars, as well as participation at different levels, and the charisma of individuals creating 

and driving them. At the Out of Towner (OOT) welcome party, I noted in a journal entry,  

Drew has a seat nearby to talk to some people at the table to my right. We 
eventually exchange pleasantries and I remind him that I do want to interview 
him and we talk about his recent appearances on the news. I introduce him to the 
UH students and it turns out that they consider him something of a hero for his 20 
foot chicken that was parked on campus until recently.  
 

Recognition of community members through the media reiterates the significance of the 

art car community in the city of Houston and creates a sense of familiarity and 
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recognition. Between seeing cars in the city and on the media, people have come to 

identify an art car by name, much in the same way as the hippie van or “a woodie” 

which have also served as cultural icons. It has also led to what Bryan explains as the 

“multiplier effect” of seeing the parade,  

Well here’s what happens in Houston with these events. You get several 
thousand people who watch this parade go by, even if it’s just 25 cars as 
opposed to you know, 250. Out of all these people that watch these incredible 
sculpted vehicles drive by, there’s a small percentage of them that think, “Wow! I 
could do that!” Now out of that dozen or so that think it, there might only be a 
handful that actually begin to paint or glue. But in Houston, where you have 
250,000 people watching the parade, that’s a dozen or so new people each year 
that try to do a car, even though some of them don’t ever enter the parade.  
 
 

Making It Up as You Go Along  

 
Figure 11. Thought Cloud 8. 

 

My original thoughts regarding the art car community as an egalitarian 

community of practice had to do with the non-curated entry of vehicles and how artists 

and non-artists learn to create what we have come to know as an art car, and how 

youth group entries are displayed alongside the work of youth groups. I had my own 

path of becoming a participant. I heard about art cars in the media, I saw them 
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occasionally on the streets of Houston, met other people who were interested in them, 

went to several art car events, and in less than a year was planning events and had 

made my first collaborative art car. I began learning socially as a legitimate peripheral 

participant as described in by Lave and Wenger (1991). I picked up on the customs and 

values of this group on my way to becoming a full participant and I see indication of 

these cultural attitudes in the thought cloud at the beginning of this section. This path 

aligns with the participant cross-section I selected for this study with the inclusion of a 

variety of community members with the inclusion of artist-participants, community 

leaders-participants, and audience-participants. I became a community member before 

becoming an art car artist. I was welcomed to join the HACK and Orange Show email 

lists, come to events, and to participate before I had an art car. This inclusive nature of 

the community probably influenced my decision to include this range of participants in 

this study. 

A shift in my own understanding of egalitarian community of practice happened in 

my discussion with Blakley and Castator in the following exchange. I have wondered if I 

asked the question wrong. I do know I was trying to open up the conversation rather 

than limit the conversation with my own perspectives. Perhaps I felt I had a pretty good 

understanding of how they thought learning took place based on the stories they had 

already shared about the building of the Jeannie bottle, so wanted to I engage them 

with the idea of egalitarian in the broader sense of the community, rather than in terms 

of learning or democratic display of art cars.  

DS: Okay, I consider the Art Car Parade, or the whole event, the events of the art 
car community to be very egalitarian. I’m curious if you agree and to what extent? 
KB: Well, I never thought of it like that. What do you think? 
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DS: Do you feel like there is a hierarchy when people do things, or do you feel 
like there are some people who are higher up in some way shape or form? 
KC: There’s definitely leaders, who do things.  
KB: Yeah.  
 

Although I had identified community leaders prior to this study, I wondered about my 

own decisions and took the opportunity to ask, “What makes a leader?” They quickly 

identify three leaders and their defining characteristics. Castator explains, “People that 

everyone will follow when they say, “Hey! Let’s go do something.” It’s like, “Okay!” You 

have Nicole, she’s an obvious leader. But even if she wasn’t president of the art car 

club, she’s a leader.” Blakely mentioned Spin and Marty’s mobile parties13 explaining, 

“Everybody would go because Bryan suggested…he used to do those and there was a 

huge thing.” Castator talks about Kenny Browning planning the Illuminated Cruise route 

and elaborates,   

He knows everybody. He’s always going to a party somewhere. I mean, he has 
more connections than…and that’s one of the things. He knows a lot of people. 
He can get stuff done. When Kenny goes and does something, it’s a party and 
everybody knows that. So he’s someone…when Kenny says let’s do this, it’s 
going to be a party, let’s go. And it’s not like he drags you along going I don’t 
want to do this, but Kenny said we should do this, so we’re gunna do. Kenny 
says let’s do this, it’s gunna be a party.  
 

Ironically, nobody really wants to be in a position of “leadership” as Bryan discovered 

when he tried to find someone to take over acting as president of HACK after twelve 

years. There are leaders, but not by appointment. This practice, tied to the resistance of 

becoming an official non-profit group confirm, the core values of the community of 

practice are egalitarian and a resistance to imposed structure. I have found equal 

opportunities for people to participate.    

                                                 
13 This community tradition was a reference to the Mickey Mouse Show spinoff, “The New Adventures of 
Spin and Marty.” In Houston, individuals, including art car artists, would caravan around the city and meet 
in pre-designated spots to dine, listen to music provided by a live band on a trailer, and party. 
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When I asked Drew about the types of learning taking place in the art car 

community, he said, “You learn to relax a little. They are an easy going group.”  When I 

originally considered situated learning theory, I thought about how I came up with ideas 

for cars and figured out how to make that vision happen based on experimentation, or 

solving problems as I went along. I can trace my desire to create a sculptural art car 

with no evidence of the car frame to conversation with Visker and Tom Kennedy 

(described in chapter 1). I thought about the idea that many of art car artists started 

adding lights to the art cars to participate in the illuminated cruise and that I really liked 

listening to Terry Brooks come up with new ideas for lighting several times over the 

years at happy hour. These are things that I idealistically believe will be incorporated 

into the best art car. But for all of my desire to do something “better”, I can participate 

regardless of my successful incorporation of either of these components. As different 

people participate, the art form changes and evolves along with the community of 

practice. Learning in the art car community is not a one way distillation of ideas. It is 

fluid rather than static and participation in art car events is encompassed by attitude of 

receptiveness. This cultural attitude invites participation and allows the movement to 

continue to evolve. 

A symbolic image, an art car is essentially educational. Its presence on in the 

community creates public awareness with a vehicle that emits an image that transcends 

the norm, inviting participation and an ongoing evolution of the art car movement.  

MG: But now, what’s curious since we’ve had this conversation, is that people 
like Gene Pool, Harrod Blank, us, a whole number of people who were part of the 
very beginning, sort of formative years of it, when you’re a part of it, you’re sort of 
defining what it is.  
JM: When you become an emissary… 
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JM: And then, those people become emissaries, like Harrod went out to start 
WestFest out in the Bay Area. 
 
Situated learning theory challenges traditional apprenticeship models based on 

the acquisition of skills in comparison to culturally acquired knowledge. Lave and 

Wenger (1991) emphasize learning and point to practices that emerge with no explicit 

teaching. Still, I thought I might find some basic skills or cycles of reproduction in our 

activities that would correspond with situated learning theory. Tara insightfully 

speculates that learning in the art car community as “learning by doing and trial and 

error.” In this case, learning about “car things and learning about materials,” but she 

quickly shifts to discuss the need for more types of people than just an artist in the 

creation of an art car,  

I mean, inevitably, not always, but inevitably you’re working with someone else 
on your car…whether you have a group together or whether it’s just you and 
you’ve gotta talk to the fellow down the street that knows about fan motors 
because you don’t know anything about them. Or you know, whatever. I don’t 
know, I think those things are really important.  
 

As Kelly Blakley explains, “My favorite part is the community of it, and everybody doing 

it together and everybody contributing, and every one of us have different skills to offer. 

And to me that was the most miraculous, fun thing about it, you know.” They elaborated,  

KB: I mean, I don’t know how I got so lucky to get all of these people that had all 
these talents. 
KC: I mean, people just show up. “Can I do this? I want to help”. It’s like, “Well 
okay, we need help doing this” and they would say, “Oh, I can do that.” “I can do 
this.” “I can do that.” That is what was…at first we were just like, “That’s really 
cool,” but at one point, we’re like, “Okay, this is getting really weird.” I mean, it’s 
just like people are just showing up. At one point, I’m just sitting there looking 
around going, “I don’t believe we have all of these people.” I’m sure as hell not 
going to interfere with them. I’ll stay out of the way. Sit back…People want to 
glue on the rope, or the strands on the front, or do the beads on the hood, and do 
this. I’m staying out of the way. I’m surely not going to interfere with anybody 
who…everyone is on their own little mission here and it’s like, let them go and 
stay out of the way.  
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In another example, they recounted,  

KC: Like Stevie comes in and goes, Well I was going to go skating but they said 
there was this art show thing going on at Mary Jane’s and I just came to see it--   
KB: --He wanted to see if anybody would go skating and -- 
KC: Yeah he wanted to find somebody to go skating and he goes “Oh, I’m a 
lighting engineer” and I just kind of go, step back and go ha-ha, another one has 
fallen into our trap. That’s how people came, they just came to look and see, and 
all the sudden they were drawn in and the next thing you know, they’re doing 
stuff and they didn’t come there to be in the art car…they didn’t come to do the 
Jeannie bottle. A lot of people showed up that way. They didn’t come there to 
help and they started seeing what we were doing and “Oh! Can I do this?”  
 

The way the community works together also lends another layer of creativity to 

participation as exemplified by the Jeannie bottle “crew.” One member who did a lot of 

gluing on the bumper was called “glue-master Jeannie” a title she liked, because she 

also plays a role as the glue that keeps the group together. Another was called the 

“mistress-of-all-things” because she was an organizer and cleaned the warehouse so 

they could move in and begin working. Blakely had personalized crew shirts made for 

everybody as a thank you for helping her achieve her vision of the Jeannie bottle. In 

recounting the experience of creating a collaborative car, the emphasis pointed to 

valuing what individuals brought to the process in achieving a vision. She also 

acknowledged, “I spent all of my money on it. All the money I got and all of my friend’s 

money [laughs]!” Under the pressure of creating a sculptural art car in less than six 

months, Blakley says they got along really well except for one day, the day the 

newspaper came out to do a story on their art car and the top wasn’t done and this led 

to what she called a “big blow-up.” She reminded the crew,  

KB: “Look, it doesn’t matter, we’re gunna roll.” You know, we’re gunna roll 
whether it’s done or not, and I don’t want anybody calling names or anything, I 
don’t want that, that’s not what this is about. We didn’t even know if we could do 
it. So I didn’t even know if it could be done or not, and so if we have anything 
rolling down the parade, I’d be grateful. You know, a lot of it, I was trying to 
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control…trying to just say, “Let that person do what she thinks she needs to do 
and let that one… 
KC: And you do what you need to do… 
KB: And you do what you need to do and we all have something to contribute. 
There’s something good in all of us [giggles]. 
DS: I believe that. 
KC: And quit fighting now!   
DS: I wish everyone would quit fighting! There you go. 
KC: Fold your arms and blink.  
 
The more I consider community ties, the more I perceive the underlying 

principles across the board as egalitarian in the sense of providing equal opportunities. 

Anyone can participate and along with that participation, alter the course and form that 

the movement takes.  There was no manual for creating the Jeannie bottle, no manual 

for collaboration, and no manual for starting the parade, or for building this community. 

It has been created through collective participation. 

Art car artists are making up ways to create and exhibit art. Some things are 

literally stumbled into, but most are accompanied by a sense of humor. For example, 

the station wagon that was to become the Fruitmobile was donated to the Orange Show 

as a joke.  

It was a 1967…this was 1984. So we’d been given this 1967 Station Wagon as a 
joke…to be kind of a satirical auction item because we were having our gala at 
Marilyn Oshman’s house on River Oaks Boulevard and how other galas have 
these brand new BMW’s and things like that and we would have…the Orange 
Show would have this 1967 Station Wagon that was sort of held together with 
bumper stickers as our auction item (both snickering).  
 

The Fruitmobile itself became emissary for the art car movement, art car artists serve 

as ambassadors. When people know someone in the parade and hear them talking 

about the excitement of art car events, I believe they are more likely to come to events. 
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I think each time there is an event, community members want it to be as good as the 

last one or even better. 

In communities of practice Wenger (1998) addresses mutual regimes of 

accountability. She says,   

Negotiating a joint enterprise gives rise to relations of mutual accountability 
among those involved. These relations of accountability include what matters and 
what does not, what is important and why it is important, what to do and not to 
do, what to pay attention to an what to ignore, what to talk about and what to 
leave unsaid, what to justify and what to take for granted, what to display and 
what to withhold, when actions and artifacts are good enough and when they 
need improvement or refinement. (p. 81)  
 

For many years there was a community tradition, a Mock ‘em or Help ‘em Tour, which 

took place with community members visiting artists working to finish their entries a 

couple weekends before the annual parade. Again, there is a sense of jest, but also a 

sense of the community pitching in and helping one another and making the annual 

events fun. Theis talked about the community explaining, “I think it’s always been a 

remarkably…a remarkable community. It’s not one community, it’s lots of loose 

communities, but they can come together and become one community when needed. In 

a very quick way.” She relates a story of the cooperation and initiatives of individuals 

building community in the early years. “We knew we had these out of town visitors…it’s 

like a wedding, you know, you’ve got to have a party for the out of towners.” The 

Orange Show organized a get together with about 20 local art car artists welcoming out 

of town visitors at the Hard Rock Café and art cars were given prime parking spaces. 

The following year, Toni Silva said,  

“Let me have that party at my house in the Heights.” It was just like a big old 
picnic on a Friday night in the back of her house and there were probably thirty 
cars. We were ready, by the second year, to step it up. The following year, 
Harrod Blank and other people making art cars like the Button King came from 
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South Carolina. The Orange Show had also been able to attract some incredible 
low riders…And this was back when lowriders…when low…lowriders would 
barely talk to us because it was kind of quasi-legal…you know, it was not the 
culture of today. So these guys were there and the button man was there and 
when they met, there was like this instant bond. Like what kind of glue do you 
use? How did you do that? I mean, it was amazing.  
 

Again, although brought together through a shared interest, the community of practice is 

not homogenous. As I understand how events have evolved, this party at Silva’s house 

became the Art Car Ball and later the idea of having a celebration of reunion for the out 

of town guests was reinstated by HACK with the Wednesday evening, Welcome-Out-of-

Towners gathering. 

Theis reflects,  

So I have always thought…you know, certainly a target of this community…at 
times in my years…you know when we had to institute policies, people would be 
very mad and… I know that it’s a tight community…like I said, there’s lots of 
different communities, lots of people that don’t talk to these people. They’ll come 
together when needed. They all think that they are the whole community. [both 
laugh] But it’s a remarkable community. I can think of hundreds of things that 
they’ve done.  
 
