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About the New Community Visions Initiative, 
part of Transforming America’s Communities 

Through the Arts

Americans for the Arts’ New Community Visions Initiative is a 
national visioning exercise for local arts agencies, arts organizations, 
artists, and those interested in better understanding the future role 
of arts and culture in helping American communities thrive.

In this series, veteran community arts leaders come together 
in conversation with emerging community arts leaders to share 
their visions for, experiences with, and challenges to making 
healthy, equitable, vibrant communities through arts and culture. 
As community-based work receives more recognition, and inter-
sections and collaborations become stronger, these conversations 
illuminate just how artists and community arts leaders can work to 
sustain and maintain healthy communities through their practice.

New Community Visions is part of a sustained, three-year 
suite of large-scale initiatives from Americans for the Arts 
that are together called Transforming America’s Communities 
Through the Arts. Through those initiatives, we hope to:

�� generate dialogue on a national, state, and local level around 
the creation and sustainability of healthy, vibrant, equitable 
communities;

�� activate a diverse set of programming and partnerships 
spanning public, private, and nonprofit sectors;

�� lay the groundwork for a collective movement forward  
over the next decade and beyond;

�� and help leaders and the public better understand and 
celebrate arts and culture as mechanisms for creating and 
sustaining healthier, more vibrant, and more equitable 
communities in the United States.

www.AmericansForTheArts.org/CommunityVisions

This project is made possible through an ever-growing list  
of funders, partners, and advisors.
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Accidentally on Purpose
— Marty Pottenger & Jess Solomon in Conversation —

A B O U T  T H E  C O N V E R S AT I O N

Marty and Jess met for the first time at the National Institute for 
Directing & Ensemble Creation, dedicated to serving theater artists 
of color and women directors. Eager to continue the conversation 
they began there, the pair touched on:

�� Evolution – the challenge of honoring artistic history while 
staying open to new ways of creating

�� Listening – the importance of listening and relationship 
building in all civic engagement and community-based work

�� Teamwork – the necessity of building teams among 
community-based artists and arts practitioners

Marty and Jess evoke a sense of accident when they speak about coming 
to their work. “Somehow I accidentally made a career out of going 
where I’m not wanted and making art there…” Marty recounted of her 
work with police officers and politicians, among others. Jess spoke of her 
own practice around art, culture, story, and community that manifested 
as her organization Art in Praxis, wondering, “Should I go back to grad 
school for this?” The following conversation illuminates two women 
who have gravitated toward work that calls to their hearts, minds, and 
spirits and betters the people and communities they touch.
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★   Artists & Communities: Accidentally on Purpose   ★

Marty Pottenger has worked since 
2007 as the founding Director of 
Art at Work in the city manager’s 
office of Portland, ME, exploring 
how arts projects can deliver 
solutions to problems that have 
everything to do with relation-
ships and nothing to do with 
the arts. Marty has worked with 
hundreds of local artists, municipal 
employees, elected officials, and 
residents—together creating more 
than 500 original works and engag-
ing tens of thousands of Maine 
residents. Marty is currently work-
ing as a consultant to Boston, MA; 
Holyoke, MA; Broward County, FL; 
and Portland, ME.

Jess Solomon is an organization 
development practitioner and 
cultural worker with roots in 
Baltimore, MD and Washington, 
DC. As the Director of Art in 
Praxis, Jess partners with organi-
zations and communities to build 
their capacity to be more inten-
tional, strategic, and creative. Her 
communities of practice include 
Alternate ROOTS and the U.S. 
Department of Arts and Culture.

About the Contributing Authors
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JS:	� I’ll start with the big question: what is your vision for 
artists working to achieve healthy, equitable, vibrant 
communities today—and even in the future? 

	� I know that with Art in Praxis, our focus is on increasing 
impact of progressive organizations and communities. We 
envision a world where artists are in dialogue with these 
groups as provocateurs, weavers, and capacity builders. 
Together, they are cultivating more open and creative places 
to work and live. Because these conditions exist, the skills 
and capacities needed in those communities are able to grow. 

	� I’m also curious to know how you define “communities” 
because often times in our work people throw that word 
around a lot.

MP:	� Well, I feel like we could have a whole hour conversation— 
and a fun one—about defining community.

