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INTRODUCTION

Project Description:

This field research project is an assignment for the Urban Borderlands class at
Tufts University, taught by Professor Deborah Pacini-Hernandez. In the Urban
Borderlands class, students aim to document the history and the development of the
Latino community in Somerville. The students spend a semester doing in-depth research
about their topic and the Somerville community. This allows them the opportunity to
learn more about the neighborhoods that surround the Tufts campus and to connect with
community members on an intimate level that may have been difficult to achieve without
having the research initiative.
Throughout the past semester, this intimate community connection was made
possible through independent research and was also fostered through the connections that
the students make as they worked with the Welcome Project—a community-based
organization based out of the Mystic housing project that welcomes and supports new
immigrants. Urban Borderlands students frequented the Mystic housing project and some
worked with high school students in order to gain more knowledge about the community
from Somerville residents.
The research topics have varied from semester to semester and this time the focus
was on Latino art and cultural production in Somerville. Therefore, each of the students
chose a different form of art or cultural production to focus on while doing their research.
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These forms range from Folkloric music, to various types of visual arts, to Afro-Brazilian
Capoeira.
After researching the visual art community in Somerville, I decided that I wanted
to focus on the bridges and barriers that Latino visual artists face while trying to develop
as an artist and get their work seen by the Somerville public. This decision was triggered
by my discovery of many important organizations in Somerville (or the greater Boston
area)—such as Somerville Community Access Television, Centro Presente, East
Somerville Main Streets, and the New England Gallery for Latin American Art. Once I
knew about these organizations, I was also interested in learning about why it was still
hard for me to find Latino artists to speak with and hopefully figure out what “barriers”
may be keeping them in the shadows.

Methodology:

The bulk of the research for this project was done in the form of interviews with
people in the community. After getting more acquainted with Somerville and asking
around about possible contacts, I chose five narrators (Latinos and non-Latinos) to
interview based on their involvement in and knowledge of the Latino art community in
Somerville. I met up individually with and interviewed each of these narrators for about
30-45 minutes each with a range of questions in mind, starting off with more personal
topics then shifting to the Latino art community in Somerville. I then transcribed the
interviews and refer to them and quote them throughout the final report.
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In addition to the interviews, I cite past reports from the Urban Borderlands class
in my final report because many of them were very applicable to my topic and helped me
when I was researching the history of Somerville and its immigrant population. Also, I
used the websites of the different organizations as resources because they provided
mission statements and other important information about the organizations. When
information from the websites was not sufficient, I arranged phone interviews or met up
with some of the directors of the organizations and then incorporated this information
into my final report, even though I do not classify these speakers as “narrators”.
The report is broken down into four main parts—Introduction, Barriers, Bridges,
and Conclusion. There is also an appendix at the end, which includes an artist profile for
one of my narrators, Raul Gonzalez. The introduction is primarily filled with information
about my narrators because they played a major role in my research. The introduction
also contains information about the city of Somerville because I believe that it is
important to have some knowledge about Somerville in order to understand the bridges
and barriers that Latino artists face in this city.
Next, the “Barriers” section lists and describes the various barriers that I have
discovered during my research. These barriers were chosen after all five of the
interviews were done and it was easy to identify clear overlaps in the barriers that my
narrators mentioned. After this, the “Bridges” section goes into detail about four
organizations that appear to be helping the Latino visual art community in Somerville the
most. The mission statement of each of the organizations is written into the section along
with a description of their various projects and goals. The last section is my conclusion
in which I sum up the report with final thoughts and with recommendations for the future
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that I think would be beneficial in building stronger bridges that link the Latino visual
arts community to the greater Somerville community.
Finally, I feel that it is important to stress that this report is the result of my
interpretations of my interviews and findings over the past three months. Therefore, I
have come to many of my own conclusions based on the research I have done and would
like my audience to keep this in mind. Also, this report is subject to interpretation by the
audience and I hope that it will create some dialogue about the (often over-looked) Latino
community in Somerville.

Acknowledgments:

I would like to thank my narrators for taking time out of their busy lives to speak
with me (and in some cases, traveling to meet up with me). Without these narrators, this
project would have been impossible and I would not have been able to gain such great
insight into this vibrant community.
Secondly, I would like to thank the students and the coordinators at the Welcome
Project and the Mystic housing project. I greatly appreciate the time and effort that they
put into this project in order to help us with our research. Also, I’m grateful for the
opportunity that I had to meet these people and interact even when were not working on
our project (such as when we had a practice drumming session with Charles Keil).
Finally, I would like to thank my Urban Borderlands Classmates and Professor
Pacini-Hernandez. It was very helpful to be able to bounce ideas off of everyone in the
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classroom and it was interesting to hear about the individual progress of each student. I
am also very proud of the progress that each student in the class has made.

Description of Somerville, Massachusetts:

