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Context 
Placemaking/keeping was Dave Loewenstein’s contribution to the Traces and Trajectories 
exhibition organized to highlight previous Rocket Grants recipients. It took place at La Esquina 
on February 16, 2016. 
 
Structure 
The event was structured as a facilitated working group (as opposed to an artist talk or panel 
discussion) with invited participants from Kansas City and Lawrence. Visitors were welcome to 
observe and listen.  
 
Homework 
To help frame the dialogue, participants read the essay “Placemaking and the Politics of 
Belonging and Dis-belonging” by Roberto Bedoya, and then considered these questions: 
 
Are there placemaking like projects being proposed in your community? Who is leading and 
funding them? How are they being characterized? 
 
What role should people who will be most impacted by these kinds of projects play in their 
conception, design and implementation? 
 
How can we insure that these projects do not lead to displacement and cultural whitewashing?  
 
What are the potential risks and benefits for artists who partner on these projects, and how can 
artists help to illuminate and act on the issues that Bedoya surfaces in his essay? 
 
What role can you play in this ongoing dialogue? 
 
 
	

	
																												  photo - Dexter Melton 

	
 



	 3	

The event 
After introductions, participants were divided into two groups (orange and blue) facilitated by 
Sara Taliaferro and Dave Loewenstein. 
 
Story circles 
To begin, each group did a short story circle initiated by this prompt:  
Share a story of a time you felt like an outsider - that you did not belong, OR a time when you 
felt a sense of solidarity/community with people you did not know. 
 
Burning questions / Lightning responses 
In each group, participants were asked to write down a question on a slip of paper in relation 
to placemaking and Bedoya’s essay. The anonymous questions were put in a hat, each person 
chose one at random, read it aloud and then the group had two minutes to respond. Below are 
the questions that were offered -  
 
How could a community reform as a more cohesive goal oriented entity?  
 
Where is the angle of repose between neighborhood improvement / betterment + 
disenfranchisement / displacement? 
 
What will it take to ensure that “belonging” is a major component of the planning process? 
How does a participatory process replace top-down process? 
 
What are the risks, benefits and responsibilities for artists who choose to engage in 
placemaking projects? 
 
Should Creative Placemaking be all about humans? Should it start with getting to 
know/feel/celebrate the actual place? 
 
Does progress require we suspend human values/histories worth? 
What do we mean by place, and can place be “made.”? 
 
Who does not belong? 
 
What is so scary about being intentional about making better places? 
 
How can we understand what “belonging” means for others? For everyone? 
 
In terms of placemaking, why is land only considered as a resource to be capitalized on or 
commodified? 
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Imagine Sunflower  
After a short break, both groups were given this prompt – “You are an advisory group for an 
initiative aimed at supporting and enhancing a working class neighborhood in the city of 
Sunflower, using the arts among other tools. With Bedoya’s essay in mind, begin to imagine 
how you would plan such a project.  Consider this quote from Bedoya:” 
 
“The blind love of Creative Placemaking that is tied to the allure of speculation culture and its 
economic thinking of “build it and they will come” is suffocating and unethical, and supports a 
politics of dis-belonging employed to manufacture a “place.” Creative Placemaking and its 
aesthetics of belonging contribute to and shape our person, the rights and duties of individuals 
crucial to a healthy democracy that animate the commons. It should also animate Creative 
Placemaking not as a development strategy but as a series of actions that build spatial justice, 
healthy communities, and sites of imaginations.” 
 