	� In terms of my vision for artists working for healthy, equita-
ble, vibrant communities, there’s been a seismic shift in the 
past 10 years of art people, and people who are involved in 
art-making, focusing on the ongoing challenges that exist in 
our communities. At first I was very skeptical when univer-
sities began starting programs in social practice and arts 
practice. I’m aware of the capacity that any large institution 
has to co-opt—certainly in education—taking things over, 
turning them inside out, and even making them less able to 
have the kind of impact that they could in the real world.

	� But I don’t know that that’s happened. Instead, I see thou-
sands of arts practitioners getting a chance to think with 
each other, learn together, and learn about work that’s 
come before them. They’re now thinking about where 
art belongs and what art does from a radically different 
perspective, certainly in the United States.

	� I’m excited. It’s not a minute too soon. And I think, under-
standably, a fair amount of the work being made is not 

★   Marty Pottenger & Jess Solomon   ★
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as sharply focused on the impacts and outcomes that are 
possible in that process, but I think that will come with 
learning. And with doing. 

JS:	� I’m thinking about what you said as far as seismic shifts 
in the last 10 years, and what has happened in the country 
over that time. Hurricane Katrina and George W. Bush 
immediately come to mind. What was happening in the 
cultural work, in the field, in the philanthropy sector at 
that time? What were some of the things you saw as the 
coming of this new energy?

MP:	� In 2003, I organized two panels at the American Festival 
Project’s annual gathering. Our board was an amazing 
group of artists—each making unique contributions to the 
developing field of what is now being called ‘social prac-
tice art.’ As board chair, I was doing a good deal of work, 
but the planning was highly collaborative. The two panels 
I organized included one on curriculum that was trying to 
ensure artists were in the driver’s seat as universities were 
beginning to develop classes on arts projects that directly 
engage with communities. The other panel was anchored 
by the question: “What if the transformative power of 
performance became integrated in municipal governments 
as a way of addressing challenges?” For me it was an 
idea just beginning to form after my years developing 
Abundance.1 The panelists each said interesting things, but 
we were all just on the cusp of trying to figure out: “Well, 
what might this possibly mean and what could it make 
possible?” Several years later, my question turned into the 
Art At Work Initiative.

	� But that was 13 years ago when I’m not sure the idea of 
targeting a specific issue and figuring out an arts-based 
solution or intervention even existed outside my head. And 
I don’t think solution is the right word because the work 
is all about process, a discovery of inequities, assets, and 
possibilities. 

★   Artists & Communities: Accidentally on Purpose   ★
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JS:	 Right. Exactly!

MP:	� How about you? What 
were you observing at 
that time? 

JS:	� In 2005, I had just 
finished undergraduate 
school and started to get 
into social entrepreneurship and into figuring out what 
that meant. Even in my early ideas of entrepreneurship 
I knew I wanted to do work around art, culture, story, 
community, co-creation—elements like those. 

	� Over the last 10 years, I’ve created my own development 
track of sorts, really identifying my communities of prac-
tice—the teachers, people, and institutions that I want 
to learn from. Groups like Alternate ROOTS and Urban 
Bush Women have been core to my development. What 
I appreciate about these organizations is that inquiry 
has always been central to their creative processes and 
cultural organizing. 

	� I’ve seen the shift you talk about, and I’m really struggling 
with it as a practitioner. Where do I fit in that work? 
Sometimes I wonder: Did I miss the boat? Should I go 
back to grad school for this? So what you said about this 
idea of professionalizing, or creating degree programs for 
things people have been doing for a long time, resonates 
with me. I tell people “I think my grandmother did social 
practice…” but she didn’t have a name for it.

	� And co-opting isn’t synonymous with institutions, en masse. 
They also create space and opportunity for a breadth and 
depth of cultural work to happen.

MP:	� I think both things are happening, clearly. And universities 
are not ones to pass up the opportunity to make a new 
field and become new experts.

“I tell people “I think 
my grandmother did 
social practice…” but 
she didn’t have a name 
for it.”

★   Marty Pottenger & Jess Solomon   ★
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	� I met Barbara Schaffer Bacon and Pam Korza from 
Animating Democracy in 1998. They were developing 
learning exchanges, which focused on the work of art and 
civic engagement. They were doing the invaluable work of 
gathering artists, practitioners, and community members 
together. 

	� It was the first place where I was able to have conversa-
tions about the work and learn about what other people 
were figuring out. It gave me a whole new sense of what 
was possible and also the significant work that was 
already happening. Art has always been used to make 
things better, to inspire people, to bring people together. 
But this new way involved identifying very specific chal-
lenges, envisioning possibilities, and then inventing or 
designing a way forward with art at the heart.