Somerville, Massachusetts, is located two miles northwest of Boston, in
Middlesex County. It was originally settle in 1630 and was finally established as a town
in 1843. In accordance with other surrounding towns, Somerville experienced waves of
immigration and continues today to welcome new immigrants into the city. In fact,
presently, one third of the residents in Somerville are foreign-born and more than fifty
languages are spoken in the local schools (as seen on www.somervillema.gov).
In the early 1900’s, the immigrants who came to the area were predominantly
from Europe, whereas the immigrants that have been arriving since the 1980s tend to
come from Central America, South America, and the Caribbean area. The reasons for
this immigration are wide and varied, but tend to include fleeing from violence, being in
search of a better job, or coming to live with family.
Within the city, there are many different neighborhoods and squares in which
commerce thrives and people gather. Each of these squares takes on their own unique
flavor, depending on the residents that surround them. For instance, Davis Square is a
popular hang-out location for Tufts University students and West Somerville residents.
There are many shops, restaurants, and even a theater in Davis Square.
Unlike Davis Square, Union Square has a more ethnically diverse population.
Along with East Somerville, Union Square is home to the majority of the immigrant
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population in Somerville. According to Evan Roth-Howe’s report about East Somerville,
there is “a high concentration of non-US citizens and foreign-born residents in East
Somerville, especially in comparison to surrounding neighborhoods. Not surprisingly…
primarily English-speaking families are a minority in four of East Somerville’s eight
block groups, and make up 68% or less of the population in the remaining four” (RothHowe).
The art scene in Somerville is very active and they city is home to many art
organizations and artists. In fact, “only New York has more artists per capita than the
City of Somerville” (www.somervillema.gov). The city of Somerville takes pride in this
fact and promotes their art scene through various art organizations, housing for artists,
and other like initiatives.
Census 2000 Demographic Profile Highlights
Number of Residents: 77,487
Hispanic or Latino: 6,786 out of 77,487 = 8.8%Å(second largest group to white [75.1%])
Foreign born: 22,727 = 29.3%
Speak language other than English at home (5 years and over): 26,381 = 35.6%
Narrator Biographies:
Carrie Dancy is the leading force in the East Somerville Main Streets organization,
which she describes as a “neighborhood and community revitalization organization”
(Dancy 10/22/08). Carrie decided to work there because “it [was] a huge opportunity to
make an impact on a community, to build a really strong community center—a center for
people to come together and to get to know one another” (Dancy 10/22/08). As the only
paid employee, she works with the Somerville community to promote economic growth
and community unity. In doing so, she organized the events that ESMS holds and she
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helps make sure that the various sub-committees of ESMS have the resources that they
need.
Carrie grew up in New Hampshire (about an hour away from Somerville) and
then went to college in upstate New York. After spending some time abroad in
Argentina, Carrie decided that she wanted to work with a Latino community when she
got a job. Upon accepting her job at ESMS, Carrie moved to Somerville two years ago
and lives in the Prospect Hill area. In the past two years, through her work at ESMS,
Carrie has proven herself to be a vital part of the Somerville community by forging
connections with many residents and businesses in East Somerville.

Alexandre Emmanuel Remalia Enrique (known simple as Alexandre Emmanuel) is an
artist who currently lives in Dorchester. Alexandre came to America in 2004 to live in
Somerville before settling in Dorchester. Alexandre grew up in Brazil but decided to
come to leave to go to America in order to “find another people, culture, and to learn
about the language”, which he considered very important for the development of his
artwork. Alexandre has been interested in art since he was a young boy and started to
draw when he was around the age of five. After seeing one of his drawings, his parents
realized his potential and were very supportive of his passion for art. In doing so, they
made sure that he constantly had access to art supplies so that he could develop his talent.
Alexandre is a successful artist who has had many shows—most recently, a show
in Boston called “Black and White”. His preferred art forms are painting, drawing, and
sculpture, and he occasionally works with glass. In the future, Alexandre hopes to work
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with decorative tiles making artworks on the interior walls of homes. In addition to being
an artist, Alexandre works as a dentist’s assistant at a dentist’s office in Boston.

Raul Gonzalez is an artist who is very active in and around Somerville. Originally from
El Paso, Texas, where he frequently visited Juarez, Mexico, Raul moved to Somerville
about 8 years ago. Soon after, Raul became quite involved in the local art scene and has
since worked with many local art organizations on various projects, such as the
Somerville Arts Council (creating a painting for the Windows Art Project) and
Somerville Community Access Television (designing the set for one of their shows).
According to Raul, his primary form of influence for his art work is comic book
illustrations. Also, Raul is fond of “old west” art that is a combination of cave paintings
and cowboy and Indian cartoons (and he is presently creating a series of drawings that
take shape from this type of early American cartooning). Currently, Raul does for the
city of Somerville and the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and also works as a drawing
teacher at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts.

Bernal Murillo is an artist and a teacher for Pintamos Nuestro Mundo (the youth art
program at Centro Presente) and he has been very involved in the Somerville art scene,
despite the fact that he currently resides in Dorchester. Bernal was born in Costa Rica
into a middle-class family and he studied in public school and then went on to study at a
university as a graphic designer. Bernal’s mother was a school teacher who frequently
brought home paper, pencils and crayons so, as a child, Bernal was constantly surrounded
by art supplies. Therefore, he spent his time playing with these supplies and was able to
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develop his skills starting at a very young age. Bernal was very inspired by cartoons that
he saw on television and used these materials to copy cartoon characters and practice
drawing.
Bernal moved to Massachusetts seven years ago in order to find more
opportunities with which to develop his art. Bernal is interested in many art forms, such
as screen printing and painting, and he uses many materials, such as clay and paint, but
his preferred art form is airbrush. In addition to being an artist, Bernal currently works in
carpentry.

Wil Renderos is the youth program coordinator for the Pintamos Nuestro Mundo (we
paint our world) progam, which is a youth development program at Centro Presente. Wil
is originally from El Salvador, but his family moved to Chelsea, Massachusetts, when he
was five, so he has spent most of his life in the greater Boston area. His parents made the
decision to relocate their family to America in order to escape from the civil war that was
going on and to avoid the possibility of being placed in the military. Wil says that he is
fortunate to have come at such an early age because it was easier for him to learn the
language and assimilate.
Currently, he lives in Lynn and works in Somerville. He works closely with the
children that come into Centro Presente and helps organize and run a program that offers
Latino youth the opportunity to work with many different forms of art, ranging from
airbrushing to digital photography. Wil also works with Bernal Murillo, as he is a
teacher for this program.
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BARRIERS

Upon hearing my request for a description of the Latino art community, many of
my narrators were unsure of what exactly to say to me. It seems that this community has
a very fluid definition and some people do not even take it into consideration when
thinking about the art community in Somerville. Raul Gonzalez made a good point when
I asked him to describe the Latino art community by saying that “it’s really difficult to
describe an arts community because I don’t think that an arts community should have a
standard definition because all of us that are living in Somerville are so different and we
all create diverse artwork” (Gonzalez 11/05/08). This response resonates with the idea
that different artist populations, like the Latino artist population in Somerville, should not
be definable or able to be set apart from others because these artists all do the same
thing—create their own artwork. I believe, though, that it is necessary for the Latino artist
community in Somerville to be acknowledged because there are many barriers that they
face that won’t have a chance to be fixed unless they this community is recognized first.
Below, I describe the barriers that I have found out about through my interviews.