Half way through the imagining, the facilitators gave each person a new role to portray. For 
example, an artist might become a city official, a developer might become a teenager, or an 
urban planner could become a neighborhood board member, etc.   
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Group share backs and opening up the conversation 
After imagining the project for Sunflower, the orange and blue groups came back together to 
share their experiences. After the two groups gave their share backs, the conversation was 
opened up to everyone. The notes below were transcribed by Sara and Dave. (We apologize 
for the incomplete and listing nature of these notes. They are intended to give an impression 
of what was said as opposed to being a verbatim recording.) 
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Orange Group:  
Trust-building, keep track of gathering spaces, equity in “say”/voting and a sharing of power, 
research that fuels this, take stock of working buildings or buildings that were historically so, 
grants for businesses, educate people to exercise their rights (how?), power with-not for-
community, transparency of process, trust building with consensus, accessibility for all, 
providing for all to remain, gathering places for community, how to keep such places, research 
into community history is paramount, any stock (working spaces) to be used within community, 
transportation issues, who has power to make decisions?, how to share power truly, neighbors 
must be educated about their rights to be heard, oversight committees should include 
neighbors who can vote, With not For, important to have community neighborhood 
associations organized ahead of development projects, tension and differing needs and 
priorities between different stakeholder groups, need for a visioning document that translates 
how this all comes together. 
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Blue Group: 
Walking paths, quiet spaces for introverts and reflection, temporary camping and singing 
places, mutual trust, a school, a community center, a dump/exchange/exploration center, giant 
petting zoo, a flexible process with more than one path for decision making/listening, shared 
documented vision, a space for a planning and story circle, pickle art making place, entrance to 
underground caves and tunnels, thinking about history, organize community around food and 
stories, green spaces, preserve river edges, housing that is accessible to all walks of life and 
stages of life, Tenants to Homeowners and community land trust office in community building, 
floating store or something in river, renewable energy sources, 24 hour dance party that is low 
decibel and does not offend, signage around neighborhood that asks: Are you scared to 
leave? Why can’t you speak your mind? Who is your neighbor? What did you used to love 
about your neighborhood? What is your favorite time to be outdoors? What can you do 
without touching anything? What are you wasting? 
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Open conversation 
Sara scribed while Dave took stack (called on people as they indicated they wanted to speak) 
 
Questions: 
How do we make people comfortable? 
How do we understand the motives of others? 
What does it mean to belong? What is the process that helps this happen? 
What are the sizes of units of organization of a community? (neighborhood, block, etc.) 
Challenges of these types of gatherings—how do we bring the people we want to the table? 
How do we have conversations that get at the core of the complexity? Bring politicians, etc. 
What is the power of this “board” meeting—where is the power, and who are we speaking to? 
As a community organizer and artist, how do I get the underrepresented here? And how do I 
keep myself from being exploited? 
How do we even out the process? How do we get people to show up? Or how do we go to 
them? 
Why do we not dedicate 1% for the arts for local arts? The question comes up time and time 
again. 
As a representative of local government/politician, I might be the “Other”. In considering 
projects that have been undertaken in my district, I have been asked and also ask, how do we 
create or maintain “soul” in a project? 
The role of the artist is to ask questions. Where is the art?  
We bear the weight of the history of disclusion and disenfranchisement. Where is the entry 
point? 
What are the responsibilities of and to the artist? 
What are the outcomes of what you are a part of? You need to know. 
There are tensions between stakeholders. What is at stake for each? 
We know about a lot of these things. We know good process. Why do we not do them? 
Are artists instruments of inspiration or are they being used? 
How can neighbors stay in the neighborhood when this happens (Artplace, or gentrification 
resulting from it) and keep a place and voice? 
How do we know that the public can give witness to the process silently, or how can they have 
input? What are the barriers to that? 
Art is part of something subversive; how do we therefore understand art in this context (of 
defined process, granting/funding process)? What is this about? We are interested in making 
the art process part of the system, but how? 
How do the young, minorities, the disconnected, how do they know about these meetings and 
this process? They are not included now. 
Should we put art in public places where poverty exists? How does or how could art lift people 
up? 
Cities prioritize and spend dollars—what are we spending on, does it reflect common values if 
very few people vote? 
What is the collective identity of a place, and how does it shape you? How might art affect 
that? 
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How much do we need to compensate for guilt? We do not want to talk about guilt because it 
is not strong or useful, but what if we asked why does it exist, who sees it, and who cares? 
What action can be taken, knowing this? 
	