There are many types of community members. There have been conflicts and 

the metaphorical sound of grinding gears as people have had disagreements over the 

years. Unlike a trade or occupational training, learning in the art car community has little 

that applies in the sense of “core” knowledge. Once someone claims E6000 is the 

absolute best glue to use for permanently fixing things to the car, another person will 

swear by silicone, because it does not turn yellow with age. As a former education 

coordinator at the Orange Show, Beth Secor (1989) did write a general how to guide 

called Start-up Advice: The how to’s of art cars and Tom Kennedy once referred me to a 

chapter in Blank’s (2007) book called “The Car is the Canvas” for tips; however there is 

no art car “bible.” Bryan Taylor has compiled a code of ethics which include “more is 
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better,” “pull all the strings you can,” and the golden rule: “glue unto autos as they glue 

unto you.” I believe the core knowledge conveyed in the spectacle of an art car as it 

disrupts the norm is “relax, have fun, and be silly.” Come rain or shine, the parade rolls.  

 

Art as a Catalyst for Community 

When I asked what people valued about art car events, the majority replied with 

stories and ideas about the community. One of the reoccurring themes that unfolded as 

I looked at the data, was the notion of a community brought together by a new art form, 

but for other participants, the ways we come together in this context were more 

significant than the creation of art. As I examined the data in relationship to the 

questions posed by Theis at the beginning of this chapter, I recognize that individual 

drive has been vital to the growth of the art car community, but that the larger city-wide 

structure has supported the community. When I looked at the relationships of the 

overlapping networks, I discovered individual people are the building blocks of this 

community. At times, I struggled with the idea that art was actually a byproduct of 

participation in the community and questioned if I could make this claim given that I am 

an art educator who considers art pivotal to all aspect of life. I realized that the 

community is ultimately a byproduct of art, an egalitarian art form that encourages 

participation. This community comes together through art, and the individuals who bring 

a respect for what others bring to the table allow receptiveness to diversity. There does 

seem to be a reciprocal relationship, art as a catalyst for participation and community.  

I still believe the community is more important to this group than the art, even 

though this particular group of individual would probably not come together for any other 
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reason – such as for a job, or a religious or ethnic affiliation, or as a result a specific 

socio-economic status. Getting together socially is significant and as Bryan Taylor 

pointed out, “You give them the barest, most brief outline of a thing and they’ll turn it into 

an event” (personal communication, June 6, 2009). These events are a lot of work, but 

are perceived of as fun. Furthermore, the community is expanded when people see the 

cars at these events and can interact with community members.   

The community is not limited art car events. Sometimes community members 

come together outside of art car weekend, redistributing the community networks. Some 

people come together to help other community members in times of personal need – 

whether moving, renovating a backyard, posting job openings, initiating and supporting 

various benefits for individuals or other causes. Sometimes people come together to 

help each other with art car issues – mechanical help, manual labor, legal issues 

regarding road worthiness, and in Houston, a preoccupation with illuminating art cars for 

evening events. Ultimately, the community comes together to have fun. Year after year, 

thousands of community members want to come back and brave the heat and massive 

crowds to watch 250 cars roll by, something Houston commuters could do twice a day 

in traffic.   
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CHAPTER 7  

CHANGING ART 

It was covered with newspaper and magazine articles…you know, minister 
molests child, preacher eats nun, minister uses jumper cables to shock 
congregation, Jimmy Swaggart and Jerry Fallwell kind of stuff. And the 
basic idea of the car was to speak out against those who abuse people’s 
spiritual…what your belief is, like if somebody’s using that to get you to 
quit taking your medication and give that money to the church, that’s just 
wrong. So it spoke out. It was covered with horse bones, crucifixes, 
shotgun shells, you know…it was a good car. And it was probably one of 
the earlier more controversial ones because, boy, people would look at it 
and…Nicole and I were together at the time and we would walk up to it 
and there would be people…we would pretend it wasn’t our car, just so we 
could walk around with the other people and listen to people’s comments 
and they were very divided on it. Oh, “He’s Satan.” to “Oh man! Cool car!” 
and after a while we’d just get in and drive off. [Dawn laughs] People were 
going “Ohhhh!” So yeah. That was a good car.   

 
In this explanation of his first art car, the collaboratively created Gangway 4 God, 

Bryan reminisced, “it was a good car” prompting me to wonder, “What does make a 

good art car?” When I examine some of the challenges that the art car presents, 

aesthetic issues arise, including “What is art?” These issues are not a matter of form or 

truth, but challenge the same boundaries that call for a new aesthetic orientation 

presented by contemporary art forms. Performance-based art and interventions require 

an audience to complete the work, as do community-based projects by artists like 

Alfredo Jaar, Merle Ukeles, and Suzanne Lacy (discussed in chapters 2 and 3). This 

artwork is not judged by style, but in innovation and the creation of awareness. Art is 

being brought out of traditional museum spaces and is taking new forms, encouraging a 

different relationship with art than the type of work confined to an elitist institutional 

space. Bourriaud (2002) believes that relational forms like these do not need to be at 
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odds with other types of art, that one does not replace the other, but adds to the 

spectrum of art.  

Similarly, art car artists have taken an initiative, bringing art into non-traditional 

venues such as the parking lot at the corner store. They invite further participation 

through interaction and dialogue. Like hybrid and contemporary art forms, art cars also 

question borders between fine art and popular arts, artist as genius and collaborative 

creations, object and function, thing and event, art and life, and where and when art 

begins and ends. I believe the art car aesthetic is not necessarily about gluing 10,000 

things to a car, although many art cars take on this style, rather the aesthetic 

relationship lies in the creation of spectacle. There are also significant differences in 

how art car artists and professional artists work. In this chapter, I examine three 

predominant themes that emerged through conversation in my inquiry of how art cars 

are understood in relationship to art. These include - 1) anybody can do it, 2) art cars 

are an accessible and interactive art form, and 3) the roles of judgment and dialogue in 

relation to the value of art cars.  

 

A Participatory Art Form 

Anybody Can Do It  

In this auto-ethnographic examination of the art car community, I have been 

interested in the experiences and perceptions related to the egalitarian practice of 

creating and exhibiting an art form. I have identified the sense of empowerment that 

comes with a community of practice that anybody can join and the significance of the 

social relationships between members, regardless of if they are full participants or 
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peripheral. As discussed previously, there are a range of artist-participants in the art car 

community. The continuum ranges from makers who are formally untrained to 

professional artists, making a living creating art and in related fields. There are also 

many different reasons for participation. In this section, I will further explore the idea that 

participatory concept that “anybody can do it” as it relates to the creation of an 

intrinsically motivated, socially accessible art form that has emerged because people 

have wanted to join in community events. Marilyn Brooks reflects,  

I think some people are moved by art cars that they start out not even really 
being artists, you know, they start out just because they see something and they 
just think it’s very cool and they want to do it themselves and then they just 
figure, “What can I do?” and kind of use what they know or what they think they 
can accomplish and just learn along the way. So I feel like they may not be 
always artists to begin with, but I think it helps them grow as artists. And people 
do multiple cars so…you know, with each car it’s a new area to make, and the art 
then shifts.  
 
In the introductory vignette of this chapter, Bryan Taylor gives an account of his 

first art car, Gangway 4 God, and explains people’s reactions to the vehicle. During this 

exchange, he realized, “That was when Nicole first got into the whole kind of art car 

thing too. That was her first taste and look where she’s gone.” In the chapter describing 

empowerment in the art car community I talked about the attention gained from the 

interactive, social nature of art cars as empowering, but believe that it also encourages 

participants to continue revising their art cars, to create multiple art cars, and 

occasionally branch out into different approaches of creating art cars and art, or as 

Marilyn said, “grow as artists.” Since this time, both Bryan and Nicole have created 

multiple daily drivers, their primary vehicles. Bryan exclaims, “Driving a daily, man…it 

just gets into your blood!”  It is something that moves beyond standard vehicle 

operation, because of the dialogic nature of the transformed automobile.    
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 Bryan also points out that Nicole “was not even really a craftsy kind of person 

when we got together. But I’ve just so enjoyed watching her blossom as an artist. Not 

just on her art cars, some of her other pieces that she’s done.” As discussed in the 

empowerment chapter, Nicole has entered the Red Bull “Art of the Can” competition 

several times, has had an art show at a local gallery, and was recently commissioned to 

create art work for an individual with another art car artist, Randy Blair.  

Like multiple types of professional artists, there is not one type of art car artist. 

Like the spectrum of folk artists, graphic artists, designers, art-festival artists, hobbyists, 

and artists who are sculptors, painters, printmakers and time-based, there are different 

types of art car artists. For some creating an art car is like a hobby, providing a creative 

outlet. Some do it for fun; some do it to make a statement. For other art car artists, it 

leads to branching out into other forms of artistic production. Because it is fun and 

intrinsically driven, it can also change the way art car makers perceive other types of 

art. Kelly Blakley has had a career as a graphic designer, but the collaborative 

realization of the Jeannie bottle had a significant impact on how she viewed her job.  

Well, during the whole time we were working on the art car--I do this jewelry 
catalogue during March and April, and it usually goes to print the day of the ball, 
so for the last four or five years, we go to print the day of the ball. So I’m on this 
big project and it’s like high-end jewelry, so it’s like outlining all this stuff in 
Photoshop and creating all the shadows and color correcting and creating these 
backgrounds for each page, and so this past year, I did…I mean, I created all 
these really cool backgrounds and I was like, “Can I go now? Can I go work on 
my car?” It made a big project that I usually work on seem so…you know, it was 
like, easy to do.  
 
In a productive, yet slightly intimidating exchange, the Art Guys clarify that they 

also participate for the fun, more so than because they seek an artistic outlet. Initially, I 

suggested that I saw some overlap and connections between their parade entries and 
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their other work (other work, meaning the work that is internationally renowned in the 

artworld). While they see some connection between the themes of the cars and their 

work, both of The Art Guys clarify that their participation in the art car community is 

separate than their career as professional artists.  

DS: So, were they done at other times? Did they influence each other, like with 
the strong man, I’m thinking of bulk up for CAM… 
JM: No, they were separate things. 14   
MG: The art cars were really separate from all the other work. I don’t see them 
overlap too much.  
DS: Do you--  
MG: It’s a very, very different attitude. Our work, I would like to think we 
take…seriously. Consider it that way. We really give it a lot of thought, whereas 
the art cars, purposefully was this thing to not-- 
JM: It was fun. 
MG: It was a very relaxing thing. We’ll just have a good time. So we never took 
it…ever… I never took it seriously. You know, as far as thinking about it as an art 
work or something like that. I could, but it’s not like you would take the car and 
exhibit it in a museum. Or anything even close to it. We just wouldn’t even…it 
was just something we did. It was more like that. 
JM: Yeah. 
MG: And not to demean it, it’s just a different way of thinking. 
JM: A different context. 
DS: [At the same time as JM spoke] Do you really think it is though? 
JM: No I don’t think it is. 
DS: The approach to making them…the sort of similar approach to making them, 
the sense of humor, the way you approach it… 
JM: No, I think it fits in with our work completely, but the context is so different 
that it changes the-- 
MG: It’s different. 
JM: It’s a different attitude. 
MG: It’s different. Well, the way that the art work, let’s say when we were mowing 
the grass at CAM or any of that sort of stuff….on some…I mean you could think 

                                                 
14 Jack told a story about one car that may have overlapped, but because he concluded that they were 
separate things, therefore I omitted this story. 
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of the jokie, orneriness…that sort of prankishness…but we were…I certainly was 
more committed to those things as artwork than any of the art cars. 
JM: Right. 
MG: And I can’t really say why. It’s just, well I can, it’s just, it’s not… 
JM: Different context. 
MG: Different context. Not as serious to us.  
 

They elaborate further on the distinctions between their participation in the art car 

parade and their professional practice indicating that their professional work is distinct 

from their parade entries. Jack states, “Well, when people think about artists, they think 

about their work and what they make. I don’t know that they necessarily know or 

understand the career of an artist.”  He discusses perceptions of artists and a general 

lack of understanding of artists in society,  

Mike likes to say that it’s the artist’s fault for not explaining that properly. It is and 
it isn’t, but…the notion of the tortured artist working in solitude and making his 
stuff, presenting it to the world, getting in a museum show is a really small 
percentage of what occurred and what is seen” what he describes as the results 
or by-product of the work, an object standing alone, unless the artist is standing 
next to the piece blabbering about it.  
 

They talk briefly about thought processes and the ideas it takes to make an idea 

manifest, but Galbreath reiterates, “I like to create, but it doesn’t necessarily make a 

person an artist. At all.”  

 The process of working through brainstorming, problem-solving, the self-

discipline and the skills needed to create an art car are parallel to the practices I learned 

as an art student and emphasized as an art educator. Something I haven’t stated until 

this point is that even though I include myself as an art car artist for the purpose of this 

study, however, I generally do not consider myself an artist because I do not make a 

living by making art, although I have had the college preparation and an ongoing 

interest in the field. Even though I have a BFA, I consider myself an art educator, a 
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teacher, and my definition of artist is bound to my academic understanding. As most 

members of the community, I value the person who actively makes work because of an 

inner drive, rather than institutional approval or profession. To determine how other art 

car creators perceived themselves, I considered the tactics of the forced choice survey 

to ask participants if they consider themselves artists, but when I reflect on my 

conversations, I conclude that the answer varies and is not of primary concern to 

participants. More significantly, creating art cars is the only art form I have wanted to 

participate in since art school. Being a part of the art car community has enabled me to 

use the ways of thinking and skills I developed with my BFA and through my 

experiences as an art educator, but just as importantly it has filled a need for fun and 

belonging.     

 

A Social Dynamic 

One significant distinction of this art form is related to the vehicle itself. Artists 

often have an image of being an isolated, tormented, genius, “something of a Lone 

Ranger,” as Theis said. At an art car event, art car artists are having a lot more fun 

interacting with the community. To some extent, the approach to creating this art form is 

demystified because it starts with a common object, a car or some other recognizable 

form of transportation, which has been modified. A major challenge the art car artist 

faces is a negotiation between what the automotive aspects of the car will allow. They 

often have to work with others to resolve automotive issues and the form the 

transformation must be able to withstand the elements, the maximum speed-limit, and 

safely transport the operator and passengers. When an art car is on display at an event, 
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many people find it hard to resist touching things on the car or trying to see how well 

things are attached. Most art car artists are prepared for this type of contact between 

audiences and their art cars. In the same way that the community and art car weekend 

are evolving by trial-and-error, art car artists are generally making it up as they go along 

since there is no art car kit, no permit required, or one way to go about generating this 

art form.   