Greater Community’s Perceptions and Expectations

During my interviews, I found that the perceptions and expectations that the
greater Somerville community has for their Latino artist counterparts weigh heavily on
the minds of these Latino artists. Although these expectations and perceptions are
usually not explicitly stated, many Latinos and non-Latinos have an understanding that
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they exist. As seen in an interview with the executive editor, Christian Holland, of the
online art journal, Big RED and Shiny, the director of the New England Gallery for Latin
American Art, Franz Israel, states that “there are still so many contemporary stereotypes
of what Latino art is” (Israel 6/10/08).
For example, many Latinos referred to the “stereotypical” Latino art that tends to
be expected from them. This art usually manifests itself in the form of landscape or
portrait paintings, typically done in bright colors (reds, oranges, yellows).When this
genre of art is not exhibited by a Latino artist, the audience may feel as though they aren’t
seeing “authentic” Latino art.
One of my narrators, Bernal Murillo, mentioned that he often feels the need to
“compromise” with the community and perhaps change his ideas when it comes to the
creation of his art in order to be better received by Somerville (most likely because his art
does not fall into the category of stereotypical Latin American art). Although Raul
Gonzalez believes that an artist should not compromise their ideas because, in doing so,
the artist is not “challenging [the community] to think about art—you’re basically trying
to pander to them and I think that that could be very disrespectful to your community”
(Gonzalez 11/05/08), I mentioned the compromise idea to Wil Renderos and it appeared
that he understood Murillo’s point:
“there is an expectation of what your art is going to look like and what your art should
look like. If you look at [Bernal’s] stuff, a lot of it is very dark, there are a lot of skulls
and when people think of latino artist they think of someone who is going to draw a
country side, or the image of a campesino, so people kind of look for that… I think that
that is something that he has been faced with in the past, he has been asked to paint
something that is Latino art and he presents something else, and that is not what they
expected…they expected, like, a flag of Costa Rica” (Renderos 10/17/08).
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This type of expectation can be hard for an artist to deal with since, after all, artists
should be able to act on their impulses and create new and exciting works. Also, these
expectations can lead to a sense of detachment from the rest of the artistic community
that does not have to deal with these stereotypical ideas of what their art should look like.
In terms of expectations, Alexandre Emmanuel said that he thinks that the
Somerville community has a tendency to shy away from art that they do not immediately
understand, perhaps because they do not have enough time to think about and digest it.
Alexandre states that “the public in Somerville I think has no time to think about it when
they see a painting for a first time… So the public wants to see for the first time what it is
about, “I like that”, some hope, something clear like this that they can describe
immediately. That’s what the public in Somerville wants—something very clear and
expressive” (Emmanuel 11/09/08).
Although it is uncertain why the public seems to act in this manner, it can
definitely be seen as harmful characteristic of a community when artists in Somerville are
looking to build up credibility. When the public is also quipped with an arsenal of
stereotypical ideas about what Latino art should look like (landscapes, flags, etc.) and has
a tendency to search for instant satisfaction, it is especially hard for an artist to get much
attention from them.
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Politics and Immigration

Along the same lines, some of my narrators have inferred that Latino artists in the
community are aware that they should avoid pushing any limits when it comes to their
art. In particular, artists must be especially cautious about publicly displaying their art
when it has a political message or can be interpreted as a critique of society because the
city officials and residents do not seem to hesitate when it comes to rejecting art that they
do not want to be displayed in public spaces.
After asking Wil Renderos about whether the community has reached out to the
young artists in the Pintamos Nuestro Mundo program, he responded by saying:
“people have reached out to us, but people reach out when your art doesn’t really
push limits, when it doesn’t push boundaries. And I think that as long as we don’t
push boundaries, then we can get our voice out there. But if it’s a positive thing, then
its very much accepted and welcome but when you try to have a political message or
some sort of criticism of our society, and use art as a vehicle for that, it becomes a
problem” (Renderos 10/17/08).

A good example of this type of politicized art causing problems in the community
is when the youth art program that Renderos works for, Pintamos Nuestro Mundo, was
unable to carry out a concert this past year, entitled “Hip Hop for Justice”. In the concert,
students in the local schools were supposed to recite poetry, deliver speeches and display
their graffiti artwork. After a majority of the planning for the event had been done,
however, the event got shut down by the town and the reason that the city provided was
very vague. “To us, it was presented as the police department”, stated Renderos, “but
after we investigated further into the situation we realized that it was the superintendent
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of the school… it’s very, very interesting to have seen that happen.” As it turns out, the
event was supposed to be held at a school, but the superintendent did not approve of the
event, which could be partly due to the potentially problematic name, “Hip Hop for
Justice” (Renderos 10/17/08).
During Carrie Dancy’s interview, she pointed out the complex process that is
involved with displaying art (such as murals) on public property. She stated that
“Somerville has a really political climate and it is hard to get anything done with regards
to making changes to the community” (Dancy 10/22/08). Dancy continued to explain
that once if you have a mural that you would like to display, you must first find a place to
put it then have a meeting with that neighborhood to see if they approve of the mural
being put there. If the neighbors don’t like the mural, it will not be displayed; therefore,
“you have to kind of walk the middle line of creating things that appeal to different parts
of the community” (Dancy 10/22/08). This statement resonates with the idea of
compromising with the community (as seen in the Perceptions and Expectations section).
In addition to the politics of Somerville, many Latino artists see U.S. politics as a
barrier because many of them are still dealing with work visas, attaining citizenship
status, and other such obstacles. In particular, Alexandre Emmanuel was inspired to
create an entire exhibition due to the pressure that he felt from the immigration process.
His exhibition was titled Black & White “because of the immigration situation”, states
Emmanuel, and “because I just have documents to be legal to work in this country but I
am not legal yet to live in this country or go anywhere. I have to stay here because if I
leave I cannot come back. So, that’s why I couldn’t feel so free, I felt like a prisoner…
everything was closed” (Emmanuel 11/09/08).
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Although each of his pieces was painted in black and white, there was also a bit of
color in each of them that symbolized Emmanuel’s hope for the future during this dark
time. “You can see some colors [because] I could see much hope coming to me, you
know, the “light at the end of the tunnel” (Emmanuel 11/09/08). I believe that this hope
represents the number of opportunities that are available to artists in Somerville, despite
the barriers that they face.
Below is a picture of Alexandre’s flyer for his Black & White exhibition:
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Lack of Education