	� And art—and the process of creating it—does function 
differently when you’re actually identifying a very specific 
social or community issue and designing a project that 
uses creativity to address it.

JS:	� I agree, art functions differently when in service to a social 
or community issue. And we have cannons of examples of 
ways art and culture have shifted policy and transformed 
communities and neighborhoods. I’m interested in those 
histories and cultural amnesia. As cultural workers, I 
believe that we are all informed by something, someone, 
somebody in our work. Yes, we bring different and new 
elements to it, but I believe we are also drawing on some 
collective imagination.

MP:	� But do I think there’s a healthy percentage of what’s 
happening with art and communities that is certainly 
new in the United States. Where art is living in a very 
different way. I don’t think making murals is new, per 
se, but there’s an increasing clarity that the making of 
a mural is a tremendous thing. It opens up tremendous 
possibilities for a community and a group of people. To 

★   Artists & Communities: Accidentally on Purpose   ★
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build relationships, to 
sort out identity, to form 
a connection that will be 
available for the future.

	� I learned something after 
9/11. I lived a mile away 
and watched the building fall from my apartment roof 
with my neighbors. The day after the towers fell, I knew I 
had to do something that would help people individually, 
but also as a community. My friend Tony Giovannetti, 
who worked at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, donated 
a 28-foot piece of blank canvas. I wanted something 
permanent, you know, more than chalk on a sidewalk or  
a cardboard sign which had their own place and power.

	� Our ad-hoc group of four artists gathered a block north 
of Canal Street, as close to the World Trade Center site 
as we were legally allowed, and rolled the canvas out on 
the sidewalk. When it became too dark to see, we shone a 
car’s headlights on it. I knew that the world’s media would 
be assembling in New York City, and I wanted to let the 
world know that New Yorkers wanted peace, not war. 
A quote from Gandhi made a powerful statement on the 
banner: “Peace will not come out of a clash of arms but 
out of justice lived.” So many people came by. One man 
had 80 co-workers who had been killed. Firemen came by, 
construction workers volunteering at the site, and a lot of 
people from different countries. The art, and our making 
of it, created a space for connection and listening—in the 
face of something really, really terrible that we were all 
experiencing both alone and together.

	� That’s when I learned the difference between public art 
and making art in public. And by making art in public, on 
the street, it created a space similar to the kind of intimacy 
and possibility that’s present in a live performance, even 
though we weren’t performing at all. 

“The art, and our 
making of it, created 
a space for connection 
and listening.”

★   Marty Pottenger & Jess Solomon   ★
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	� That experience showed that there is capacity and 
possibility. There are impacts and outcomes that weren’t 
necessarily thought of ahead of time that reveal art’s power 
in a different way than what is typical. So, there’s an inte-
gration, an expectation, and a conscious design going on 
that I do think is new. 

JS:	� You just touched on what I’m getting at around integration 
and consciousness. We’re living in a time where there’s a 
raised consciousness around creativity. You were informed 
by something—and this goes back to consciousness. For 
example, you didn’t use paper. You could have. It was 
important to use canvas for this project, with this commu-
nity, because something in your experience told you that the 
permanence of canvas was significant to the issue, right? 

	� We need to think about new ways of creating and being in 
the world. I think we also have to ask the hard questions 
of ourselves and our work. Do we really want to shift the 
systems that leave us with winners and losers? Haves and 
have nots? Are we ready to deepen coalitions and build a 
new world? So, maybe history is only in our periphery? 
I’m being dramatic, perhaps, but I wonder if there is room 
to learn from elders while we are thinking about new ways 
of doing this work. That’s something I’m always curious 
about. I feel like there are lessons that could help us along 
this journey.

	� What happens when there’s a new generation of practi-
tioners who might’ve benefited from stories like yours? 
I’d love to hear your thoughts on this idea of holding 
history and visions for the future as cultural workers. 
How do we do that?

MP:	 Well, I am uniquely hobbled.

JS:	 [laughter] I love that.