Tara reflected on her own art making practices and cultural experience as she 

explains why she participates by attending art car events.                        

You know, maybe this is why I’m interested in attending…just because you know, 
I’m not a painter, I’m a sculptor and so I’m really into material and three 
dimensional things, which cars are. Although my work doesn’t…hasn’t typically 
involved people…like my most recent work involves text, regarding people, so in 
that way, like the whole art car thing…so you need people to drive the cars and 
sometimes to be performing in some manner related to the car. And I think too, 
probably the art car thing attracts a lot of people who are more along the lines of 
performing art type people because it’s a lot about that…it is…I mean, you’re 
performing with the car or if you’re just driving around and it’s your real car 
because everyone can see it. You make more of a statement than someone 
having a BMW…they’re performing too. I mean, everybody is on display not 
matter what you drive, but it’s more about performing.  
 

Bryan Taylor made a comment that also reflects on the social nature of operating a 

vehicle, related to the idea that driving a certain type of vehicle can be a type of 

performance.   

As long as people have been riding or driving something, there’s been some 
oddball out there that’s been tweaking it to where it’s uniquely their own. You 
know, from snake oil salesmen wagons and out-river canoes, people are going to 
go, “I don’t want mine to look like everybody else’s.”  
 

When discussing the art car movement, Marilyn Brooks discusses the idea that art cars 

are not essentially a new art form, but that people wanted to express themselves and 

have changed them in ways that are progressively more complex. She explains, “You 
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know, Americans spend a lot of time on their cars and they wanted their car to be more 

of an extension of themselves. So I think first came the paint, then came sticking stuff 

on in some way, and then people got sculptural with it” (personal communication, March 

30, 2010). In chapter 5, I discussed the ability to get attention as empowering and I 

believe the interactive nature of the art cars as social objects further propels art car 

artists to explore this art form. Tara also pointed out that the community can serve as a 

safety net and catalyst for healthy competition. Art cars in the parade are on display with 

other art cars and these artists face similar challenges and learn together. Ultimately, art 

car artists are translating an idea into reality using a car or some other vehicle, and it is 

both a personal and public process involving social interaction. They start by playing 

with an idea, that idea undergoes a series of negotiations from inception to display, and 

that which was once imagined is transformed into an art car.  

The cultural work of the art car artist is found in community interaction. Art car 

artists challenge elitist values of the art world, bringing individual creativity into the daily 

world as they create work that challenges commodification. The idea that the parade is 

a free and entertaining event was echoed in the interviews, but several insiders of the 

community pointed out that those who drive art cars, either as daily drivers or as 

participants in community events are essentially “doing it for free”. Art car drivers 

provide a product that audiences can join in and enjoy for free.   

DS: How do you view art cars in relation to other forms of artistic practice?     
BT: Oh, they’re the best. Like I said, most art forms…paintings, sculptures, 
whatever…there is a monetary incentive behind a lot of them. Now some of them 
are very pure, and they just want to make this piece. They don’t care if it ever 
sells. Jackie Harris never sold any of her pieces for many years, because she felt 
it just…having a…doing a commission piece takes away from the integrity. I 
understand that. I don’t know if I see it, you know, but artists gotta eat too. Face 
it, it sucks being an artist. Art? I’m going to pay you money for that? But anyway, 
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art cars began as a very pure form of expression. There’s no benefit really to 
making it. But I gotta tell you, when I turn a corner and people just look at me and 
smile, wow, that’s good stuff. It’s impossible for me to stay in a bad mood when 
you’re driving an art car. It really is. Especially in a Santa car. Maybe if I had a ‘F 
you all’, ‘Die…’, you know…yeah. 
DS: Yeah.  
 

The value of social interaction that brings art car artists together is also the valued 

product that comes from making an art car. The way it functions culturally is part of the 

reason they are created.  Suzanne Theis articulated a common sentiment among art car 

artists about getting as much as from the display of their cars as audiences.  

You know that the people around you get as much pleasure as you do without 
any of the hassles that you have, of maintaining the art car, and it is this 
incredible gift that, when you make something that you are giving your own 
expression of who you are, to the people who see you, and you take it out there 
on the city streets, it creates an opportunity for the exchange that often in our 
world…we don’t have an opportunity for people to really reveal themselves. So I 
think that people who are drawn to that kind of experience have something really 
essential and important in common and that’s why it’s such an amazing 
community.  
 

Barbara Hinton pointed out that she does not think people understand the amount of 

time and energy that go into making an art car. The creation process involves a 

commitment to an idea or concept. The product of the art car is both a form of 

entertainment and an invitation for participation through interaction.  

Bryan and I speculated on how art cars may be understood in the future, 

illustrating the value of their cultural function as interactive forms of art made for the 

streets and community. 

BT: Long after we’re gone, I think this stuff…now I wonder what the future holds 
with fossil fuels. You know, we’ll probably see in the foreseeable future, where 
our kinds of cars are outlawed. Maybe you’re only allowed…you know, if you 
have a culture where you know, the rich can drive…you know, that could be a 
problem too. What’s going to happen to the future of art cars then? You know, 
will they only be allowed out for parades? 



170 

DS: [laughing] We have museums. Or zoos for art cars. But see, that’s kind 
of…when you put them in the museum, then it changes -- 
BT: It changes them. 
DS: It does.  
 

 

Accessible 

Watching Ripper cut through the streets of downtown was just…I’d 
see people a block away, step off the curb on the corner and step 
back up onto the sidewalk…just like, “I’m not sure what the hell that 
is, but I’m getting back out of the street!” [Both laughing] Or going 
through parking lots, where all you could see is that dorsal fin 
cutting across the roofs of the tops of the cars, like a sea man, “Do-
do-do-do” [makes theme sound from the movie, Jaws]. That was 
glorious.          

Bryan Taylor 
 

I love hearing accounts of Ripper, the 27 foot long land shark. Something thrilling 

happens with the first encounter with an art car disrupting the norm. Even though these 

vehicles are disruptive, they are accessible. Even at events with the cars that I know 

and love, I am excited when I see a new one as indicated in my journal entry account 

from the Sneak Peak Preview Party at Discovery Green the night before the parade.  

And there are giant, electric pink bunny slippers that are fuzzy and really 
adorable and I wonder who thought of this and how it’s like Claus Oldenberg’s 
Pop work, but probably so much cooler to see these bunny slippers that can 
drive through the streets! The head of the bunny slipper comes up to almost 
waist high and the soft pink ears extend probably almost six feet if they weren’t 
bent down a little. I want to stick my fingers into the four or five inch coat of pink 
bunny fur. They have giant button eyes that manage to look exactly like sewn on 
buttons, dark pink pop-pom noses, and white pom-pom “cotton tails” on the back 
of the heels of the slippers. I think I quite possibly love these slippers. 
 

Art and cars each carry culturally understood connotations and denotations. When they 

are combined in the new art form, these social signs are challenged and create new 

meaning. This meaning is culturally accessible and can be analyzed through social 

semiotics as discussed in chapter 3. The giant, pink slippers are a socially understood 
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sign. In the context of Sneak Peak preview Friday night before the parade, they are like 

a sculpture of larger than life objects from popular culture. When I see them in the 

parade the next day, I experience them again in a new way because they are in motion 

with one driver for each slipper dressed up to match the slippers, performing, as they 

rolled though the parade. In an analysis of my own understanding, I consider the first 

layer of denotation as the couple driving the giant, pink bunny slippers down the street, 

and the second layer, connotation, found in the value of the re-presentation of a sweet 

and innocent childhood artifact, rekindling playfulness. I understand the meaning of pink 

bunny slippers from my childhood, or my life experiences, but I relate to them in a new 

social context, as visual and material objects that transform how I understand art and 

cars. Another person may have a slightly different point of reference, but they are 

understood through shared cultural experiences, recontextualized for the parade and 

other events. 

Participants frequently refer to art cars as accessible, but what makes them 

accessible? Is it simply the fun and playfulness or is it that art car artists and audiences 

alike are responding to art form made in a particular context and to the recombination of 

objects of everyday culture? My entry worked through cultural understandings of 

images, the image of the thought-cloud is a product of comic books, which has been 

transformed through time. When they are empty, they function like a social “fill-in-the-

blank, inviting audiences to provide their own captions. I was pleased that they 

functioned in a manner that I expected, in this case, as an open-ended instrument for 

concretizing dynamics of participation during the field study. During the parade, I did 
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realize that what I thought of as a playful title of referring to my study was less 

accessible to audiences, however. I recount the story with Tara. 

DS: Which on mine, it’s called DialoJeep which is a play on dialogic-- 
TC: Uh huh. 
DS: Dialogic aesthetic. I don’t know if…conversational aesthetics, where it’s sort 
of a back and forth thing. But everybody who reads that word, whose not familiar 
with dialogic, says Dial-O-Jeep (Both laugh)…So it was funny to hear them…you 
know, it’s funny to hear what they are going to say about your car...like the MC 
people [announcers at the VIP section]. I don’t know how I feel about that.  
 

Through conversations such as this one, I realize that the aesthetic nature of art cars is 

not limited to visual aspects. The names of the cars personalize the vehicles and 

convey meaning. As an audience member, I remember seeing one car covered with 

maps and globes and that I liked it because I was teaching elementary students 

physical and political geography and maps of the world. Later, I discovered that it was 

named CAR-tography and I was amused by its clever name. Nicole’s car, Twinkle Little 

Car, or Twink,15 covered with broken CDs, had personalized plates reading “CDPsis.” 

Art car names do function similarly to the titles of art works, in the sense that they can 

aid in audience understandings. An audience member may not ever know the name of a 

car and what the makers intended to create as art cars roll through the city streets, yet 

there is public accessibility tied to this art form. Several cars have been named or nick-

named by audiences and other participants.  

Another aspect of the accessibility of art car events was reiterated in 

conversations as most participants referred to it as fun. When explaining why she 

attends the parade, Dia explained that she appreciates and likes to look at art, but she 

attends the parade because “it’s entertaining.” When I asked her the semi-structured 
                                                 
15 Nicole has publicly, specifically stated that she considers her art cars names rather than titles, therefore 
I did not use italics.    



173 

interview question, “How do you view art cars in relationship to other kinds of art?” she 

elaborated on the ways art cars compare with other art forms. 

DMS: I would say that art cars would be more fun, whereas when I go into a 
museum, it would be more historical. There’s a lot of history to it. As far as the art 
car show, I just think it’s more entertaining for just the regular Joe Blow 
compared to someone who knows everything about history. You know, a lot of 
people don’t know…like, I don’t for sure know a lot about history.  
DS: You don’t need headphones when you go to the -- 
DMS: Right, I don’t need headphones to tell me, okay... 
DS: You don’t need a tour guide to go to the Art Car Parade.  
DMS: Exactly. I don’t need any of that. I can tell that there’s a motorcycle on top 
of that van and it’s represented by someone.  And that was a cool one also, the 
burrito one…the Freebird’s. That’s was a cool car.  
 

To some extent, I speculate that Dia mentally attended the motorcycle because she and 

her husband like to ride, because she “tricked” him into coming down to the parade on 

the bike. 

Tara Conley also recognizes the accessibility of this type of art event. As she 

explains,  

It’s something that…like my parents, neither of them are artists…my dad though, 
was into collecting old slot machines and things, and would refinish them. And 
so, although we haven’t gone there yet…but that’s like something they…a couple 
of times they visited here and they…and so we thought about well, that would be 
something he would identify with and get and think was interesting, because he 
wants to relate to me as an artist…it’s art related, but it’s something that he could 
get his head around and could be interested in. So I like that about it…like I said, 
that it’s here and that…I don’t know, it’s fun, it’s good and not cluttered 
up…perhaps it is when you’ve been in it a long time, probably there’s a lot of 
politics and bullshit, but from the outside, you know, it doesn’t feel like that. 
There’s not a stigma around it or anything in that way.  
 

Drew also appreciates the atmosphere of the parade. 
 

A lot of art events are very…it’s all very formal. And this is nice that it’s here, that 
it’s not professional, not in the generic formal way of an art gallery. It’s outside. 
It’s still art, but it’s like a festival instead of a...  
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In the beginning of our conversation, when she begins sharing her thoughts on the 

parade in general, Tara makes an intriguing comparison,  

I mean, just the whole idea that it’s free and fun event. It’s very accessible. I 
guess the longer I’m an artist, the more that idea about art comes to mind…that 
whether it’s accessible or not accessible. There’s lots of art that is accessible, but 
people don’t know it. Or they have feelings about it without really being in reality 
with it. Like, anyone can go up to an art gallery, that’s free too. But people 
don’t…some of them don’t know it. Some of them just don’t feel like they really 
can or something. Where this is something where everyone knows that they can 
go and that they…everyone knows it’s free and it’s fun and accessible because 
its cars and everyone knows what cars are. People drive in cars, people ride in 
cars.  
 

For attendees, art car events are free and accessible, as are many museums. Gallery 

openings often have the mood of a wrap party or celebration supporting the work of an 

artist. So what aspect makes the art car parade different? The Art Guys and Kelly 

Castator explain that mindset of art car events are like a party. I believe this can be 

explained by the social atmosphere of art car events where people see other community 

members and interact in celebration of the art cars. Events may also be more informal 

because they are typically outside and there 

are many more people in attendance. Art car 

events are also noisy - engines roar, horns 

honk, music blares and people cheer. A 

participant shared this thought before the 

parade rolled, because many audience 

members stopped to play the horns on the 

entry in front of mine, in this space where 
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audiences interact with an accessible art form. Barbara Hinton sheds some light on the 

importance of the interaction that art car events, whether in the daily world or at an 

event.    

DS: How do you view art cars in relationship to other forms of artistic practice? 
BH: Well, I think art cars are very accessible. And I like…I think art is a part of 
our everyday life and it’s really, really important. I think when we push art behind 
the line or into a corner where you can’t touch it or feel it or interact with it…that’s 
not a good thing to me. That’s one of the reasons that the Orange Show and the 
Beer Can House 16are so precious to me. Because you can touch them and you 
can…you can interact with art cars and with the art car artists. And I think that 
that’s one of the reasons that it’s most important.  
 

My conversation with Drew frequently returned to theater and performance. His Laundry 

Car and the coffee scooter were both accompanied by performance aspects, like a 

caffeine-crazed dance or character skits. He has also created several bikes to roll 

through the parade, bringing him even closer to audiences than in an art car. For Drew, 

art car events are one avenue for exploring interaction through art.  

DB: It’s a really great place to branch out, to jump out… 
DS: Shake things up. 
DB: Shake things up and do the theatrical stuff. You can act how you want to act 
at the art car event. Do the weird stuff you want to do. It’s okay.  
DS: Expected. 
DB: Yeah, expected. So.  
 