During our interview, Wil Renderos mentioned that there is an educational
disparity between the South American immigrants (from places such as Brazil and Peru)
and the Central American immigrants (from places such as El Salvador) due to the
conditions in which they left the country. Specifically, many immigrants from El
Salvador came to America because they were fleeing from the civil war or trying to
escape prospect of being forced into the army during the time between 1980 and 1992,
whereas more of the South American immigrants left their country by way of choice,
most likely for a more fiscally-driven reasons.
Also, the age in which some children move to America is very important in
determining how easily they will fit into the educational system. Wil came here when he
was still quite young (around 5 years old) and said that this young age played a crucial
role in his ability to develop at the same level as other students his age and also in
understanding societal norms and being more comfortable in America. As seen in my
interview with Renderos, “some [immigrants] come here with children as old as thirteen
years of age and it has been very hard for them to find a way to belong in this community
and also just it has been very difficult to understand how this system functions… and
some of them are still struggling to do it” (Renderos 10/17/08). Therefore, it seems that it
would be especially hard for these children to pursue any interests in that they had in the
arts if they were still having trouble understanding how the basic systems of society
function.
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Also, as seen in a report, entitled “The Influence of Neighborhoods on
Educational Performance Among Children and Adolescents: A Case Study of East
Somerville, MA”, by Evan Roth-Howe, “minority children… are at increased risk for
poor academic performance because neighborhoods with large Latino and immigrant
populations are negatively associated with a variety of cognitive ability scores” (RothHow, pg. 7). Roth-How continues to explain that there is a lack of academic support for
this youth population that is necessary for improvement in their academic skill levels, test
scores, etc. I believe that the combination of these facts can only lead to a decline in
artistic expression among the Latino youth in Somerville because if there is a need for
more support for education, there is most likely a lack of artistic support, as well.

Language

Perhaps a more obvious barrier is language. Members of the Latino community
who have limited English skills often have a hard time connecting with the greater
Somerville community, regardless of whether they are artists or not. As explained in a
previous Urban Borderlands report, entitled “A History of Human and Civil Rights in the
Somerville Latino Community”, by Lindsey Nicholson and Adrienne Van
Nieuwenhuizen, “in order for Latinos to fully acculturate, integrate themselves, and be
welcomes and respected within the Somerville community they must first learn to speak
English…it is clear that this language barrier has been a source of great difficulty for
many and…a large source of discrimination” (Nicholson and Van Nieuwenhuizen). Until
they have a grasp on the language being spoken in the community, Latino artists may be
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seen as outsiders and therefore find it difficult to create necessary connections with the
community in order to develop and get recognition for their art.
Another language problem also presents itself when it comes to artists speaking
with an audience or clientele about the artwork being presented. Alexandre Emmanuel,
who still struggles with English, describes his feelings when he first realized that he was
unable to find the words to describe one of his paintings:
“I remember when I was trying to explain my feelings and talk about one painting
but the words, maybe the whole phrase that I was using to describe this painting was
completely opposite the real situation of the painting. There was a very huge
problem at that time. I couldn’t say… I didn’t know what to do at that time to
describe exactly what I felt when I painted that thing” (Emmanuel 11/09/08).

In this situation, it is seems as though it would be easy for both the artist and the audience
to become frustrated.
Through my research into various local art organizations, I have also noticed that
there seems to be limited outreach to recent immigrants whose first languages aren’t
English. Carrie Dancy also took note of this fact and said that “[she doesn’t] think
there’s anybody explicitly reaching out to Latino or Brazilian artists that reside within the
Latino and Brazilian communities” (Dancy 10/22/08). Most of the information on the
websites and in the pamphlets of these organizations is listed in English and not in other
languages; it therefore appears as though these organizations are not actively searching
for support from the Latino population that has a limited grasp on the English language.
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Housing

Another barrier that presented itself during my research was the current housing
situation in Somerville due to the cities new initiative to attract more artist residents. The
Latino community is concentrated in East Somerville and Union Square because these
neighborhoods have traditionally been appealing to this population due to cheaper rent
prices and more diverse neighborhoods (with ethnic markets, restaurants, etc.). Even
with increases in rent prices over the years, this population has made sacrifices (living is
cramped quarters, living in less-desirable houses than they could afford elsewhere) so
that they could live in these areas because they are now seen as the center of the Latino
community. However, this dynamic has been shifting recently as Latinos struggle to stay
in these areas due to housing development plans that the city is implementing.
Due to the fact that the city of Somerville is now trying to promote itself as an art
city by creating housing that is enticing to artists, there has been a recent increase in
housing development. Although promoting the arts is an excellent objective and this
could perhaps been seen a bridge, there are existing populations in Somerville (namely
the Latino community but also others, such as the Irish community) that have families
and need living spaces that are larger than artist studios and find these new houses very
undesirable. As Wil Renderos explains,
“in doing so, the focus is so much on this single artist or community of artist that you
really just forget about the families that are here. And it is causing a lot of tension…
because, you know, [current residents] are being kicked out of their homes and rent
is increasing for them and it is creating this animosity and tension between the young
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professionals, the artists and the community that has been here for years” (Renderos
10/17/08).

As seen above, the new housing plans are causing some problems in the
community and “right now there is a struggle around trying to hold the city accountable
and trying to make housing that is family-friendly” (Renderos 10/17/08). These new
homes that are being built are not suited for the lifestyles of current residents and the
officials of city of Somerville are neglecting the needs of the families that are living here
and focusing more on their image, which could be very harmful to the residents. Also, I
have noticed that there is a lack of political leadership on behalf of the Latino population
in Somerville, and I believe that they are being treated poorly when they don’t have a say
in the city’s decisions that will ultimately have a direct impact their lives.
Finally, I agree with Renderos when he states that, “there is, what I consider to be,
the positive side of it, which is promoting the arts. Then I think that the negative side of
that is to promote art so much that they actually want more artists to live here, even if that
means kicking out the community.” If the existing Latino community is slowly being
forced out of the city, it is unlikely that Latino artists in Somerville will feel really
welcomed here or be able to continue trying to develop their art here.
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BRIDGES

Through my research, I have found that there are many bridges in Somerville that
help Latino artists to get exposure for their work. Most of these bridges, however, exist
in the form of organizations or people that work with the local arts community or
immigrant communities. In particular, these organizations are typically led by a specific
person or group of people who have a mission to help those in need of connections to the
community at large. Carrie Dancy supports this idea by saying:
“I think that the bridges are really going to be people who cross both communities—like
Beto the hairdresser who is a bridge to the Brazilian community who can just pick up his
phone and call an artist and ask if he wants to display his work. Whereas, between me
and that other guy there is a cliff and I wouldn’t even know he existed or be able to get
his phone number, so I think people are often the bridges…specific people who straddle
the two communities” (Dancy 10/22/08).