MP:	� I am uniquely hobbled, and it certainly has informed my 
life deeply. We’ve all been seared by various intimate and 

★   Artists & Communities: Accidentally on Purpose   ★



9

systematic hurts and oppressions, right? My mix, my 
own recipe growing up made it more likely that I would 
just think of an idea and do it. When I was described 
early on as “maverick artist,” I didn’t have a clue what 
the writer was seeing. Now I get it. My experiences 
in family and in society were harsh enough to give me 
a ‘nothing left to lose’ relationship to life. It’s both a 
powerful and lonely perspective and oddly contradictory 
to my life that’s been full of collective collaborative 
engagement. 

	� I’m more an activist and an organizer. I think of something 
and then figure out how to do it as a carpenter would, 
which was actually part of my experience as a young adult. 
Maybe there is a wonderful history I’m unaware of where 
people have actually attempted to integrate creativity and 
art-making as one of the tools of municipal government. 
That’s what I tried to do for the last 10 years working at the 
City of Portland, ME. I was certainly fed and strengthened 
by my relationships with other people in the field, but it was 
really kind of a head-down, keep-working endeavor.

	� And so now, getting to meet you this summer at the 
Director’s Institute, Jess, and not working at the city, 
I’ve had the chance to shift to a more expansive brain 
with more time to connect with other people. And to 
begin to integrate what I did learn at the city with what’s 
happening around me and in the field. So, that is partic-
ularly exciting. There’s lots to think about, lots of new 
approaches that I hope to learn about. 

JS:	� The reason I’m excited to be in this conversation with you 
is because you are, in many ways, a pioneer. And I want 
to make sure my peers and colleagues know about your 
work. Ebony Noelle Goldmen, a dear friend and teacher, 
instilled in me the idea of knowing your teachers and 
students in this work. And when appropriate, lifting your 
lineage up in the room. 

★   Marty Pottenger & Jess Solomon   ★
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	� But I come from a particular school of thought. I see 
some socially engaged artist peers embark on projects that 
someone did 10 years ago—not seeing or realizing that 
person could be a source of insight or collaboration. I’m 
wondering how I can help make these connections or lift 
up making those connections in the work as an asset. 

MP:	� Well, it’s the nature of humans to relish being the first 
to do something. For the past 10 years, I’ve traveled to 
different cities across the country, giving talks and meeting 
with people on the topic of integrating art into municipal 
governments and communities. Not just as lovely public 
art, but as a tool to strengthen governments and commu-
nities. And several of the cities are actually now doing 
a version of what I had talked to them about, including 
Boston and Broward County, FL.

	� After doing this for a few years, I realized that people—
whole cities even—want to do their own version. They want 
it to be theirs, even if it’s a replica. But I realized that is 
great, actually. Talking about a history is very informative, 
and I do think it matters. But, at the same time, there’s a 
certain liveliness that can occur when people think it’s their 
idea and it’s their way of doing it. And so I say, “Yay! Go 
do it!” Go develop that idea and see what happens, because 
it’s likely you’re going to improve on some component of it. 

JS: 	� I would like to hear about some of your life and learning 
working across sectors, because you work with all kinds 
of folks, even police officers, right?

MP:	� Yes, several projects with police officers, also with union 
members, public works workers, politicians, city staff in 
parking, legal, treasury, health, and immigration affairs. 
In terms of Portland, ME where I live, one of the most 
challenging projects turned out to be the Meeting Place/Our 
Town project where I worked with four different neighbor-
hood associations, each one unique and challenging in its 
own very special way. 

★   Artists & Communities: Accidentally on Purpose   ★
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JS:	� I was also wondering, when working across sectors and 
industries, do the outcomes change? Do you typically start 
with a collaborator and come up with an idea…or does 
it emerge over time? And do the outcomes typically look 
different if you were working, with say, an artist?

MP:	 That’s a lovely thing to think about.

	� My work always begins with a question or an opportunity. 
With City Water Tunnel #3, a community arts performance 
project2 I began working on in 1993, it was right away. 
As soon as I heard that New York City was involved in a 
60-year-long public works project, bringing water to the 
five boroughs, building a third tunnel to help do this...it 
was clear that it was a perfect living metaphor for the kind 
of scale, vision, and commitment necessary to actually shift 
the inequities that surround us. 

	� I already knew the world and culture of construction 
work, having been in it for 20 years. I also knew I wanted 
to learn about the banking industry and the financing of 
the project, as well as the engineering and the political 
side. And then it was water, Jess. How does it get better 
than that, right? For a metaphor and for something that’s 
absolutely grounded in life.