Statements: 
We need to start from shared values, overcome barriers. 
We need a vision document. 
We need to create dialogues where people are at. 
Understand that communities in distress do not do certain things, such as vote, attend 
meetings. These are symptoms of being outside of the system. The non-participation becomes 
a rationalization for decision makers to dismiss the voices of these participants (because these 
people did not vote, their opinions will not be considered, etc.). We need to start by making a 
real place in the process for those who are not included, showing and discussing and 
addressing how this process is different and meaningful and how, this time, people are truly 
included. 
Not either legacy art or community art. 
We need transparency, empowerment, people to take your place (representing a particular 
“group”?) 
There is an inner guilt in this dialogue. 
We want to aspire to an ideal and not lose the ability to move forward. 
I would like to challenge the notion that we need a hermetic situation of art by locals, only 
letting local art happen in a community. There is a different kind of art or conversation by 
allowing artists from the outside. Discluding outside artists creates the possibility of supporting 
the “lowest common denominator”. 
Would like to see spaces created for artists in either new or old (remodel/restore) “builds”. 
Consider difference between art that is branding (very popular right now) versus art that is 
subversive (not generally popular). 
Think of artists as working for a place. Placeworkers. 
Thinking of artists as workers is Neolithic. 
These art projects get used for some other purpose (gentrification, development magnet, etc.). 
Don’t let artist’s work be instrumentalized. Can be an invisible dialogue. 
Gentrification actually has cycles of pricing out, first forcing out low-income and marginalized, 
then moderate income/working class, then upper middle class. Examples in big cities of 
gentrified neighborhoods branding themselves and drawing in foreign investments, making 
themselves part of investment portfolios. 
We need to recognize how a place is already important. 
People coming in to gentrify an area, although that is not always the intention… 
Do not underestimate the value of the tool of artmaking and placemaking. They can change 
the trajectory of decay, make it a place where people can thrive. We have an ethical obligation 
to make cities better. 
We need to aim the Venn Diagram towards sustainability and then away from displacement. 
We need to do no harm. As a designer, ask how we can build and design tools that help 
people.  
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We need to temper idealism with getting city services to neighborhoods that have never had 
them with Conservation Overlays and other mechanisms, to have ethical involvement in these 
neighborhoods. 
Sometimes cities have been on life support and are just beginning to be successful. We should 
be careful about refusing success. 
E. 9th Street—Social Geographers, KU prof. Jay Johnson’s students studying this because he 
was fascinated with project. 
Grantmakers are listening to feedback and postings and evaluating process based on 
dialogues like this. This is empowering to know. 
The pole positions get articulated and allow the middle to be mapped out. This becomes the 
Artplace process to me. 
No government intervention (I cannot tell if they are recommending this or cautioning against 
what happens if the government does not intervene? I think the thread was that we don’t have 
it but need it for neighbors to stay…?) Co-ops, land trusts, etc. to protect people in place. 
Be genuine. Regardless of where conversation happens or how, be transparent and genuine.  
I hope we have something in our society that overcomes our differences and that we don’t fail 
to act. 
I grew up in a neighborhood with no art. I have a problem with the idea that it is okay for 
someone to spend $100K rehabbing a house but not $100K to an artist to do art. But I also 
had friends and family members who have had their rent raised and they got pushed out of 
their neighborhoods. 
Art should not be “success is my only option….” 
I like the concept of radical optimism. We explored that in class…. 
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Reflections 
In the days following the event, some of the participants shared reflections.  
 
Lane Eisenbart 
Just my final two cents, because I can't seem to let go of the idea of viewing the process of 
placemaking not as an artist, but as who I am, a resident, a poor resident, and a public 
servant... I recently read a book about Ruth Bader Ginsberg -- everybody's favorite Supreme 
Court Justice, and advocate for women's rights in the justice system for the last 50 years.  RBG 
was once asked, at what point would she feel there were enough women on the Supreme 
Court.  How many female Justices are enough female Justices, Ruthie?  She replied that she 
thought nine would be enough. Not two or half but nine.  Nine sitting female Supreme Court 
Justices.  An all female Court.  The entire bench. You might examine that statement and think, 
wow.  She doesn't want equality, she wants superiority.  You might think that, but you'd be 
wrong. What she really means is that when there is an entire bench of female Justices, we 
know that gender is not a factor, and we have real equality. Until Sandra Day O'Connor, the 
bench had always been entirely male.  It happens all the time.  We don't think twice about 
it.  That's the status quo.  And only when status quo has flipped entirely upside down can we 
be certain that equality has been achieved and discrimination does not determine who sits the 
bench.   
 
I guess that's the lens I'm seeing public art and placemaking through.  How much of belonging 
and dis-belonging in the process of placemaking is determined by social class?  How much of 
who speaks and who cares, who has agency in the placemaking, is determined by dollars and 
cents?  Can a power differential between those who have money, the funders and the paid 
participants, and those who do not, the low income residents of a neighborhood to be 
"revitalized", be overcome? Speaking from my particular social location, I have to answer; only 
when the status quo is flipped entirely upside down.  Only when an entire project comes from 
the hood it's built in can I believe that social class isn't a factor. Only then can I believe that a 
placemaking project is happening with me and not to me.  Tip that apple cart. Flip it all the 
way upside down. 
 
KT Walsh 
I’m so glad I was there. I am concerned about the false argument that asks, ‘Don’t poor people 
deserve art too?’ because I feel like it is a rationalization for imposing art/culture from the 
outside. We need to have a more honest discussion of what it means to pay outside artists 
great sums for these types of projects, while local artists get little or nothing. I thought the 
most useful part of the role-playing exercise was when everyone’s role included living in the 
neighborhood. 
 