In my conversation with Drew, I realized that there are certain expectations of both 

artist-participants and audience-participants at art car events. Bryan also addressed this 

dynamic as he talked about the way an art car artists are have to “come out of their 

shell” if they have a tendency to be somewhat shy or introverted. Some people are 

already social extroverts when they join the community. Other participants learn to 
                                                 
16 John Milkovisch started covering his home and yard with parts of aluminum beer cans in 1968. The 
Orange Show Center for Visionary Art acquired, renovated, and made what is known as The Beer Can 
House a space the public can visit. 
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perform as a result of their involvement and interaction with audiences, with the art form 

and the audiences in an accessible relationship.  

 

Learning and Interaction   

There is no school or training institute for learning to create art cars. There are a 

few cars that have been affiliated with universities and high schools through individuals 

who wanted to participate in the annual parade. As discussed in the empowerment 

section, for some the shift from peripheral participant to art car artist is enabled through 

talking to people about their vehicles at art car events. Learning is situated, taking place 

through collective experience and understanding among community participants. I 

believe that this is tied to the egalitarian community of practice, along with the diversity 

of approaches manifested in the art cars.  In chapter 2, I presented the sentiment that if 

the movement became too academic, it could potentially be a kiss of death. What I can 

best describe as intuition or instinct, the personal related to the social, cropped up 

several times as during discussions of art cars and their relationship to other art forms. 

Kelly wanted to create the Jeannie bottle years before its creation. She envisioned a 

socially understood cultural referent that was accessible to audiences through popular 

culture, one that maintained cultural relevance over the years. I believe that that 

individual intuition based on interaction in this community of practice is a dynamic that 

allows for the range of art cars created and the diverse types of approaches individuals 

bring to making art cars. While they may begin intuitively by individuals who “get it,” the 

art car projects continue to evolve in response to public interaction as well, as artists 

learn through trial and error, characteristic of dialogic art making practices.   
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 Like contemporary community-based artists who create works that do not have a 

distinct visual style, art car artists may also have different approaches in the creation 

process. Approaches may vary from artist to artist and from car to car. Drew has 

demonstrated several approaches to making art cars. He created Hen-a-tron II, or the 

chicken, with no “blueprints,” to use his term. However, the creation The Laundry Car 

was an assortment of planning aspects and research, from interaction and luck. His 

process unfolded throughout our visit in his home.   

DS: So, did you look at other cars? Did you look at them online or did you just go 
“I remember going to this from this childhood experience and you have this extra 
car…was it extra or was it…? 
DB: Her [His collaborator, Amy’s] father had that car parked in his driveway in 
Pasadena. He had bought another car and just never sold that one. So it was just 
sitting there. We wanted to buy it from him, but he said “Here, you can have it.”  
DS: That’s cool. 
DB: It worked pretty good.  
DS: What…Did you… 
DB: Do research?  
 

At the end of the recorded interview, Drew showed me the two scrapbook-like, photo 

album collections that were made during the conception and life of the Laundry Car. He 

also explained,  

Yeah, Laundry Car was the first one and I think it was the most successful as 
well. The story behind it…because it was the Mystic Mascot of Laundry Products! 
Which was kind of developed at the same time with an identity theft thing. I was 
Snuggles and we had “Cheer”-leader, the cheerleader, and Ti-dyed, the hippie, 
and Surf, the surfer. Fab Fabulous, he was just a flaming queen, and Amy was 
Whiff, just a girl with a bowl of batter and would fling it. And we actually did a 
symposium, a Rice graduate symposium where we went and did like an AA 
meeting and I stood up there and talked in my Snuggles outfit and talked about 
identity theft and how Proctor and Gamble, or the soap company products have 
stolen my identity for Snuggles fabric softener and that I was Snuggles, not the 
fabric softener and they had stolen my identity and I said at the end, you know, 
‘Anyone else with the problem stand up now and proclaim!’ And like, Tide-dyed 



178 

stood up and was like, “Hi, I’m ti-dyed, the hippie,” wearing Tide, dyed. Tide, 
there’s a product called Tide, and Cheer-leader stood up and then Amy stood up!  
 

While Drew had a clear plan for creating the laundry car, other art car artists could not 

necessarily envision how it would work. Bryan admits,  

BT: And so he goes, ‘Yeah, we’re going to make an art car.’ ‘Really? What’s your 
art car?’ and they go, ‘It’s going to be the laundry car.’ And I remember just 
thinking, ‘What?’ Not saying anything, because they’re cute. I wanted to be 
supportive. And I go… And they go, ‘It’s going to be covered with laundry soaps 
and bottles and clothes and stuff and it’s going to be all about laundry!’ and I’m 
going…I didn’t say it and hopefully my face didn’t say it either, I was thinking, 
‘That’s got to be the most stupid idea for a car ever.’ Now of course, the laundry 
car turned out to be one of my all-time favorites.  
DS: It’s funny.     
BT: Watching that bad boy come up the street behind you with clothes on the line 
in the wind, when lit up…Oh my god![both laughing] So again, I’ve learned so 
many times, over and over, don’t  pre-judge because you know, actually you 
probably just shouldn’t judge period. I think I read something in a book about that 
once. Thou shall not something, something, something… I don’t know. Yeah, and 
that turned out to be one of my all-time favorite cars.  
 
Above, I proposed intuition or instinct as a driving force for art car creations. 

People tend to get an idea of what would be a good idea and then pursue it, knowing 

they can have fun and participate in events. Taylor couldn’t envision the Laundry Car, 

but it turned out to be one of his “all-time” favorites. I discuss Drew’s planning and 

documentation of the Laundry Car, but his original intuitive concept was the driving 

force in its creation.  

The creation and public display of a collaboratively produced art car and 

performances with the Jeannie bottle provide several examples of ways in which 

interaction lead to learning. In this case, a Volkswagen van was the initial inspiration for 

the body of the bottle. This vision was revised when years later, after being given a 

Volvo station wagon for the project, participants saw the ways in which this car frame 

worked much better as a base. In addition, many people interacted in the development 
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of this car. Kelly Blakley relayed, “One of the ideas that Joelle had, was break out of the 

bottle and live your dreams. So when we’re cruising, we’re breaking out of the bottle.” 

Furthermore Blakely acknowledged “It was just all of the ideas and little slogans and 

everything…everything just came together so perfectly. I mean, I couldn’t have…I 

mean, I don’t know how I got so lucky to get all of these people that had all these 

talents.” Castator also talked about interacting with youngsters at events. “You’ll see 

these kids…they’re acting all…they’re like 13, 14… they’re all tough. Then they’ll see 

you and go, ‘Oo! How did you do that?’” His daughter, the 10 year-old, Jeannie-bottle 

“bouncer” took the initiative to organize allowing other kids to get inside through the 

formation of a line and times limits, also shared her knowledge. “It’s really fun to see her 

talking to children too, explaining ‘Oh yeah, we did this,’ and ‘You can do this,’ and ‘It’s 

so fun.’ That’s one of the neatest things to watch. The kids, they just light up!” he 

explains. 

 For two collaborators on the project, the interaction and experience led to the 

creation of another art car.   

KB: And it’s funny, because Joe had always…Joe had always worked on other 
people’s cars and he had never done his own car. So through whatever 
happened…he felt like he didn’t quite get recognized enough, so he’s like, 
“Dammit! I’m doing my own car!” So, you know, I felt like it was a good thing. You 
know, he’s like, “I could…  
KC: We said, “If ya’ll need any help, let us know.” But, I think it was one of those 
things he wanted to do himself. And he did it himself and it came out really cool.  
DS: What was the car? 
KB: It was the Van in the Sea. 
KC: The Old Van and the Sea. He and Mik Miano…he took a Segway scooter 
type thing and laid it down flat and he had Mik Miano with a fishing pole. 
DS: I think I remember…I do. 
KC: The fish is like…eating the van. It’s got a disco ball…it’s got all these 
things… 
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DS: That was cool. 
KC: Then he had Mik Miano on the little segway thing with a fishing pole 
following him.  
KB: Well, he started working on that right after…like the…he started designing 
his own… 
KC: Actually, he had the design going before… 
KB: Before the Jeannie bottle was done.  
KC: Before the Jeannie bottle was done, he got to the point where he said, “Wait 
a minute, I’m going to build my own car…”  
 
All of these examples serve to reiterate the concept of empowerment and the 

idea that anyone can do it. One does not have to be an artist to participate however; 

they must be driven to make one. They have to get it.  This intuitiveness and drive is 

another point of comparison and contrast between the creation of art cars and high art. 

It does not require a body of work, only an entry. In our discussion of the art car parade 

as an egalitarian venue, where professional artists, folk artists, and school groups 

amongst those who create art cars, the Art Guys made the following comments 

regarding what it takes to become an artist,   

MG: I can tell you the difference. I can…I know where you are going. I can tell 
you specifically the difference. And in fact, Beth Secor sort of articulated it in this 
article on Glasstire. She was talking about galleries or something. She was doing 
this ongoing article, and she was being critical about some artist’s work in this 
thing. And she said, “I like to cook, but that doesn’t make me a chef.” And a lot of 
people like to decorate their cars and do all of this, and that doesn’t make them 
artists. I think that when we do something, there’s the potential for a different 
meaning because we have been very, very, very, serious. Second to none, about 
our work. So we’re committed to it. Not…there may be…we use humor and 
jokiness and all that sort of stuff. It doesn’t mean that we don’t know what we’re 
doing. And that’s the difference. Because if you have high school kids who like to 
cook, it doesn’t make them a chef. There’s a huge difference. And there is a 
difference. There is. You know, I was watching old reruns of Dick Cavat last 
night, which I used to love. He would have people like Truman Capote…I mean, 
there were these amazing people.  
JM: He did one with David Bowie. 
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MG: And every one of those people…he had one great one with George 
Harrison… 
JM: John Lennon. 
MG: Great, great people. And on a couple of occasions…Bobby Fisher…I was 
watching Bobby Fisher last night…and every one of those people who were 
really just pretty great. Most people would say they are pretty great. And Dick 
Cavat says you know, ‘can someone teach you how to be great?’ Every one of 
them. ‘No.’ Like Bobby Fisher, ‘Yeah, you can teach chess, but to do what I do? 
No.’  Truman Capote, ‘No.’ ‘You can teach’ in fact, the way he put it, ‘You can 
teach journalism, you can do that. But creative writing is different.’ No, you can’t 
do it. You can’t do it.’ And it was so curious. All of these very, very different 
people separated by their expertise, by their whatever they do, the time of the 
interview. I mean, Dick Cavat was on for a long time. 
JM: Surls said the same thing. 
MG: All of them. He would ask them.  
JM: Surls said the same thing. 
MG: Robert Rauschenberg… you either are or you’re not. And that’s it and you 
know, and I’m sorry, but either you are or you are not.   
JM: Surls said the same thing, and as a teacher he said he couldn’t really teach, 
he could inspire. And he said he thought that the inspiration was far more 
important than the actual teaching, because if you can inspire somebody to do 
something, they in essence teach themselves…how to be themselves. And that’s 
what he was very interested in when we had him as a teacher. 
MG: Yeah. I certainly don’t think that everyone is an artist, any more than 
everyone is a chef, or anyone is a heart surgeon. They’re just not. They’re just 
not.  
 
The spectacle of art car events is a space for “teaching people how to teach 

themselves” because these vehicles are accessible and invite interaction through the 

disruption of cultural norms.  Anybody can start painting or gluing stuff to create an art 

car whenever and however they desire. Thus far, anybody who wants to participate in 

the parade, just needs to fill out the form and pay an entry fee and show up with the 

entry number posted so they can enter the parade route. The art car community is a 

participatory art form with distinctions from other types of art. Most art car artists do not 

make a living by making art cars. However, there are professional artists who join in and 
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the reasons they participate may be as different as the reasons anyone else 

participates. 

 

Judgment and Dialogue 

Since the first official Orange Show Art Car Parade, one of the primary tenets 

has been that there is no curatorial jury process for entry into the parade. Participants 

are required to submit an application and pay an entry fee. Stipulations regarding size 

and other regulations have been put in place throughout the 25 year history, but to date, 

anyone is allowed to participate. 

 Given the task of “putting the Orange Show on the map,” Theis had several 

strong influences to base her vision on. She was inspired by the renegade energy that 

emerged during the New Music America Parade and a monthly feature in Texas 

Highways called the Cars of Texas.      

Because we felt as though the Cars of Texas, the people that we were reading 
about…the man in Amarillo who took his wife’s jewel box and glued it to his car 
after she died. And the man in Dallas who was a sort of famous folk artist, who 
put pictures of himself in his wild costumes all over his car. Those people 
wouldn’t pass a normal jury. But that’s who we were interested in. We were 
interested in those people who were out there making art on their car in the same 
compelling, driven way that Jack McKissic built the Orange Show. So we thought 
that jurying would sift out too many people. And that the only way we…’cause we 
couldn’t afford to give everybody a meaningful check…we could give everybody 
25 dollars or we could give some people a thousand dollars. That’s what we 
chose to do.  
 

Although I have been fascinated with the aspect of professional artists like the Art Guys, 

Mel Chin and Dion Laurent exhibiting along untrained artists and even high school 

students, this was not an intentional of the design of the parade. However, community 

leaders involved in establishing the parade were open to the potential of talent found 



183 

locally that would result in phenomenal art cars like Sashimi Tabernacle Choir, an all-

time favorite of many people I meet, created by a mathematician and an engineer. Theis 

admits that she did not envision the potential for educational projects until Rebecca 

Bass demonstrated it with 15 - 20 phenomenal entries by high school students whose 

annual class project art cars have won grand prize awards over the years.   

 Dia brought up the aspect of finances as a potential advantage that could 

conceivably contribute to the creation of a better art car. Initially, she remarked that she 

enjoyed seeing cars that were highly creative, that did not cost as much as an entry 

such as the Batmobile.   

It wasn’t really fair for someone who comes up with an idea, a cool idea and 
then, somebody like McDonalds does…I mean, they already have their idea and 
it just goes in, so it’s not very creative. I think somebody who is artsy is more 
creative. I’m sure Ronald McDonald doesn’t appreciate that, but I just think it’s 
neater to see somebody’s neater idea…someone who comes up with something.  
Something off the wall. That’s what people are looking for…those that are just 
really cool. And you go, “Oh! I remember that car.” McDonald’s you always know. 
Or Wendy’s or something like that.  
 

Dia’s comment reflects an appreciation for entries that are created by the underdog, or 

the disadvantaged, those who may not have significant financial and professional 

backing. 