Carrie, herself, is also a bridge along with the organization that she works for—
East Somerville Main Streets (as I will further explain in the ESMS section).
I have come discovered many artist organizations in Somerville (or the
greater Boston area) that are excellent examples of bridges. For this report, I have
chosen four specific organizations that I think are the most helpful for the Latino
art community because, although there are other art organizations in Somerville, I
did not find that they were reaching out to the Latino population like these
organizations are.
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Centro Presente

Mission Statement: “Centro Presente is a member-driven, state-wide Latin American
immigrant organization dedicated to the self-determination and self-sufficiency of the Latin
American immigrant community of Massachusetts. Operated and led primarily by Central
American immigrants, Centro Presente struggles for immigrant rights and for economic and
social justice. Through the integration of community organizing, leadership development and
basic services, Centro Presente strives to give our members voice and build community
power.” (www.cpresente.org)

Centro Presente was originally located in Cambridge for twenty-six years, but has
recently relocated to Somerville. It was founded in 1981 and continues to be a very
important resource for recent immigrants in the Somerville area. As Wil Renderos noted,
The Salvadoran refugees that founded Centro Presente “wanted to make a place of their
own [and] they wanted to create a place where they felt like there was support for them
and for other incoming immigrants” (Renderos 10/17/08). Also, it started off as “an
organization that provided legal services mostly focused around individuals fill out the
immigration paperwork and get some kind of documentation in the country” (Renderos
10/17/08), but has developed over the years, adding initiatives and programs.
One initiative that Centro Presente has become more focused on recently is
leadership development within the Latino population in Somerville and surrounding
areas. Although it may seem daunting and difficult to do, it is very important for these
recent immigrants to have their voices heard in the community. After all, they make up a
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decent percentage of the population, so they should have a say in the decisions that are
made regarding their city.
Also, perhaps since Centro Presente is available to help the recent immigrants get
settled in the community, they are allowed the opportunity to further explore their
interests (artistic, athletic, etc.) in more depth than they would be able to if they were
preoccupied with legal matters that Centro Presente aids them with.

Pintamos Nuestro Mundo
Although Centro Presente is not specifically an organization for the arts, I believe
that it has a great impact on the art that is being produced in the Latino community in
Somerville and the relationships that are being built around art. In particular, the youth
development art program, Pintamos Nuestro Mundo, led by Wil Renderos, is becoming
increasingly popular and gaining new participants each year who “attend art classes
focused on non-traditional techniques such as screen-printing and airbrushing…learn
video and music production…engage in environmental justice gardening projects”
(Centro Presente Newsletter, Spring 2008).
This program has existed for thirteen years and teaches these kids very valuable
art skills that they can continue to use once they grow older. Throughout the years that
the program has been running, Latino youth participants have painted public
switchboxes, painted murals, and done other such projects that have taught them various
art skills. Also, through art, these children are learning how to assert themselves and how
they can use art as a vehicle for social and political change. For example, there was a
mural that the participants in the program made that depicts the positive things that the
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Somerville youth participate in and bring to the community, such as artwork, leadership,
academics, and sports. This mural was created to fight against the negative stereotypes
that are often associated with the younger community members, such as how many are
gang members or thieves.
During my visit to Centro Presente, I saw digital photographs on the interior walls
of the building. The youth can use the building to display their work and I think these
public displays are very empowering and give them something to be very proud of—not
only did they do the work for themselves, they did it for others to enjoy.
In addition to helping these youths learn and grow, this program allows older
members of the Latino community to connect with the Latino youth and build up their
skills as instructors. Two of my narrators, Bernal Murillo and Raul Gonzalez, both
worked as teachers for the program and enjoyed these experiences at Centro Presente.
Bernal taught airbrush and screen printing classes and Raul taught airbrush classes at a
different time.

East Somerville Main Streets

Mission Statement: “Representing the oldest and most ethnically diverse neighborhood
in Somerville, East Somerville Main Streets (ESMS) is a non-profit, public-private
partnership between East Somerville residents, business owners, community leaders,
local government, and the National Main Streets Center. Drawing upon the
neighborhood's unique historical and cultural energies, ESMS is a volunteer-driven
organization dedicated to developing community initiatives and events that reflect and
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promote the true character of East Somerville as a vibrant place to live, visit, and do
business.” (www.eastsomervillemainstreets.org)