Julia Cole 
For me the phrase might read ‘creative placemaking CAN be an art in itself’. Since there are so 
many kinds of art, it takes a liberal application of the kind of art that engages people in a 
generous, inclusive way, perhaps, to turn a process of ‘(re)development’ into something that 
constantly asks ‘who counts and who cares?’ 
Great to caucus with you all! 
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Kate Dinneen 
I was sorry I had to leave before the end. You may have addressed this issue of where does the 
art fit into this which Nick Carswell asked.  My thoughts as I drove back to Lawrence were that 
Creative Placemaking is itself an art.  Examples which came to mind are the difference between 
a kitchen or home where the space and the individuals with in that space create a welcoming, 
warm, safe place for family, friends and neighbors.  On the other side there is the Martha 
Stewart approach of taking the ideas of comfort and home and placing them on a space 
without the time, caring and soul which is so important to a creative place.  Soul is something 
that artists can help to create/inform/touch in a placemaking venture.  
 
I really like this from Julia,  
“it takes a liberal application of the kind of art that engages people in a generous, inclusive 
way, perhaps, to turn a process of ‘(re)development’ into something that constantly asks ‘who 
counts and who cares?’” 
 
José Faus 
Responding to Kate Dinneen -  
I like that as well thinking that as an artist I want to be a part of "creating" the kind of 
community that I would love to live in  
 
Sara Taliaferro 
Beginning with the story circle, I immediately got a very real snapshot of some of the values of 
each storyteller, and through this, I began to feel empathy for each person. And since we were 
listening to stories, we actively listened rather than girding ourselves to defend our positions. 
The group I was guiding was rather playful and intentional in their work to advise the city of 
Sunflower, occasionally sidelining into friendly disagreements over the “how” of the next steps. 
Then we had folks change roles. In some cases, stereotypes were played to, or people reverted 
back to themselves and started digging in on how process needed to occur. Interesting. 
 
When we opened dialogue to include those who had been listening, the tone changed. Many 
people spoke from their experiences and expressed how they felt. Talking about how to be 
inclusive prompted insights into guilt and disengagement. Some judgments were made in the 
process of defending and defining art and artists. I wonder if instead of sinking into a 
protracted argument about idealized versus “lowest common denominator” art, which is 
inevitably damaging to someone, we might ask how art can continue to be a supportive part of 
the neighborhood in which these neighbors want to live?  
 
We do need a shared vision, and to get at a vision that is truly shared, we need to go to where 
people live and listen to them, talk with them. We do need to shape any effort by first 
understanding the collective history and identity of a place. And no one can better help us get 
this depth of understanding of a place than the people who live and work there.  
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Dave Loewenstein (statement for the Traces & Trajectories show) 
 
Give Take Give, my Rocket Grants supported project from 2013, focused on the improvised 
gift economy and social space that emerged within and around a local dumpster near my 
home in Lawrence, KS. The project was propelled by a new wave of upscale development that 
was encroaching into the beloved working class neighborhood of East Lawrence. Three years 
down the road and the pressure of development pushing gentrification has reached a fever 
pitch, bolstered by a new planning strategy known popularly as Creative Placemaking. This has 
become the rallying cry, economic argument, seduction, and defense for a host of new 
initiatives to increase ‘vibrancy’ in places deemed unvibrant. In response to a new multi-million 
dollar Placemaking initiative announced in 2014, some East Lawrence neighbors organized the 
East 9th Street Placekeepers with a website (eastninth.net) that looks deeply at Placemaking 
projects across the country. Here in the gallery on February 6th from 3-5:30pm, a group of 
invited artists, planners, neighbors and others will engage in a facilitated dialogue about the 
role of artists in this new development paradigm.  
	

	
	
	
	

	
																																														photo – Dexter Melton 

	
	
	
	
	
	



	 12	

Resources 
 “Placemaking and the Politics of Belonging and Dis-belonging” by Roberto Bedoya  
http://www.giarts.org/article/placemaking-and-politics-belonging-and-dis-belonging 
 
U.S. Department of Arts and Culture 
http://usdac.us/ 
 
Give Take Give project 
http://givetakegive.blogspot.com/ 
 
 
Contacts 
Dave Loewenstein    dloewenstein@hotmail.com 
Sara Taliaferro     sara@happybeetle.com 
Lawrence Field Office of the USDAC  http://usdac.us/lawrence-ks 
 
 
Thank you  
All who participated and helped  
Rocket Grants Program 
Charlotte Street Foundation and staff 
Melaney Mitchell and Blair Schulman 
Julia Cole 
Dexter Melton 
	