  

Anyone Can do It, But There are Superstars 

Participants can choose whether or not they want to be officially judged. But 

there are unofficial forms of judgment that go along with creating an art car, driving it in 

the public realm, and driving it in art car events. Marilyn Brooks pointed out that in the 

creation of any artwork, “You are putting yourself out there because you have to deal 

with the approval of your peers.” She considers this act brave as the art car artist 
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grapples with the fear it will not be good enough. Sometimes it can also be difficult to 

convey an idea successfully.  

BH: And sometimes you have an idea and then you try to pull it off and that 
implementation isn’t quite as magnificent as your visualization was [both 
laughing].  
DS: Mine was better on paper. 
BH: And that doesn’t mean that it’s not valid or appropriate.  
DS: Right. 
BH: That just means you’re going to change it next time.  
DS: That’s what-- 
BH: You’re going to improve on it.  
DS: That’s one of the things that has come out in conversation, was the idea…I 
think Kenny Browning talked about the roach going through three versions before 
he got it where…it’s beautiful now, but I don’t know what the ones before looked 
like. Sometimes you do need that trial run of “here it is”, get feedback and then 
you can revise it the following year. It seems like a lot of people do have these 
constantly evolving cars.  
BH: I’ve seen a lot of first time entries that looked…that watch the parade last 
year and said, “I can do one too!” And the next year, they enter a car and it’s not 
very good, and they…they’re not embarrassed, but they are almost embarrassed 
because it doesn’t hold up to the quality…so then, subsequent cars get better 
and better and better.  
 

In the same way that interaction with the public and dialogue come into play with 

learning how to create an art car, it also helps in the evolution of the art cars as 

individuals revise their work from year to year. People are intrinsically driven to have the 

work live up to the vision of which it was conceived. They also have a social purpose. 

While anyone can participate, there is also some social pressure that comes not only 

from audience expectations, but from the community member peer group. Theis 

explained three types of learning that are tied to this accessible, interactive art form. 

The artists themselves jury the parade. And I watched…maybe the second year, 
third year, I watched these two young women who had this fabulous idea, and 
they probably didn’t put a lot of effort into it, but they were going to be Josephine 
Baker with bananas and oranges and do their car up. And they get there to the 
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parade and they say to me…one of them says to me later, “It’s like [pauses] 
we’re really lame.” [Both laugh] It’s like the kind of evolving learning of what 
makes a great art car is going on. That’s another thing. So, it’s technical, it’s 
aesthetic judgment, and then I think the third learning…evolving, going up…is 
what can you do with it? Because there are art car heroes. Like Tom Kennedy, 
who have taken what the art car movement is and attempted to use it for kind 
of…world peace. Shelly Burscher…I mean, you could name thousands of 
people, who’ve tried to make it have an impact and so, I think there is learning 
about how you contribute to the world.  
 

In response to my question regarding Houston’s “egalitarian community of practice,” 

Marilyn Brooks also broadened the scope of my own understanding of what this could 

mean.   

Marilyn: No, I think it’s egalitarian, but I think in that egalitarian, there are 
superstars.  
Dawn: Oh yeah? 
Marilyn: So while you can say it’s egalitarian, I think what you mean is that 
anybody can be a part of it. If they make an art car, we’re going to accept them. 
You know, it’s just at face value that ‘Okay cool, you like art cars too’ and you 
want to be a part of the scene or group or whatever. I don’t think that anybody is 
going to be excluded based on, ‘Oh your car’s not good enough’ or ‘You’re not 
cool enough,’ or anything like that. I think people are going to say, ‘Great! Cool, 
glad you wanted to be a part of this group’ and we can help you or we can give 
you direction or point you to the best glue or paint. Or you know, sometimes 
when people need help, they can ask for it and get it. As far…I think that’s 
egalitarian. I think that there are some that are more equal than others because 
they just have more stature. If you know what I mean.  
 

At the time, the list of “superstars” that flashed in my head were all people who have 

made a series of amazing cars. As I transcribed, I made the following note: “Yes, I know 

what you mean, Kenny Browning who deserves his own book, or Scrappdaddy, who 

has since had a retrospective at the Art Car Museum, or Rebecca Bass, who I expect to 

see a Lifetime movie special on any day now.”  There are definitely more people who 

should be on this list along with an expanded art car hero list. These luminaries create 

consistently impressive entries. However, the community recognizes other outstanding 

contributions. Through HACK, outstanding participants are recognized for things that 
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are valued by the community itself. The Brother Brian Bryan Award recognizes a 

dedicated individual who goes above and beyond in promoting the ideals of an art car 

daily driver lifestyle to the community at large and the Jeff Towns Memorial Award 

honors individuals in who are always there to lend a helping hand.  

 

What Makes the Best Art Car? 

A panel of judges awards $10, 000 in recognition of the effort and expense 
artists assume in creating their art cars. The panel is comprised of experts 
and cultural icons from various art, automobile, and musical disciplines. 
We have an impressive group assembled for our panel of judges and they 
will be making their decisions based on theme, craftsmanship, design and 
originality. The official judging takes place the morning of the parade from 
9:15 to 11:45 a.m. Final judging takes place during the parade. 

        Orange Show parade packet 
 

Entry to participation for the event is not judged, however entries may choose to 

be judged and winners receive prize money. At times, judging has been a source of 

controversy. For example, if a particular car wins a big award more than one year, some 

community members believe the entry should opt out of judging subsequent years, 

however this is a community perception, not an official rule or policy. Another year when 

text voting was introduced, the participant’s choice seemed to 

indicate more about a population that used cell phones and 

texting than when a particular high school entry won that 

category. Several years ago, the Orange Show conducted a 

poll to determine if people wanted to continue to have judging. 

I was told that it was about half of the respondents wanted to 

continue judging parade entries and about half wanted to 

discontinue judging. Barbara Hinton explains her feelings that the judging component of 
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the parade is significant.   

So, my personal opinion is that it validates the art form in a way that if we didn’t 
judge it, it wouldn’t be taken as seriously as an art form as it is today [pause]. 
The money comes from our corporate sponsors and… and generous private 
individuals. We were actually able to increase some of our prizes this year, 
because of the generosity of a private donor. And she feels very strongly that we 
should continue to validate the art form in this way. The prize money doesn’t 
even begin to offset the time and materials that go into it.  
 

In chapter 1, while defining art cars, I discussed categories that have emerged and that 

are recognized through awards. These awards recognize the variety of entries such as 

best contraption, best cycle, best daily driver, best lowrider, best music, best painted, 

best performance, best political statement, best Greg Blankenship Skater(s) award, best 

entry by a youth group, best visionary artist (in memory of Annie Burks), as well as a 

best commercial/sponsor award. The awards could be limited to judging the best art 

cars, however there is a broad range for recognition that I believe helps contribute to 

people wanting to participate in official judging. Most of the categories are determined 

when participants sign up to enter the parade. Judging is not limited to the invited panel 

of judges. There is also mayor’s cup, a parade participant’s choice and a people’s 

choice award. One of perks of winning an award is that each winner receives a 

handmade trophy, made by volunteers and members of the art car community and the 

neighborhood where the Orange Show is located. One year, a friend with a school entry 

won and thought winning the “funky” trophy was the best part of participating.  

Each year that I have entered, I have skipped judging. I have checked the do not 

judge box and bypassed the stop on the way to line up. Earlier, I mentioned the idea 

Suzanne noted, “the artists themselves jury the parade.” Each art car artist becomes 

their own judge, constantly revising cars based on interaction with audiences, and 
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working to make the vehicle more interesting. I believe that there is also some pressure 

between art car artists to create something that lives up to being cool and exciting. I 

also discussed the influence of Visker a trained artist and Tom Kennedy, an untrained 

artist in on my perception of what makes the best car and I believe that their voices 

propel me to want to create something “better,” something that is more sculptural and 

defies the frame of the standard automobile frame and associations with car makes and 

models. Fortunately, I can use my vehicle for community participation without it having 

to pass someone else’s perception of good enough. 

ST: I think that…art cars are made for different reasons. Everybody who makes 
an art car is not necessarily in…if you consider expressive work of art to have its 
own meaning and value, and to be judged differently than perhaps a work of art 
that is intended to take part in the great Western art/civilization conversation of 
symbolic and critical theory. You know, if you can separate out those two…it’s 
certainly…You know, Bryan’s Santa car is not to be placed up next to a David 
Best car and judged according to the same criteria. I mean, I think that there are 
some art cars that are works of fine art and high art, and there are some…and 
they are not all trained artists, by any means. I was blown away by the California 
Fantasy Van…which I’d never seen in real life until this year. That to me, is a 
piece of high art. It really is.  
DS: It has really interesting combinations of pieces in there that I never caught 
until I saw it in person, either. 
ST: Yeah. 
 

Revisiting ideas regarding judgment and what makes the best art car, reminded me of a 

year that I attended a parade with two fellow art education graduate students. We each 

had very different favorites for very different reasons that included a combination of 

factors, not limited to the visual impact of the car. 

In a previous section, I noted Kelly Blakley’s feelings of being more legitimate in 

the community once she had made a car. The creation of Jeannie gave her a sense of 

empowerment, but she also had a personal mission tied to interaction with people 

through the art car.   
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KB: The art car events used to be work for me, so it would be like me-- 
KC: It’s still work. 
KB: --hauling boxes of t-shirts to events and me selling them and everything and 
it’s still…it’s probably more work now, but it’s like, I’m doing this because I really 
have a message that I want to convey and something I learned recently and I 
want to share that with people who come to see the Jeannie bottle.  
 

For Blakely, the collaboration, the participation in the events, and conveying the 

message that wishes come true endorsed her dream and the collaborative group 

efforts. Yet, even though she won, she has revised it following years in a continuing 

personal pursuit of how it could be better and possibly, for as part of the fun getting 

ready for the events of Art Car Weekend. While a sculpture student, Drew hatched the 

idea to create a giant chicken for part of his senior project. It took him about six months 

to construct. In an effort to understand his perception of art cars in relationship to the art 

he studied in college I asked, 

DS: What did your professors think of the art car project?  
DB: They said, “Yes, go ahead and make it, but this can’t be your only project. 
You have to incorporate this with a lot of other stuff.  And I worked on it and 
worked on it and I didn’t make it to the deadline, but it did make it [for the 
parade]…it was almost complete by the end of school, so I got an A. [laughs] 
They liked it. They like the chicken. A lot of people like the chicken. They didn’t 
realize it was that big. And that complex. I didn’t either [laughs].  
 

We came back to discussing the relationship of his art car and his university experience 

a short time later. 

DS: So you got the sculpture degree in which you actually made an art car as 
part of your senior show, like you were talking about earlier, so apparently for 
you… 
DB: It worked.  
DS: And gave it some legitimacy, right? 
DB: Uh huh. And I was one of the very few that actually built things, or actually 
built, sculpted things. Everyone else was doing video. Strange things that didn’t 
have a three dimensional form and I wondered if I was doing the wrong thing, but 
I was told no, I was not.  
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Drew’s concern regarding these shifts in approaches to creating contemporary art 

speak to the idea that there is an unspoken right way and wrong way to make art. There 

is also a similar dynamic at work seen in art cars. The majority of art cars tend to be 

over the top, whether gluing do-dads to the car or painting it outlandishly, with music 

and the costumes contributing to the performance. The Art Guys have acknowledged 

making a conceptual pivot point with their entries which began with “simply calling a 

cab” where they “just sat in the back seat on each side just waving at people [laughing].” 

Mike reflected, “That’s still my favorite art car.” They also acknowledge that the public 

probably does not appreciate these minimal entries, because it is exactly the opposite of 

what is expected. On the other hand, I have attended the parade with art educator, 

Carrie Markello, who did pick up on the subtlety of one of their entries that was a plain 

car that had an open gas tank. It was not until this interview that I realized it was one of 

their entries. Carrie and I both thought it was pretty clever. Ultimately, there is no right or 

wrong way to make an art car and audiences have an un-moderated assortment of art 

cars with which to interact and evaluate.  

The examples of Kelly, Drew, and the Art Guys in this section broach the wide 

range of purposes and approaches to creating an art car and participating in events. I 

maintain that interaction drives participation with this art form. Because it is not curated, 

audiences including other art car artists, are allowed to judge the unfiltered range of 

entries for themselves. Audiences can have varying reasons for valuing art cars.  

ST: Just after the second parade…you know, I used to carry those…I’d get a set 
of pictures from someone that knew how to take photographs, would take like 
Tom LaFavre, his camera and I would just carry them around with me for months 
and I would show everybody in my life, this is what I’m doing. This is this 
incredible, incredible thing. And so I met this artist…a musician, a great musician, 
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named David Thomas from the group Para Ubu…17David Thomas was kind of a 
cult figure. And I showed him the pictures and he was just...he loved the Orange 
Show. They did one of their…like ’87 or ’88, ’89, something like that, they did a 
video there. But the first time I met him, I showed him these pictures, and it was 
some of those incredible art cars from that year I was telling you about and the 
lowriders that I was telling you about…and some of the other great, great art 
cars. And there was this group of artists from Dallas…there was this group of 
artists from Dallas, who participated that year, and what they did is they 
made…they took a piece of some kind of thick wire and they made an outline of 
a car and they painted it pink and they wore white suits and they carried it 
through the parade from the inside. And David is one of those people who is not 
at all hesitant to pass judgment and I’m showing him the pictures and he’s 
shaking his head, ‘No, no, no. It’s not right.’ I said, ‘Well, what do you mean?’ 
And he’s like, ‘Look at this. They cheated’ you know, but I said, ;But look how 
clever it is…it’s the idea, it’s the…’ you know, I could go into art theory and point 
to Duchamp and this is not…you know, this is not a pen…you know, you could 
make a case for it. He’s like, ‘No.’ He got one of the lowriders out…one of the 
particularly dazzling ones…and I think that was the year, the first year that the 
MadCad, the MadCad of Ann Harithas’s was in. He put that one next to it and he 
put this pink guy’s, pink outline of a car from Dallas and he’s like, you know, 
“These guys, are committed. These guys are phoning it in.” And I’ve always 
thought about that. You know, that in the end, you know, the Art Guys, I love 
them. I love Jack. I love Mike. I’m not always so sure what I think about the Art 
Guys, but I love them individually, those guys. But you know, the fact that they 
were in the parade, doesn’t mean that what they did had any more value than 
what real people did, who were really committed. And someone who had 
something to say and they said it honestly, and they said it passionately, and 
they said it with some kind of…some degree of skill, so that what they wanted to 
communicate, was communicated. So to me it’s a meritocracy where what you 
walk in with…it’s not part of the grade at the end. And that’s the way the artists 
treat each other too, when they…they really do.  
DS: [laughing] I’ve seen it.  
ST: I would say…I believe it’s juried by them and that you can get shunned. And I 
believe that it’s wonderful that real artists participate, trained artists who sell in 
galleries, but that doesn’t give them any stroke.  
 