Although East Somerville Main Streets was only founded two years ago, it is a
very active organization that works to revitalize the economy and the social scene in East
Somerville. The organization supports many committees which Carrie Dancy
coordinates in addition to making sure that they have the resources that they need in order
to do their individual projects. For example, there is a committee that sets up
international movie nights in order to get community members involved with one
another.
In terms of the arts, ESMS recently organized an art walk entitled “The Colors of
the Americas”. Nineteen artists participated in the art walk, with eighteen displaying
their work in local businesses and one artist displaying an outdoor piece. Due to the large
number of Latinos in the East Somerville area, the art work took on a Latin American
flavor. Dancy states that the art work “put art right out where people would see it to
should people a reflection of their own community” (Dancy 10/22/08). Since the art was
on the streets and inside popular businesses, it was very open to everyone and it drew
people to the community, which led them to discover new businesses and it encouraged
economic development in the area. Also, it allowed new-comers to see the intrigue of
East Somerville, an area of the city that they may have previously overlooked.
In order to attract artists to the art walk, Dancy sent out an open call and did
networking with businesses and people in the neighborhood and, as word spread, people
became interested in getting involved with the project. “We had artists popping out of
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the woodwork as we were hanging the work” (10/22/08), stated Dancy. This exemplifies
the importance of word-of-mouth when it comes to making connections within a
community.
Once the artwork was submitted, ESMS made sure that each of the countries that
are strongly represented in the community were also represented in the art walk, so that
all people in the neighborhood could relate to the exhibit. Once they found some holes in
the representation, they did some targeted outreach to find artists from certain countries
because “if there wasn’t any work from their country thee would be a real disconnect
between the people that live there and the artwork that was being shown” (Dancy
10/22/08).
While planning the event, Dancy also understood that there are certain
perceptions about these artists that can be seen as barriers or deterrents, so she was sure
to display a wide range of art created by these artists. This variety could open people’s
eyes up to the multitude of art forms and ideas that are “Latino”.
“I think that was one of the big things for the art walk is that latino artists aren’t
sitting around and thinking about how they’re latino and then expressing it…they’re
an artist in their person and [although]… some people think about that community in
terms of immigration and handy-crafts, which are very much a cultural expression,
[we aimed] to have the gamut of cultural expression, so people don’t think about
latino artists as just like sitting around making handy-crafts or painting paintings of
the Costa Rican country-side” (Dancy 10/22/08)

Although there were many artists ended up displaying their work in the art walk,
Dancy learned the important lesson that it takes some effort to infiltrate a community is
not you own, but the effort is worth the while. “If you want to connect with different
types of people, you have to go to the places where they are and talk to the people that
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they talk to and those ways are really how you create bridges—actually sitting down and
thinking about it, reaching out to people because you don’t always know the answer, and
just empowering people, like showing the art in the art walk” (Dancy 10/22/08).
As a result of this work, there are many Latino artists who now understand that
ESMS is available as a bridge to help them display their art work when they are hosting
an event such as the art walk, or the community art exhibit at city hall that is currently
being planned.

Below is a pamphlet for the East Somerville art talk and some pictures of pieces on
display in art walk (the image of Murillo’s piece is courtesy of
http://eastsomervilleartwalk.blogspot.com and the image of Emmanuel’s piece is courtesy
of www.alexandreemmanuel.com):
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^Alexandre Emmanuel’s piece that was in the art walk
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^Bernal Murillo’s piece in the art walk
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New England Gallery of Latin American Art

Mission Statement: ‘The New England Gallery of Latin American Art (NEGLAA) is
dedicated exclusively to promoting Latin American art and artists. It is located in
historical East Boston, the heart of the Latin community in Massachusetts. NEGLAA was
formed by Latin American entrepreneurs whose sole objective is to promote local,
national and international Latin American art in all media by offering the artists an open
window to the world. NEGLAA also endeavors to fulfill the mission of promoting
educational and cultural activities for the encouragement, growth and development of
new Latin American talents and the Latino community.” (www.neglaa.com)

Although the New England Gallery of Latin American Art is located in East
Boston, I believe that it is an important bridge for Latino artists in all the surrounding
areas, including Somerville. Founded by Franz Israel, an immigrant from Peru,
NEGLAA is a gallery that is dedicated solely to Latin American arts (which, I believe, is
rare in the Boston area. As seen in a report for the Boston Latino Art Association (which
Franz is a part of), “for Franz, the aspects of owning a gallery that have been most
positive are connected to his identity. Being able to promote Latino art and artists has
been extremely rewarding. Owning a gallery enables him to open doors for artists that
need to be given a chance” (Krista Caballero, BLAA)
Indeed, a chance is what these artists need. It is very important that Franz has
created this space for Latino artists to come together and feel unified in terms of their art
because he Franz believes that Latinos in the Boston area have difficulty organizing.
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This lack of organization can be seen as very detrimental to their development, whether it
is in terms of politics, the arts, etc. This problem with organizing can perhaps be
attributed to the aforementioned barriers and also to the poor school systems that Latinos
attend in East Boston and the surrounding areas (as seen in the barriers section). The
gallery is a much-needed step towards better organization within the community.
NEGLAA also is unique in that part of director Franz Israel’s mission is to
eradicate the stereotypes of what Latino art should look like and to deter the possibility of
these artists being pigeonholed by society. In the aforementioned interview with the art
journal, Big RED and Shiny, Israel states that “one of the principle goals of our gallery is
to shed light on [Latin American art’s] complex, sophisticated and diverse nature” (Israel
6/10/08).
Somerville’s proximity to this gallery is very valuable for its Latino artist
population and I believe that, although NEGLAA is still a fairly new organization, it has
the ability to play a crucial role in the confidence of Latin American artists in the area.
Seeing the support that NEGLAA has to offer to these new artists is very encouraging
and could persuade them to continue working on their art because, regardless of how
much their art defies the definition of stereotypical Latino art, NEGLAA will embrace it
as Latin American.
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Below are some pictures of NEGLAA and the exhibition at that time (artist Leo
Espinosa) and a flyer for a previous exhibition at NEGLAA:
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Somerville Community Access Television

Mission Statement: “Somerville Community Access Television's mission is to provide a
public access media center that enables a vibrant, diverse, and evolving community to
express its creativity, explain its ideas, share its cultures, and embrace the individual's
right to freedom of speech. SCAT supports and promotes television and other multimedia
productions, with community-driven content, through education and training, facilities
and equipment, and production assistance. Through SCAT, Somerville becomes a
stronger, better-informed, and a more open community.” (access-scat.org)

Overall, Somerville Community access Television is a very active organization
that works towards unifying the community through a local television channel. In this
environment, people of all ethnicities, origins, and ages come together to learn about and
to create media content. One particularly interesting program that SCAT offers is their
Next Generation Producers program that, similar to the Pintamos Nuestro Mundo
program, offers video production classes to Somerville youth. Students from many
different backgrounds participate in the program and are encouraged to produce art. In
addition to providing the youth with entertainment and a safe place to spend their time,
this program acts as a bridge for young artists who don’t have the resources or support to
produce videos without SCAT.
Another great aspect of SCAT is that, in the hallway of their building in Union
Square, they offer space for artists to do bi-monthly exhibits. In addition to being able toi
use this space, the exhibiting artist is featured and interviewed on a SCAT talk-show
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called Art@SCAT. SCAT does not charge a fee for this use of this space, therefore
offering a unique opportunity to artists who are unable to find a gallery to display their
work in. This free “mini-gallery” also acts as a way for artists to gain recognition in the
Somerville community because there is a good amount of foot traffic in the hallways that
they offer to artists.
About seven months ago, Bernal Murillo capitalized on this opportunity and had a
16-piece exhibition in SCAT. He found out that this was possible while he was taking a
video editing class at SCAT and saw other pictures on the wall. This was Bernal’s first
time exhibiting his art in Somerville. Although Bernal’s artwork is no longer on display
in the hallway, the exhibit helped solidify a bond between him and the staff at SCAT and
he currently has a painting hanging in the lobby that he made for the organization.

