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TRANSFORMATIVE PLACEMAKING & SUSTAINABLE CREATIVITY
We change places, and places
change us. In a case study of the
Somerville ArtFarm for Social
Innovation, this idea is centered
and reflected upon by design
thinking, art-based analysis, and
community practice.

Summer 2018 Findings
Informal beginnings can create complex, organized visions.

10 Poplar Street, Somerville, MA
Brickbottom Neighborhood, near Union Square and McGrath Highway.

The ArtFarm idea emerged from a few informal conversations, then a small group of people
invested in making a sustainable change, to a visioning process that included dozens of community
stakeholders. By sustained effort to include the interests of arts, environmental sustainability,
residents, and local economy, spatial design ideas grew from guiding principles of how
stakeholders thought a self-sustaining, inclusive space would operate in their community. This
vision eventually became adopted into the City’s management of the site, with a long-term lease.

History:

Transition is uncertain. It is also an opportunity.

Somerville ArtFarm Background
Location:

A municipal solid waste transfer station was closed on the 2.2-acre site in 2013, ending
over a century of use toward waste management. The City of Somerville designated the
site for public use, making it Somerville’s 5th largest open space. The mayor requested
community ideas for how to ”activate the space,” initiating conversation of what the
space could be.

ArtFarm vision to ArtFarm reality still hangs up in the air. Throughout the development of ArtFarm,
it has not always been certain that the envisioned place would be made. Coordination of material,
labor, and organizational resources takes time, energy, and sound communication. However,
attempting new configurations of coordination creates new opportunities and networks.

There are limitations to a project vision.

Key Stakeholders:

ArtFarm is not a blank slate. With no water or utility lines,
physical infrastructure takes considerable planning and resources
to begin. Half of the site is planned to have dual-use: underground
stormwater infrastructure and above-ground park. But for now,
the raised bed and greenhouse roof’s rainwater catchment system
are the only areas diverting stormwater from pooling on concrete.

City of Somerville|Parks & Open Space|Arts Council|Groundwork Somerville|Green
City Growers|Community Artists|Earthos Institute|Shape Up Somerville|Brickbottom
Artists Association*|Somerville Residents (*not interviewed)

How is it being used now?

RESEARCH
DESIGN

Stakeholder Interviews

Literature + A/R/Tography

Combined Analysis

! Past case studies, public documents
and local journalism

! Diagramming ArtFarm as a
continuous process

! Placemaking – process of continual,
relational meaning-making (Pierce,
Martin & Murphy, 2013)

! Considering discourse across sectors
and disciplines

!

Weekly July-August, October

! What is your role ?

!

Roles: volunteer & employee

! What have been the greatest
challenges?

Visual, olfactory, auditory & tactile

!

Photographic documentation

!

Participation in community
partnerships

! Who have been integral collaborators
from your perspective?
! Do you consider ArtFarm part of your
community?

Places like ArtFarm are not the norm. All of the nine individuals
interviewed described the aspect of multi-stakeholder involvement
as being a component of great challenge, interest, learning, or
strength for ArtFarm. ArtFarm is a process, and the range of
people involved continue to define it in different ways.

Above: a diagram of the ArtFarm site, enclosed by fencing. ArtFarm is only accessed by code
for construction work and actively using stakeholders. (See Combined Analysis)

How can we understand the ongoing process of making ArtFarm, a place, that encompasses its
challenges, unevenness, and meanings for various people, in ways that support a long-term
v i s i o n o f c r e a t i v i t y a n d s u s t a i n a b i l i t y ? A/R/To g r a p h y i s p r a c t i c e d b y o b s e r v a t i o n a l e x p e r i e n c e ,
literature review of placemaking, and experimenting with visual, communicative analysis.

Site Visits & Observation

!

ArtFarm is an experiment.

! A/R/Tography – combined practice
as artist, researcher, and teacher
(Springgay, Irwin & Kind, 2008)

! Generating combined perspectives
! Including experiential and subjective
knowledge

Why ArtFarm?
The question of Who

c

ArtFarm awaits further funding and construction approval to fully open to the public. A
raised bed for agriculture, greenhouse, and walk-in cooler have been built, as well as
functioning community partnership. Food is grown that reaches Somerville residents via
the Somerville Mobile Farmer’s Market. The other half of ArtFarm is leased out to
construction companies as a staging zone.

A network of relationships has been built through ArtFarm, but not in isolation from many other
systems. ArtFarm closely interacts with spatial politics of gentrification and local redevelopment
plans, projected transportation infrastructure changes, and neighborhood access to open space and
the arts. ArtFarm has stayed alive with an aspirational vision of being a creative, open, and
educational space for all. Still gated and unfinished, ArtFarm is not yet there. Now and going
forward, it does matter who has access to its ideas and physical space.

Present & Future Directions
This project is place-specific to the Somerville community, and critically, pertains to the Somerville
community. Not only does ArtFarm serve as a model for interdisciplinary thinking and planning,
but also it is an opportunity to share knowledge and reflect on how places in our communities
change over time.
A proposal to the Somerville Museum’s Community Curators program is being developed for
November of 2018. This research serves as the foundation of a potential exhibit that brings attention
to the complexities of placemaking, with ArtFarm as a lens for understanding for how places of
meaning arrive. Programming and an exhibit of this kind will continue developing in 2019.
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The locked ArtFarm fence, looking
from outside.

A possible stakeholder web from
interview responses and arenas of
community interest.

Curiousity, Bleakness, and Joy 2018 oil
painting. Words describing ArtFarm
from an interviewee.

The discourse around temporary vs.
permanent use of ArtFarm. What has
constrained this process?
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