For some, the personal satisfaction of creating and driving an art car and the 

opportunity to interact with others, disrupting the realm of the ordinary, everyday world 

corroborates the individual drive for creating an art car. For some art car drivers, a 

thumbs-up or reaction from someone on the street, supports the operation of their 

                                                 
17 Removed some information about David Thomas. 
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unique vehicle. For others, appreciation by audiences encountered in the parade serves 

as another form of validation. Several people have said that the participant’s choice 

award is the only award they care about since it demonstrates appreciation by peers 

and community.   

 

I Saw Smiles for Miles: The Ultimate Value of Art Cars 

In a recent online community conversation about winners, art car artist, Randy 

Blair made the comment, “I saw smiles for miles. I won.” I have spent the majority of this 

document speaking about the community, including art car artists, community 

organizers and volunteers, as well as audiences and the relationships between them. I 

believe this is an accurate description of the community. During our discussion Kelly 

Blakley made a statement that took me by surprise and made me rethink this position. 

She said, “And just…for years and years and years, I worked there and I’ve always felt 

like I was on the sidelines and now I’m like part of the actual art car community and…” 

Kelly Castator and I both reiterate our conviction that she had always been recognized 

as a contributing member, but she pointed out having a distinctly different feeling 

herself. I suddenly remembered my own feelings the first year, when only a few of the 

people I was working with preparing for the Art Car Ball knew me.  As I tried to 

understand her position, I remembered something about my own experience in the 

community. “There’s always that question, though…when you come around, it’s like 

when you meet someone in the community, it’s like ‘Which car is yours?’  So, I can 

imagine if you don’t have one, it’s like…” People in the community tend to associate 

people with their cars. I generally dread that question even though I have asked it of 
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people I am introduced to. The art cars I’ve entered have been temporary and are not 

memorable to audiences, but were much more significant to myself and the 

contributors. I know that I am a part of the community, but I am not a superstar. I am 

getting as much out of participating as an art car artist and as a community member as 

audiences are through the differing levels of interaction. Kelly Castator reiterates his 

perspective, “I think everyone who is in the art car community appreciates everything 

everyone does to make the parade work, because its…I mean, the people that have 

done this, know what it takes to do that parade and it’s incredible that we get it done 

every year. Things that have to be done to make events may not be memorable or 

generate the same excitement.” (personal communication, June 6, 2009).     

KB: I think part of doing it is you…especially if you already know everybody in the 
community, and then you do your own art car, you get a lot of respect from them. 
Once you do an art car, you go, okay, I can do this. 
KC: Yeah, but I think all of these years, everybody recognized what you were 
doing. You may not have felt like you were doing that much, but like Bryan Taylor 
and all of the people in the community who knew you, it was like, well Kelly 
Blakley does this and designs this and does that and I think you may have been 
underestimating how much you contributed every year. 
DS: Organizing volunteers…I don’t think there was ever a question. 
KB: Well, that’s true I guess. 
DS: No, not a question. 
KC: Everybody knew who you were and what you did. It’s just like you kind of go, 
well I haven’t done a car…and that’s…you know…it’s like all the skater 
volunteers who do so much and everyone knows who they are and you know, 
you know who these people are and it’s like yeah, they haven’t done a car, but if 
they weren’t there, we wouldn’t have a parade either. 
 

I the last chapter, I discussed art as the catalyst for community, however as Castator 

points out, there would not be a parade without the rest of the community. The art form 

and the art car community are in an inseparable relationship.  
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CHAPTER 8  
 

A RE-ASSEMBLY OF ANALYSIS: A MERGER OF SPECTACLE, ARTIST AS 
CULTURAL WORKER, AND SOCIAL SIGN SYSTEMS 

 
I began my study with the desire to explore the ways creating an art car can be 

an empowering activity, the ways in which art cars challenge assumptions about how art 

should be made and related to, and how learning takes place in the art car community. 

One of the reoccurring points I encountered is the idea that many art car creators have 

at one point seen an art car or the parade and said, “I can do that” and then they do. 

This is of primary significance to me. I saw art cars on television and encountered them 

on the streets before I joined in. In Houston, art cars are a part of local culture, seen in 

streets, in communities, and are even featured on television. In this section, I explore 

the ideas of the spectacle and visual understandings of these cultural referents as they 

relate to community empowerment and understanding, and the implications for learning.  

In chapter 2, I discuss art cars as symbols of agency and the ways they are 

understood through a social semiotic process among participants, including art cars 

created by individuals sending messages and audiences receiving messages in 

relationship to one another within a culture. As Tara explained, “Everyone knows what 

art is and everyone knows what a parade is.”  Prior experiences with art and parades as 

cultural referents allow participants to recognize the shifts occurring in the spectacle of 

the art car parade. The art car artist’s cultural work is the creation of an object via a 

visual artifact challenging mainstream representations of transportation and art, creating 

new, alternative signifiers through social interaction within communities. The art car 

itself challenges mainstream ideology of public pedagogy. Images and artifacts are not 

neutral. Art cars are not neutral artifacts either. As Garion and Gaudalius (2008) explain, 
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“As visual pronouncements, images are ideological, they teach us what and how we 

interact with one another” (p. 24). Transforming a car and taking it into the public 

changes the way people interact with each other opening a space for dialogue through 

disruption. Bringing together 250 art cars for an event creates an even more dynamic 

space for interaction. In this environment, people value and respond to different cars for 

different reasons. 

In chapter 2, I also discussed spectacle. Spectacle carries with it its own 

connotations based on symbolic codes. The spectacle is is primarily a visual experience 

and as MacAloon (1984) points out, there is a dualistic relationship between the 

spectator and the performer. Both are active participants in the exchange of meaning. 

And as Debord (1994) explains, “The spectacle is not a collection of images, rather, it is 

a social relationship between people that is mediated by images” (p. 12). Spectacle is 

an ephemeral experience that not only catches one’s attention, but makes an impact, 

and for many calls for action to participate and even to join in. 

The art car as spectacle is an avenue for social learning. When an individual 

encounters an art car, they go through a process of accommodation and assimilation. 

Traditional concepts of the automobile are challenged with the creative transformations 

and comparisons to other altered autos, such as the hippie van or more recent “tricked 

out” car, schemas of the automobile broadened through accommodation.  As people 

interact with the drivers or other people in the vicinity of an art car, or these cars are 

featured in the media, the concept of the art car is assimilated into an individual’s 

experience and understanding. Some people move beyond understanding and 

appreciating the medium and begin participating in community events at varying levels. 
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In chapter 3, I also noted MacAloon’s (1984) assertion that a positive effect of the 

spectacle is recruitment, and I believe this is supported in the multiplier effect identified 

by Taylor, or the contagion mentioned by Theis, of art cars in Houston. Like Tom 

Kennedy believed, art cars serve as emissaries for the movement, recruiting new 

participants. 

There is an intuitive understanding of the way this art form works and ways it can 

be used as a medium. I believe that the intrinsic motivation of people who get it coupled 

with belonging to a group or community of practice, and the ability to disrupt the 

mundane and create dialogue promotes empowerment. Participants did not say they 

joined to become part of a community during our discussions, however being part of the 

community and the interaction and connections made through art car events was highly 

valued. 

Garion and Gaudalius (2008) conceptualize visual culture as a form of spectacle 

pedagogy. They propose post-modern art making processes, such as collage, montage, 

assemblage, installation, and performance art as forms of critique appropriating imagery 

of mass media and commodity culture. They explain,  

We are suggesting that these modes of address have broader implications for 
challenging the dominant codes of contemporary cultural life given their volatile 
in-between spaces, which are constituted by the disparate, dissociative remnants 
of mass mediated culture. Considering that the postmodern condition is 
pervasively mediated by visual culture, our awareness of its dominating 
assumptions, and our ability to expose, examine, and critique its spectacle, make 
the critical pedagogy of collage, montage, assemblage, installation, and 
performance art all the more imperative. (p. 39) 
 

Art cars operate in the same way as these socially reconstructive contemporary art 

practices, critiquing dominant culture by high-jacking and transforming the meanings of 
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everyday imagery. They demonstrate the efficacy of individuals who drive art cars and 

the community that comes together in support of this art form. 

The focus on much of the literature of visual culture and spectacle focuses on 

criticism of the mass media as indisputable and inaccessible by a passive, marginalized 

population. I believe this conversation should be extended to include criticism of 

dominant culture to include individual and community efficacy as it shines light on and 

reflects alternative values. Art cars visually challenge assumptions and expand the 

range of cultural exemplars available to art education. Visual culture art education has 

broadened the scope of imagery to include graffiti, street fashion, tattoos, etc. In a study 

of the carnivalesque of a Halloween masquerade parade, Stokrocki (2004) explains, “In 

an era of global communication, disciplined knowledge based on a community of 

scholars shifts from the academic world toward greater use of local knowledge and 

informants. Study of popular and even perverse art forms are now in question as to their 

nature and power to inform” (p. 61). People are already seeing and learning from 

spectacles and public pedagogy in their daily lives. Through community networks like 

Houston’s art car community, they have the choice to create and participate in 

alternatives.  

 

Findings 

My investigation was based on the questions, “How can studying the art car 

event give me insight into art and its value for people in a community?” This question is 

as much about reflectively conducting research as it is about art. As I examined my own 

experiences and my interaction with other members of the community in this auto-
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ethnographic study of Houston’s art car community and the emerging art form, I worked 

with emerging themes and questions. My understandings were exposed and re-

examined throughout the background investigation, during the preparation for the 

parade, during the field study, and through the analysis and development of this 

representation. As I viewed and reviewed co-related topics, my journey involved taking 

the long way home, driving around the block, and backtracking, perhaps as a result of 

running the occasional stop sign or traffic light.  

As this account unfolded, I discovered that the predominant purposes for 

participating within the art car community and culture are to join in and have fun. Art is 

the vehicle for participation. The end-product is generally not to create a work of art, but 

a vehicle for community interaction through art. Community interaction is more highly 

valued than art.  

As I considered how art car artists, including myself, view their work in relation to 

other forms of artistic practice, I realized that the answer varies. I see the approach as 

similar to high art, but believe that it is an additional art form. Art car events are 

accessible. Anyone can create and display an art car, not just geniuses with the 

artworld stamp of approval. Art cars also redefine artistic practices by literally taking the 

work to the streets, inviting interaction. Audiences are empowered to join in, to make 

art, to participate in a symbolic cultural exchange, and to understand without a docent or 

family guide. This accessibility is tied to cultural value of art cars for artists and 

audiences. To put in art cars in museum is to take away from their function, although 

the visual distinction registered in a space, such as the Art Car Museum gives audience 

members another light for consideration. 
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I believe art education taking place within this community is tied to its literal 

physical accessibility, as well as the symbolic interaction. Art cars are inspirational, 

people say, “I can do that…and they do.” Intrinsic motivation and determination 

accompany the community of practice. Participants are empowered, explaining, “We 

entered, we’re going to roll!” Interactive playfulness is found in art car situated learning 

environment. Community members recognize are “making it up as they go along” with 

revisions based on dialogic and relational understandings as art car artists respond to 

audience reactions to achieve a vision.  

 

Problem Posing Education  

In my own classroom practice, I have included art cars in different capacities as 

cultural exemplars. I have related several art cars to pop art in classroom units focusing 

on examining popular culture. I have also used them in discussions of visual culture and 

challenged the advertising slogan of a particular car, produced by the thousands could 

actually be “different”18 I have also based aesthetic discussions on how art cars 

challenge our schema of art and if the definition of art is fixed, as well as where art is 

found and who makes art.  

Art cars present problems. They challenge assumptions about art and cars. They 

challenge assumptions about our daily lives, specifically assumptions regarding vehicle 

operation in commuter culture. This community provides an authentic example for 

                                                 
18 Around 1999 - 2000, Dodge used the branding slogan and logo “Dodge different.” Advertisements 
usually had a new model red car or several red cars featured. The ads caught my eye, but I obviously did 
not buy into the notion that owning a red car like ten thousand other red cars could be that different from 
any other car, or that owning one would make me feel different or “unique.” However, an art car is 
different because it is not mass-produced and it does make me different than other drivers on the road. 
Even cars with the same theme appear different because they are individually made. 
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problem-solving education in the ways that this group builds skills through situated 

learning and tackles larger life issue, while bringing art into our daily lives. This type of 

problem-posing education should drive educational programs. Congdon, Blandy, and 

Bolin (2001) believe that the diverse objects and practices of the community “function, in 

part, as catalysts for dialogue about individual and group identity, local and national 

concerns and ultimately the pursuit of democracy” (p. 3). They believe that community-

based art education has the potential to encourage good citizenship through diverse 

projects and practices that are catalysts for dialogue, debate, and creation for the 

common good. Art cars are one such practice. As I reflect on the movement, I believe 

art cars pose two significant questions for art educators: 1) What can students bring to 

their own community? and 2) What can students do to challenge and transform the 

mundane?   

Freire (2007) asserts that students should be critical co-investigators in dialogue 

with the teacher. When I pose the question, “What can students bring to their own 

community?” a co-examination of the unique customs and traditions of the local 

community is implied. It also implies critical investigation of broader culture, why such 

local practices occur, and how they are meaningful to participants. Examining local 

community practices might consider a wide range of cultural traditions from needlework, 

woodburning, hay figures, gardening, pottery, and so on. (Bastos, 2002) Congdon 

(2004) also recommends looking at occupational folklife, such as gravestone cutting, 

sailor knot styles, or even window dressing, in addition to recreational and ethnic 

traditions. Maker-Faires also celebrate and offer opportunities to examine local 
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traditions of do-it-yourselfers that may reveal local practices and provide students an 

opportunity to participate, as well as to showcase their own contributions.  