Other Various Organizations

In addition to the aforementioned organizations, there are many other ones in
Somerville that can be seen as bridges for the Latino art community because of the
number of opportunities that they create for artists. For example, the Somerville Arts
Council offers a variety of programs that artists can participate in. Some of these
programs are, the switchbox project, ArtsUnion (which promotes Union Square’s diverse
artist community), the Windows Art Project, and Art Without Walls (with projects such
as “art in the garden” and “Mystic River mural”). More information on each of these
programs/projects can be found at http://www.somervilleartscouncil.org/programs.
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Also, Somerville has a number of artist associations and studios, such a Brick
Bottom Artists Association and Vernon Street studios. These organizations provide
studio space and sometimes serve as residences (as seen with Brickbottom). They also
host other events, such as annual open studios—there was a Vernon Street Studio open
studios event on the 8th and 8th of November, 2008, and there was a Brickbottom Artists
Association open studios event on the 22nd and 23rd of November, 2008.
A particularly unique aspect about these artists associations and studios is that the
buildings in which they are housed in are converted 19th-century industrial buildings (the
Brickbottom Artists Association buildings were erected in the 1920s as the cannery and
bakery of A&P stores). I believe that the conversion of these buildings symbolizes the
shift that Somerville underwent from an industrial New England city, to an arts-oriented
city.
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CONCLUSION

Closing Statements

Somerville, like most other cities, is filled with barriers that Latinos face when it
comes to artistic expression. Fortunately, there are many bridges that are working
towards helping this group (and others) to get their work out there and succeed with their
artistic endeavors. There is also an abundance of projects to be worked on within the
Somerville community and there is certainly support for artists and these projects
(whether it be from individuals in the community, other artists, or organizations),
although it may take a little searching and networking to find this support. Wil Renderos
made a similar observation when he said,
“I think that’s what makes Somerville such a great area to live in because when you
do live amongst artists and other like minds, you are influenced by what they are
doing and it kind of rubs off on you and… it also feels like there is support for what
you are doing. Sometimes just a little support goes a long way in helping to make
artists continue doing what they’re doing” (Renderos 10/17/08).

Also, a few of my narrators live with a set of very positive beliefs when it comes
to art. That is, even if you are not discovered as an artist, in the end, at least you will
have passionately worked on what you loved. When focusing on what they love, an artist
in Somerville is likely to find someone to share this passion with, creating lasting bonds.
Most importantly, there are artists from all different background in the city of Somerville
and these bonds aid in closing the gap between the different ethnic groups in Somerville
that tend to be segregated by neighborhoods. As Raul Gonzalez eloquently puts it,
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“I think that’s another great thing about Somerville… whether you’re Latino or
African American or polish American—whatever it is, you know—you find what
you’re passionate about…and then you search for like mind—people you end up
hanging out with, people who kind of help—you create a support system for yourself
and those ideas are across many borders, they don’t have to be limited to just
Latinos or African Americans. It’s all encompassing, in other words” (Gonzalez
11/05/08).

Finally, I have found that there is an endearing sense of hope that many have my
Latino artist narrators have expressed. It appears that is a lot for the artists to look
forward to in Somerville, despite the barriers. For Latino artists that are immigrants, in
particular, there are often more resources, gallery spaces, clientele, etc. available to them
in Somerville than there were in their home countries. For instance, Alexandre
Emmanuel mentioned that there would be and open studios event in Brazil, but it would
only be once and a while and it would just be in one place. Therefore, artists would have
to travel to that location to put their art on display and space would be very limited. I
believe that, in Somerville, the endless possibilities for the future are what drive many
artists to continue their artwork, although they may not know exactly where this work
will take them.
“I have a lot of hope for developing my art here”, stated Bernal Murillo, “because,
for example, in Costa Rica I worked all my life around art but I never had the chance
to make my own exhibition and actually my first time was here in that place. Now I
want to focus more on my art, like I try to say to the community ‘I am here’ and in
the past I never had the chance to make them pay attention to that” (Murillo
10/15/08).
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Recommendations for the Future

At this point, I would like to reiterate the fact that this report is based on my
research over the past three months and that, although I do not consider myself an expert
in the topic, I have come to many conclusions about the my subject and have taken note
of some changes that could benefit the community in which I have been doing my
research.
With that said, I would strongly recommend that, in the future, the various art
organizations in Somerville create coalitions with one another. There appears to be an
existing disconnect between these organizations, which I noticed when asking my
narrators about these various organizations in my interviews. I believe that this
disconnect can be seen as very detrimental to artists, the organizations themselves, and
the greater Somerville community and it shows a lack of unity in Somerville. Simple
steps could be made to help lessen this disconnect, such as promoting other organizations
in informational pamphlets and on the organizations’ websites.
I also believe that it is very important for the greater Somerville population to
avoid buying into stereotypes about what Latin American art should look like. These
types of beliefs hinder the development of diverse communities and create discomfort for
certain groups of people. Also, as seen in the “Barriers” section, these perceptions can be
internalized by artists, causing confusion and uncertainty when it comes to their art
production. I would suggest that the greater Somerville community explore the diverse
range of art that is produced by Latino artists and is on exhibit at places such as the New
England Gallery for Latin American Art.
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Finally, I would recommend that organizations do more targeted outreach to
Latino artists in Somerville. Despite the fact that there are artists that are capable of
connecting with these organizations but decide not to do so, there are still many artists
that find it difficult to make these beneficial connections with organizations. East
Somerville Main Streets is an excellent example of this type of a program that does this
outreach (as seen when they made a point to find artists that represented the community
in which they held the art walk). I would strongly recommend that their practices of
promoting their projects and events (and even their websites and information) in
Portuguese, Spanish, and English should be taken into consideration by the other
organizations that I have written about. With that said, I believe that these organizations
should also be more proactive, instead of just “open” to the Latino artists in their
community in order to help them overcome the barriers that they face.