Art cars have transformed the ubiquitous automobile into a critical intervention of 

reality, creating a new space for interaction and building community. The fun of art car 

events is in many ways an escape from reality, but it is also an opportunity to reflect on 

reality, to examine what is good, fun, and problematic in daily life. These vehicles also 

provide a cultural example, a new semiotic resource created by an individual or group, 

who imagined a car, or maybe a bike, could be different than the way it was produced 

by a manufacturer, and furthermore, made it happen. The question, “What can students 

do to transform the mundane?” poses identification of a problem or problems, teaching 

students that reality is “in process, in transformation.”  (Freire, 2007, p. 83) This 

approach to art education moves outside the traditional realm of the subject matter dealt 

within the art classroom. I contend that art has already crossed the line into the daily 

world, and these issues are issues for art education programs. This approach to art 

education changes the teacher-pupil relationship. It cannot be top-down and involves 

student insight and perceptions and an examination of the world, particularly the local. It 

requires many of the same approaches to learning exemplified in collaboratively created 

art cars. These include 1) ongoing analysis of tacit and implicit social understandings 

through conversation and multiple perspectives, 2) allowing students to bring their own 

areas of specialty to the process of investigation and creation, 3) and it requires 

negotiation skills. A co-investigation has the potential to help students develop critical 

thinking skills, a common educational goal and mission. Furthermore, as Freire (2007) 

contends,   
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Students, as they are increasingly posed with problems relating to themselves in 
the world and with the world, will feel increasingly challenged and obliged to 
respond to that challenge. Because they apprehend the challenge as interrelated 
to other problems within a total context, not as a theoretical question, the 
resulting comprehension tends to be increasingly critical and thus constantly less 
alienated. Their response to the challenge evokes new challenges, followed by 
new understandings; and gradually the students come to regard themselves as 
committed. (p. 81) 
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CHAPTER 9  

SIGNIFICANCE 

As I pointed out in chapter 1, I align myself as a researcher within the 

interpretivist paradigm, and therefore as Glesne (2006) states, my desire is to explore 

the ‘intentions, motives, contexts, situations, and circumstances of action’ (p. 27) that 

have led this group of people, including myself, to participate in the Houston art car 

parade and other art car events. The interpretivist paradigm complements the following 

depiction of narrative inquiry, illustrating how I have come to my perspective on the 

significance of my study. As Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) state,  

We know that water flows and creates the streambed we see at a particular 
moment in time based in a particular landscape because of the interaction of 
water, landscape, humans, animals, climate, and so on. In the same way, inquiry 
stance and identity as a researcher emerge in a particular place, with particular 
people, and particular questions, and based on desires to understand humans 
and human interaction in particular ways. (p. 8) 
 

I have tried to reconcile my own understandings with those voiced by my participants 

with the understanding that each of us comes to the community at different entry points, 

and the ways that they have come together for this study. As explained by community 

members, the direct intentions and motives are to have fun and art is vehicle for 

participation in events and interaction with audiences. Community participants, including 

myself, tend to think the backdrop of the city Houston as significant and this is what 

makes the art car community different than hippies driving around in painted vans – it is 

a different lifestyle and a different culture. Art car artists are not united as a 

philosophically disenfranchised group in the way that hippies or members of counter-

culture movements are. However, these predecessors did pave the way for the art car 

movement. I place the Houston in the 80s as the context for emergence of the art car 
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movement in this auto-ethnography. At this time I was in high school, The Art Guys, 

Bryan Taylor, and Suzanne Theis were instigating what would become a phenomenon, 

Drew Bettge was probably in elementary school, and Tara Conley and Marilyn Brooks 

may have actually been living in different cities.  

Houston is tied to the automobile through geographic expansion. The city 

suffered from a significant economic recession directly related to the oil and gas crisis in 

the 80s, the main industry that had caused significant growth in decades before. 

Houston has since diversified and suffered less of an impact with the current recession. 

There is still, however a reliance on cars because of the urban sprawl and dual income 

households can have members working on opposite ends of town with commutes of 20 

- 45 miles a day, or more. In the 80s, there was a convergence of individuals brought 

together through a community network that sprang up in downtown Houston years 

before revitalization became a concept. That network included art professors from the 

University of Houston, art students, their friends, musicians, the Urban Animals and 

other skaters, and new alternative organizations like the Orange Show and Lawndale. In 

Houston, people have found a way to make life different. Art car community members 

create and participate in change. People from outside Houston join the community in 

celebration of transformation of the cultural icons of daily life. 

          In this auto-ethnographic investigation, I have worked to share my position in 

relation to other community members. I have included embodied accounts of the 

cultural experience taking place in heat, and the stamina required to create an art car, 

meeting a fixed deadline that always seems to sneak up, yet participants are always 

ready to roll, and to travel to and participate in the multiple events of art car weekend in 
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Houston. In addition to intellectual and academic dimensions, I have shared my feelings 

and emotions in relationship to my position once held as a central community member 

to new peripheral position as a student living in another city, participating as a new 

researcher with anxieties about questions being too leading, imposing my own views 

about community and why people participate, and my anxieties about creating this fixed 

representation of culture and community based on my perspectives. Like relational and 

dialogic art practices, auto-ethnography examines the relationship of the personal to the 

cultural, social, and political. As I reflected on my personal story and my findings, I 

worked to make my personal and cultural understandings transparent and the 

negotiation process between my self and others illustrated through the narrative inquiry.  

Based on my own experiences and perspective based on interactions with other 

members of the community, I believe that in Houston, community interaction is more 

valued than the notion of creating art; art is the vehicle for participation. Art cars are 

accessibly understood and anyone can create and display an art car if they have the 

desire. Traditional artworld boundaries are blurred and audiences are empowered to 

join in, to make art, to participate in a symbolic cultural exchange, and this often 

happens through collaboration. An interactive playfulness is found in art car situated 

learning environment. Community members recognize are “making it up as they go 

along” with revisions based on audience reactions and to achieve a vision. I believe that 

the dialogic/relational aesthetic applies to the community and to those beyond 

community also exhibited by art car artists have never met another art car driver; they 

have altered their vehicle solely for their individual fulfillment or for a personal cause. 
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So What? 

In my journal entries, I generated several informal documents that proved 

significant to this narrative inquiry focused on the art car community and culture. One 

was saved and titled “So what?” This emerging question became one of several interim 

texts, journal entries created during my analysis of the thoughts shared during parade 

line up and field observation, review of the semi-structured interviews, and my own 

journal entries. As I discovered prevalent talk of fun and community connections, I had 

to ask myself, “So what?” “I could have told you that before you started.” I replied to 

myself, “So what?”  

As I contemplated the retort “So what?” as a sincere question, rather than a 

sarcastic retort, I also asked, “What does art education really need to do with art cars?” I 

was able to appreciate a hippie van without art education. I may have even learned 

about what a hippie van meant through mainstream television and movies. When I 

propose that a spectacle such as the art car parade can promote an idea for people 

who see it and get it, I also question how this is different from the ways individuals learn 

and challenge social norms by modeling certain behaviors, for example in the ways 

individuals follow or make their own fashion choices.  

 

An Insightful Exchange 

In narrative inquiry, the story and how it is told are significant. The context is also 

significant. When considering the roles of dialogue and situated learning in a community 

and what the crux of the study means for art education, one example was salient to me 

as I worked to articulate my own understandings about art cars and situated learning.   
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When I arrived at the Art Guys’ studio, Mike and I chatted briefly on the porch. 

Casually talking about my previous experience as a classroom art teacher in the area 

several years before, Mike said that he believed art education was very important. This 

was about five to ten minutes into our meeting one another. About an hour or so into the 

“official” interview, Jack and Mike were discussing the notion that “either you are an 

artist or you are not” and that one cannot be taught to be an artist (quoted in chapter 8). 

I found myself wondering why he stated that he thought art education was important 

while we were chatting on the studio porch before the official, recorded semi-structured 

interview. I believe that only a few, if any of the students I have taught in the k-12 

classroom will ever become artists, but there may be some who have art related 

careers. I personally teach with a goal of helping students develop an understanding of 

why art is important, but constantly grapple with what that means. I decided to ask him 

to explain why he believes art teachers are important.  

MG: I think they are exceedingly important. 
DS: So why? 
MG: Why? I can tell you from my personal point of view.  
DS: Yeah, yeah. 
MG: Although I didn’t come to the art car parade until I was a very serious artist. 
You know, that just didn’t happen. I’m a highly educated person, I experienced it.  
DS: Right. 
MG: But I could see a potential of a kid…say a kid…and this is what really 
happened to me…I realized I saw things differently. I just did. 
DS: Uh huh. 
MG: And I didn’t know what it was when I was young. I just didn’t even know 
what it was. There were no art museums in Nashville where I grew up. I never…I 
think I was in college before I think I saw my first real art show, like in a museum. 
So I think for what you have…what you have is these little sort of angels 
everywhere…wherever they are. Like Rauschenberg came from Port Author, for 
god’s sakes [Dawn laughs] and you can come from anywhere… and if you have 
someone who never experienced art, let’s say they come from a family that are 
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never going to bring the kid to the museum, you know, but they might come to 
the art car parade. 
DS: Uh huh. 
MG: I can see where they would go like, “Oh. I get that!” I just remember that 
specifically, relating to me. When we were in second grade, we had this 
substitute teacher…substitute teachers, they’re just babysitting, right, because 
it’s second grade. And this woman brought in these flash cards and I 
remember…and they were art flashcards, like multiplication flashcards, like 2 
times 2 and on the back was 4 or whatever. And so it was all of these flashcards 
and it was art. And it was Picasso and Degas and all of this other stuff. And I 
remember specifically the painting…this Picasso Des Demoiselles and she was 
talking about one of the later Cubist things and she was explaining it to all of 
these second graders…what the hell do they know about space? But I knew 
exactly what she was talking about, I knew exactly what she was talking about. 
Exactly what she was talking about. I was going, “Oh. Oh yeah. I know. I know 
what this is.” So what’s going to happen is…surely, what has happened…surely, 
is that you have this public spectacle that is open…by its form, it’s open. Anyone 
can see it. And then it invites spirit in it and welcoming that anyone who…but not 
everyone is necessarily an artist. So you have potential, that’s why it’s very 
valuable, that’s why art education is valuable. And outreach…art education will 
never make an artist. But it may help someone who is an artist -- 
JM: It may help find one. 
MG: Find out that that’s what they are. That’s why. That’s just about all it can do. 
And if someone says, you can do something this stupid, really…just gluing a 
bunch of crap to your car and driving it around, it’s okay. Not only the fact that it’s 
okay, but it’s interesting. 
DS: Uh huh. 
MG: You know, and if you can suggest that to people who are artists by their 
nature, then it’s just…it’s great. 
JM: But I…yeah, to compare it to something different, like a class in Iowa that’s 
studying about India, for example, the country of India, a certain group of people 
in India, like say the Sikhs, they’re studying about Sikhism, well those kids are 
now going to know more about that all of the sudden and they’re going to be 
tuned into that differently, so they’re going to be…they’re going to have a better 
understanding of their world through knowledge of something else. Just as they 
would about Eskimos or anything else. 
MG: Of course. Exactly. 
JM: So if you have kids in a classroom and you’re teaching them about how to 
glue things on a car, they’re going to become more sensitive and more open to 
that. 
MG: Yeah. 
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JM: And the same thing happens with drawing with crayons or identifying what a 
Picasso is, or learning about an art movement, like Pointillism, which I think is 
one of those things happens a lot with younger kids, they learn about Pointillism, 
because it’s almost an interesting game, or a trick.  
MG: I think you’re exactly right. I think just because you take an anatomy class, 
doesn’t mean you’re going to be a doctor.  
JM: Right.  
MG: You sure as hell are going to have a deeper and better understanding for 
what a doctor is. 
JM: And you might be a better cook. 
MG: But then there might be those kids that are taking the anatomy class going, 
“Oh. I understand this at a very, very deep level” and then they become the 
doctors. But on the same token, there are a lot of people who are doctors that 
aren’t necessarily good doctors. You know, they are just there for whatever 
reasons and there’s a lot of people in the art world, who deal with the artworld, 
who exhibit and call themselves artists….It just seems different. It seems 
different. The art car parade is a different thing. I think there’s any…there are any 
number of kinds of people in the art car parade. I think there’s a sort of strange 
self-taught, truly folk art, naïve people that have been a part of the parade. And 
then there’s people like us. Then there’s anything in between.  
 
This conversation did not necessarily support any of the dominant themes and 

was almost omitted, however I believed Mike’s narrative and Jack’s examples support 

my analysis and helped me arrive at the response for “So what?” When people are 

exposed to art cars, the experience resonates on different levels. Some people see it 

and appreciate it. Others see it, get it and want to join in, and become members of the 

community. Some may make an art car or possibly even a daily driver. One statement 

that both surprised me and captured the essence of how art cars create community was 

revealed in my conversations when several participants explained the classic putdown 

of art being “I can do that,” but with this art form, people say “I can do that” and they do. 

The visual comprehension process set in motion with spectacle and social semiotics 

upon seeing an art car, impacts, sensitizes, and even motivates some individuals.  
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 When considering art cars in relationship to being an art educator, I have asked 

myself, “Do I believe that everybody should make an art car?” In general, I do not. In 

places with a local art car community or if travel to art car weekend is an option, I do 

highly recommend it. However, more significantly, I consider this one example of an art 

form, an egalitarian one where anyone who decides to can participate, can do so. I find 

it an example of community transformation and learning. Like Bourriaud (2002), I do not 

believe that community-based art projects or other relational art forms need to replace 

high art traditions like Pointillism or Cubism in the art classroom. I believe they provide 

another example in the spectrum of meaningful cultural exemplars in art and art 

education. 

As an art educator, the art form is significant because it has enabled the creation 

of community and a sense of belonging for members, including myself. It is an 

egalitarian community of practice. Art cars provide an alternate to public pedagogy of 

dominant culture, sensitizing people to new possibilities. This culture is an example of 

Knight’s (2008) proactive publics, as art car artists co-opt the spectacle. The art car 

itself is neither beginning nor end; its impact is in the engagement of audiences in the 

routines of daily life. Intuitively, art car artists disrupt the norm and open opportunities 

for dialogue. Like other contemporary artists, the position of the art car artist is “one of 

openness and listening” (Kester, 2004, p. 110), hence the art form provides an example 

of one approach to problem posing education through the creation of art in relation to a 

community.  
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Contributions to the Field 

Introduces Participatory Art Form 

Art education must begin to address a critical examination of cultural 

assumptions about art and culture, and those practices in which society members both 

wittingly and unwittingly participate. Situated learning recognizes many types of active 

learning, as well as learning and the creation of knowledge happening outside the 

classroom. Social semiotics, deconstruction, and dialogic looking all address translating 

the cues trafficked in art and articulate the cultural dynamics of ways viewers interact 

with the visual. These processes are not limited to understanding art, but extend to 

ways of understanding culture and daily life. Art education must begin to address the 

way students are affected by what is included and excluded in relation to the role of art 

in daily life and community.  

In addition to examining the role of art in daily lives and communities, shifting 

understandings of the way high art practices and hybrid art forms are understood are 

reshaping how art is experienced. Contemporary art practices such as installations, 

performance and interventions have a participatory component that makes the 

relationship between art and viewer integral to the work. Furthermore, perceptions of 

what an artist is are changing. Suzanne Theis spoke about the “Lone Ranger” 

stereotype of the artist. Contemporary artists frequently collaborate or are even part of 

collective groups like Gelatin or The Guerilla Girls, participating anonymously as 

individuals, challenging the notion the individual genius. Artists like Alfredo Jaar go into 

communities and work with local citizenry who participate in projects on multiple levels. 

These participants can be involved in the process and the product, from attending 
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meetings to discuss local issues to taking the actual photographs used an installation. 

While these examples site high art practices in contemporary art, I reiterate that the 

purposes of the art car community are different; however, they align though a changing 

aesthetic understanding.  

While the Houston art car community is inclusive and promotes participation and 

interaction, getting together and having fun are the core motives, and art is the vehicle. 

The idea of art car events being like a party was reiterated by several people. Houston’s 

art car movement began as a semi-renegade party with original participants being 

invited to be part of a music parade that went somewhat awry, because local bands did 

not participate. This core group of people and their display of what a parade could be 

was brought together to begin a movement. Connections were made and there was an 

accompanying drive to embellish cars, and accompanying wheeled vehicles, in a way 

that made them stand out in some way.  

The participatory dynamic of the Houston art car community of practice parade 

aligns with experiential, constructivist learning. In this situated learning context, people 

work with their ideas and skills and these evolve as participants collaboratively solve 

problems and interact. The spectacle of art car events conveys renegade ideals and 

efficacy. People see this art form and they want to join in the creation of spectacle. An 

art car is an invitation to participate on different levels. Art car artists conduct cultural 

work that invites dialog, interaction that involves both listening and responding in the 

relational art form.  
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Growing Body of Community-Based Art Education (CBAE)  

This study contributes to the growing field of CBAE. Kristin Congdon (2004) 

believes that there is a disconnect between the goals and content of art programs 

resulting from a heavy emphasis on a modernist approach focusing on an exclusive 

selection of fine art. She claims, “While most of us believe that artistic practice is 

essential to the human experience, we often fail to address the artistic practices 

engaged in by people within our own communities” (Congdon, 2004, p. 1).  

The art car community revealed more about democratic participation than I 

realized when I set out to explore the egalitarian nature of the art car community and 

ways that trained and non-trained artists exhibited side by side. The idea of accessibility 

was significant, challenging the idea that the artistic creations should be isolated in a 

museum brought out for the public on special occasions. Furthermore, the repeated 

claim that people get it, refers to accessibility and they ways people understand the 

intent and want to join in and celebrate this art form. The introduction of such a local art 

form is significant and should be part of art education classroom curriculum. As hooks 

(2003) states,  

Embracing the concept of democratic education we see teaching and learning as 
taking place constantly. We share knowledge gleaned in classrooms beyond 
those settings thereby working to challenge the construction of certain forms of 
knowledge as always and only available to the elite. (p. 41) 
 

This type of learning aligns with the philosophical underpinning of CBAE and 

Giroux’s (1995) notion of artist as cultural worker. 

I believe that people like Suzanne Theis, who recognized the potential of the art 

form early on, and the accompanying role of the Orange Show in supporting and 

encouraging growth is vital for this type of community to flourish. Furthermore, the 
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foundation’s recognition and dedication to visionary art forms with eye-opener tours and 

community relationships have contributed to developing Houston’s awareness of local, 

visionary art forms. A classroom co-investigation or community-based art education 

program should consider the model of the Orange Show in recognizing and supporting 

the local and providing two way communication, with opportunities for the community to 

“talk back,” extending conversations beyond the classroom. This model is also 

significant for community-based artists, illustrated in the relationship between Jaar and 

the Bangladeshi women in chapter 3.  

At the end of chapter 8, I present two questions that are most pertinent to me 

after studying Houston’s art car community. These are, “What can students bring to 

their own communities?” and “What can they do to challenge and transform the 

mundane? Because of the structure of schooling, domestic rules, and legal age 

policies, students may focus on what they cannot do, rather than what they can do. The 

art car community is an example of something that students can do and in fact, 

students can do it well enough to win a grand prize as demonstrated repeatedly by 

students who have worked with Rebecca Bass at different schools in Houston 

Independent School District. The mundane in the life of a student may be very different 

from that of an adult, but again, art cars provide an example of challenging the norm, 

while still abiding by parameters of keeping the vehicle street legal.  

 

Changing Research Paradigms 

This study also contributes to the expansion of auto-ethnography in educational 

research and art practice. Contemporary artists have undergone an ethnographic shift 
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in their approach to creating (Desai, 2002). Desai (2002) explains, “Making visible the 

ways social, economic, political and historical conditions impacted the daily lives of 

people triggered a different way of working for some artists. Consequently, the artistic 

process was reconceptualized” (p. 309). In the same way that artists are informally 

researching and investigating culture in the contemporary art practices of artists like 

Alfredo Jaar, Merle Ukeles, and Suzanne Lacy, the formal research practice of the art 

educator should also shift.     

With a critical focus suggesting an examination at the macro, meso, and micro 

levels of society, Kincheloe (2008) believes that teachers need to be in “research 

dialogue” with students and that educators need to move beyond positivist approaches 

to research. He states,   

Obviously different research strategies will be used to explore the differing 
questions emerging at the different levels. Once data from these diverse layers 
are combined we begin to discern an emerging picture of the multiple dynamics 
of the relationship between socioeconomic class and education. Only a 
multidimensional, complex picture such as this can help us to formulate informed 
and just strategies to address such issues. (pp. 39-40) 
 
The world is reflected in the projects student create in the art classroom, from the 

local to the global. Practices like making rodeo art in Texas, the International pinwheels 

for peace project, and endangered species related project and the ways these projects 

become common practice and why needs to be investigated at different levels. I believe 

art education needs to understand the lives of students and the local community of 

which they are a part, whether a K-12 institution or community organization. 

Understanding the cultural context of our own learning and our practices as art 

educators is significant, as well. Discovering why and how certain ideas have become 

part of practice needs to be examined. Auto-ethnography opens up such an exploration. 
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Along with this transition in research, the breadth of visual culture in our daily lives 

provides significant material for investigation beyond the elite, narrowly defined realm of 

high art transforming how students understand culture. In her study of a carnival 

masquerade, Stokrocki (2004) concludes, 

There is a need for multi-layered communal critique of these events to help 
determine the boundaries of such playful, transgressive community pleasures 
and their roles in developing social consciousness. Research can benefit by 
adopting some playful seriousness. Art educators may find their future research 
roles as communal deconstructionists, transformationists, and discussants of 
postmodern parody and equalization. (p. 61) 
 

This study begins to address the multiple layers of membership in the art car community 

and calls for an engagement of critical dialogue regarding the role of artists, audiences, 

and education in the world today.  

 

Bumps in the Road: A Collision between the Academic and the Personal 

In the chapter 7 discussion of art cars as an accessible art form, I included a 

conversation where I began to process the fact that name DialoJeep rolling through the 

parade setting was relatively inaccessible. The thought clouds worked well, however the 

name was too obscure of a reference. The name worked well in relationship to the 

framework of this study and conveyed the approach I sought in understanding both the 

art form and research, but fell short of conveying much meaning to those who are not 

interested in contemporary aesthetic theory or ethnographic research.  

Reconciling my understandings of the community as I experienced it and the 

nature of the dissertation as a formal document was also difficult. My strongest desire 

was to maintain the integrity of the community experience because it is an auto-

ethnography. In the representation I have had to make compromises. The issue of car 
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names is again an example. I believe that most community members consider their art 

car names as names, rather than titles. In retrospect, I wish I would have thought to ask 

each of art car artists if they considered what they call their car, a name or a title 

because this could have provided more insight on the relationship between art cars and 

art. For this document, I have used the names as titles because the art car parade entry 

form requests a “title” on the entry form and therefore italicized car names, with the 

exception of Nicole Strine’s. However, in the representation of dialogue in the 

transcriptions and quoted passages of the semi-structured interviews, I have chosen to 

retain the utterances, false starts, interruptions, and incorrect grammar because I 

wanted the relationship of myself and the participants to be heard, for my representation 

to have resonance and validity. I have done so with the acknowledgement and consent 

of participants during the member’s check.  

In addition, I read about including feelings and vulnerability as a researcher, but I 

had no idea how raw my feelings would be in association with this study. The cultural 

study could be bracketed with a tales of sadness and loss, something I grappled with 

personally and contemplated when considering the repeated notion that art car events 

are fun and critically questioned, “What about daily life and/or other cultural experience 

is not fun?”  I thought about the context of art as a cultural experience in daily life versus 

art in a museum. I also thought about the cultural experience of daily life in the twenty-

first century. I thought about my own life.  

When I left Houston to go to pursue a PhD, my intention was to return to the art 

classroom and to use the classroom as a research laboratory, what I now understand 

as a praxis space, an approach that I still idealize. As a native Texan, I had no intention 
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of leaving Texas. Everything I needed in life was in Texas. My family, a district 

supervisor who said he would welcome me back to the art classroom, and two art 

communities - the art car community and a non-profit art group I was involved in. I tried 

to maintain the relationships with each of these groups while I was a student and did so 

with varying degrees of success. One of my favorite things to do during spring break 

and over the summer has been to show up at art car happy hour, knowing I could find a 

few friends and have a good laugh over something absurd. I attended the Art Car 

Parade annually in different capacities, as an audience member and with several 

different entries, including DialoJeep. Even though I describe myself as a community 

member, my position as an insider has shifted because I may only attend the annual 

parade. This loss of community has had a highly personal effect on me as I have moved 

around, finding few spaces where I feel a sense of membership, with none yet to 

replace the sense of connection I found because of this wild, wacky, practice and those 

I practiced it with. Fortunately, I can still return to the annual parade. I am only excluded 

if I do not enter or cannot attend. I continue to consider sharing more about the tales of 

my personal loss of community, because they cannot be excluded from my auto-

ethnographic cultural experience. For this account, I chose to limit inclusion of my 

vulnerability to issues directly related to art education and the process of becoming a 

researcher.  

 

Recommendations for Further Study 

Based on my investigation, analysis, and findings of the Houston art car community, 

three areas that I would investigate further based on my study: visual culture art 
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education, youth and school group involvement, and the practices of community and 

local organizations.   

 

Visual Culture Art Education 

I align this study with relational and dialogic aesthetics as they are related to 

contemporary art practices through social semiotics. I believe a study of how these cars 

function in the broader field of visual culture would provide further implications. In 

chapter 2, I discuss two art cars that are red shoes, these two red shoes, one a stiletto 

and one Ronald McDonald’s clown shoe convey distinct messages that we understand 

because each is a social referent to daily life and cultural understandings. Visual culture 

studies have broadened scope of cultural imagery and examine the power of these 

images to inform.   

Art cars challenge assumptions about how a vehicle should look and also beg 

the question, “Why not drive a car that is shaped like a dragon?” Factory designed mass 

produced automobiles have led to the production of cars designed by teams that tend to 

be watered down versions of previous models. Even though automobile owners want 

their car to be different, custom cars are considered a luxury or something elite. 

Furthermore, “The idea that one might still handmake a vehicle today is surprising to 

most people. That such a vehicle might take any shape one desires provokes 

astonishment” (Dregni & Godollei, 2009, p. 3).  

 

Youth and School Group Involvement 

Each year, approximately 60 out of 250 entries created by youth groups roll in 
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the parade. There is a youth group award category and some youth group entries 

become grand prize winners. These group entries were the initial reason I decided to 

participate. I bought the Jeep with the specific intent of creating an entry with my high 

school students. Most often art students participate in annual competitions solely for 

students, such as the national Scholastic Art and Writing awards, state-wide University 

Interscholastic League (UIL) events such as Visual Art Scholastic Events (VASE) for 

high school students or Jr.VASE for junior high school students, local scholarship 

programs like “rodeo art” in Texas, or poster competitions. Participation in the art car 

parade is one opportunity for school and youth groups to display their work and join in 

the broader community. These group entries are another example of the idea that 

anyone can do it, including kids. I believe these groups should be studied to reveal 

more about working collaboratively, if and how students are empowered through 

participation, and how student art cars are perceived in relationship to art and daily life.  

 

Relationships between Individuals and Institutions 

Prior to this study, I had not considered the pivotal role of the interconnected 

relationships between community members as well as the accompanying organizational 

relationships. I believe that the practices of the Orange Show and other community 

supporters of Art Car Weekend and other events have helped the movement evolve. Art 

cars have a long history of cultural antecedents and locally there was a small emerging 

culture that existed before the Orange Show became involved. Because this study 

focuses on the events of art car weekend, the Orange Show becomes a primary 

organization of emphasis. I believe the Orange Show’s involvement is a large part the 
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reason that the Houston Art Car Parade is the largest event celebrating art cars and 

people come from all over the Unites States to participate. However, there have also 

been additional organizations, activities, and supporters that have helped the movement 

thrive in Houston. As the field of CBAE expands, studies of international art car events 

and how they are organized would yield significant information.     

 

Last Stop of this Study 

In the last section of my analysis, I proposed problem solving education as a 

result of the emerging question, “What can student bring to their own communities?” As 

it is related to art is assumed, with an understanding that art in daily life and in diverse 

communities takes many forms. Questions of what defines art, why people make arts 

cars, and what they mean are all topics I investigated as I examined the aesthetic 

dynamic of participation in this art form in the Houston art car community. The process 

of art-informed investigation and narrative inquiry in this auto-ethnography posed 

emerging questions to me such as, “What would possess a quarter of a million people 

to do this?”,  “What makes a road like Allen Parkway just a common thoroughfare one 

day and a spectacle the next?”,  and “Why not drive a car that is shaped like a dragon?” 

These questions are a relational, dialogic response to an art form, raised through the 

community of practice as each art car artist takes on the role of artist as cultural worker, 

examining and responding to society, promoting change. Art educators need to bring 

the problem practices demonstrated in Houston’s art car community to educational 

practices.  
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APPENDIX  

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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Artists 

1. Why do you participate in Houston’s art car events? 

2. How did you learn how to create an art car? 

3. What other types of learning occur within the art car community? 

4. What do you value about the creation of an art car? 

5. What do you value about art car events? 

6. How are you as an art car artist involved with the community? 

7. What do you value about the art car community? 

8. How do you view your work in relation to other forms of artistic practice? 

9. Is the art car event a community of practice? 

10. How would you describe your experiences with the creation of and driving of an art 

car? 

Organizers and Audiences 

1. Why do you participate in Houston’s art car events? 

2. How is the community involved in the event? 

3. How do members of the art car community come together? 

4. What types of learning occur within the art car community? 

4. What do you value about the creation of art cars? 

5. What do you value about art car events? 

7. What do you value about the art car community? 

8. How do you view art cars in relation to other forms of artistic practice? 

9. Is the art car event a community of practice? 

10. How would you describe your experiences with the art car event? 
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