Seen below, ESMS can be seen advertising for an event in more than one language:
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APPENDIX
Artist Profile: Raul Gonzalez
Raul Gonzalez was in the border-town, El Paso, Texas and spent his childhood
traveling between El Paso and Juarez, Mexico, so both of the locations are considered
home by him. During his life, Raul also spent some time living in San Francisco. Raul
says that he had a great childhood and great parents and he spent the majority of his
childhood playing with his brothers and drawing. As for why Raul is an artist, he says
that he just found art to be very fulfilling, so he decided to turn it into a lifestyle.
As seen in an article by Pam Rosenblatt from The Somerville News, entitled
“Somerville Cartoonist Raul Gonzalez & the Miracle Five”, Raul is a self-taught he was
inspired by comic books and began attending cartooning conferences when he was in
high school. Raul spends most of his time drawing and his ideas usually stem from these
drawings, but he says that he does not have preferred art form. In fact, his preferred art
form varies based on whichever medium he needs to fulfill an idea that he has or a given
project that he is assigned to.
Since his move to the greater Boston area, Raul has lived in Somerville on
Highland Avenue for about 8 years. He made the decision to move to the Boston area
because his girlfriend at the time (who he is still currently in a relationship with) decided
to attend the School of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. Reluctant about the artistic
climate in the area, Raul was comforted when he haphazardly learned about a comic book
publishing house that was located in Somerville during the time of his move. Raul was
very happy to learn that there were people in Somerville with artistic interests that were
similar to his.
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Ever since his move to Somerville, Raul has been very involved in the community
and has participated in many public art projects, in part due to the fact that he is a “quick
turn-around guy” (Gonzalez 11/05/08). Perhaps this success can be attributed to Raul’s
steadfast dedication to becoming an artist when he arrived in Boston. “My number one
goal when I came to Boston”, stated Raul, “was that ‘I am going to be an artist. Period.
Whatever I must do to become an artist, I’ll do.’”
One of the projects that Raul participated in was the windows art project that
Somerville Arts Council hosted. For this project, artists were given the opportunity to
hang their work in businesses in Somerville for the public to view. Another project that
Raul participated in was for Somerville Community Access Television. Although he had
never done anything like it before, Raul was asked to design the set for a show called
“Union Tube” that aired on the local Somerville television channel. The show explored
the arts in Union Square, spotlighted local restaurants, ethnic markets and other
businesses, and interviewed Somerville residents.
Raul also worked with Centro Presente, seven or eight years ago, as a teacher for
a comic book class for their youth art program, Pintamos Nuestro Mundo (a job that
Bernal Murillo currently works). Raul continues teaching to this day, but does so at the
School of the Museum of Fine Arts, where he is a drawing teacher and his girlfriend is a
printmaking teacher. Raul also does commercial work for the Museum of Fine Arts in
Boston and for the city of Somerville.
Raul glides easily from one job to another and gains recognition along the way;
therefore, many people will approach him with project proposals—in many cases, these
projects are very enriching and exciting for Raul. One particularly fruitful project was
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one in which Raul, along with his friend Joe Keinberger, was asked to paint a 4x8
painting on a piece of plywood to cover up the windows of a dilapidated bar that closed
down a while back. During our interview, Raul reflected on this opportunity and said
that, “whenever I’m doing a project like that I’m like ‘I can’t believe that the city of
Somerville was paying me to paint one of my ideas up on their windows’. I think it
creates a sense of excitement when you are helping to define the look of the community
that you live in” (Gonzalez 11/05/08).
This project then led Raul to another in which he helped design and make
decoration decisions for Taqueria Mexicana, which now takes the place of the run-down
bar. The owner liked the painting that Raul did so much that he asked him to aid in the
creation of the menu and help with the painting of the interior of the restaurant.
In terms of more formal exhibitions, this past spring, Raul had an individual
exhibition at the New England Gallery for Latin American Art in East Boston, called
"chingasos: el C.V. Cuento Historico". As described in an article entitled “The Elements
Beyond our Control”, by the Boston Globe correspondent, Cate McQuaid, Gonzalez
“covered the gallery walls and ceiling in paintings, drawings, and sculptural doodads that
map out the story of El Chango Verde (Green Monkey), a fighter on his last legs…
Gonzalez has a talent for graphic, muscular comic-book style depictions, which he
peppers with metaphors, dream images, and potent tastes of Mexican culture” (McQuiad
05/21/08).
In addition to doing solo work, Raul is involved in a group of cartoonists, called
theMiracle5. TheMiracle5 group is currently exhibiting specialized installations in
various rooms at Bloc 11 café in Union Square. As seen on their website, “art of
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theMiracle5 has roots in comics, animation, coloring books and hand-painted
signs…TheMiracle5 symbolize the artist's transformation with an alter ego. It takes many
forms (superhuman, demigod, cartoon) and is unleashed both within the private artmaking space and when theMiracle5 exhibits their work together”
(http://themiracle5.com/).
Raul currently has a studio in the South End of Boston where he does his work.
He is working on a series of drawings on paper that take shape from early American
cartooning (one of his forms of influence) and “old west” art (a combination of cowboy
and Indian images and cave painting images using buffalo and fall-like colors). Due to
the constant opportunities that Raul has for producing art and participating in projects, he
spends a lot of time in his studio and considers art to be his only job.
As stated in The Somerville News article, by Pam Rosenblatt, “With all these
projects created with his pen and ink, watercolors and acrylics, Gonzalez seems to be the
superhero of cartooning in the Somerville area” (Rosenblatt 08/05/07). I believe that
Raul is worthy of such a title and, without a doubt, he will continue to thrive as an artist
and will be very successful with his future endeavors.
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Below, are some pictures from his studio and from theMiracle5 website:
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