	� And then for Abundance, my project about American 
money, I interviewed both multimillionaires and mini-
mum wage workers. The project grew from constantly 
reading the papers and both knowing and living the fact 
that the U.S. makes international finance policy and has 
tremendous influence and control over money through-
out the world. And also, in practical terms, very few 
people are able to talk or think clearly about money in 
this country. I knew that drawing people into conversa-
tion about money could be useful in moving us forward 
from a place where we are not very clearheaded. And 
if my project got even a couple newspaper articles that 
talked about these issues, then that would engage more 

★   Marty Pottenger & Jess Solomon   ★
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people in thinking about the silence, the taboo of talking 
about money, and breaking that taboo. 

	� And I took the same approach with Thin Blue Lines, the 
first project I did with police. The officers in Portland, ME 
were experiencing historic low morale, which any person 
of color, or Mayor, can tell you is not a good situation to 
have. I wondered, what if I just met with a lot of the offi-
cers in informal ways—sometimes more formal, obviously 
you don’t really talk to the police chief informally—and 
just ask them about the issues they’re facing. I wanted to 
know if they had a magic wand, what would they change? 

	� I had interviewed Mayor Villarosa’s Chief of Staff in Los 
Angeles a few years back. She had just stopped by to tell 
me that she was too busy to meet, but I asked one ques-
tion, and slowly she sat down and talked for the next 20 
minutes. “I’d like to know if you could change one thing 
about the way Los Angeles is run, what would it be?” And 
then I listened. Listening was key. 

	� In all of these projects, I would think about what form 
of art would fit best. The work I’ve been doing has 
been really tailored to fit the questions of: “What’s the 
capacity here? What’s possible?” For instance, there 
was a significant increase in racism-based lawsuits filed 
against Portland, ME from workers in the Public Works 
Department. These are people who work with their hands. 
Whether they’re in sanitation, construction, landscaping, 
traffic, engineering—working with their hands is a skill 
that they already had. So I designed an arts project that 
was co-led by a local artist, Daniel Minter, who brought 
the wisdom from growing up black in southern Georgia, 
artistic excellence, and a working-class expertise. 

	� We started with story exchanges that I led. Obviously all 
people can tell stories—working-class men can tell stories. 
So, we focused on stories where they had to reclaim their 
actual heritage to contradict the notion of whiteness and 

★   Artists & Communities: Accidentally on Purpose   ★
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the blur of whiteness 
as an identity itself. 
We focused on paying 
attention to the fact to 
they’re German, Russian, 
Greek, Italian, French, 
etc. Daniel then taught 
everyone how to carve 
linoleum blocks of 
images that referenced 
their work lives and their 
heritages. The men then made prints using this accumu-
lated ‘dictionary of images’ that were framed and hung 
in the garage, at the landfill offices, in the budget office, 
and in the office lobby. With that, people actually had an 
ongoing remembrance of both their own creativity, but 
also their own and everyone else’s stories. The prints are 
still there seven years later. They helped awaken what I 
call a rational pride in who we actually are, rather than a 
manufactured pride that’s rooted in oppression.

JS:	� Is there a community that you have not worked with yet 
that you’d be interested in working with? And if so, who 
or what is it? 

MP:	� Well, I’m currently working with veterans who are battling 
PTSD and professional graphic novel artists. I’m pairing 
them up to create five comic books, each one about a very, 
very different vet battling PTSD—how they’re taking on 
that battle, how they’re winning, and what winning looks 
like in that situation.

JS:	 Wow.

MP:	� So, that’s a community I’ve never worked with and one in 
which I’m finding deep connections and resonance with. 

	� I’m also beginning to work with college students from 
the University of Southern Maine (USM) for the first 

“They helped awaken 
what I call a rational 
pride in who we 
actually are, rather 
than a manufactured 
pride that’s rooted in 
oppression.”

★   Marty Pottenger & Jess Solomon   ★
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time on a project around gentrification and homelessness 
here in Portland, ME. A sociology professor invited me 
to co-teach a graduate/undergraduate class. It’s a huge 
issue—our city is number two for rent increases percent-
age-wise in the country. 

JS:	 Really?

MP:	� Portland is not that big, but it’s really affecting people. We 
just had a whole one-day conference where 200 residents 
came to discuss Portland, and where things are in terms of 
those issues. 

	� There were all sorts of panels and conversations. I got to 
facilitate several listening exchanges where people were 
able to connect with another person and think out loud 
without interruption. And this is where the students came 
in: about 15 of them conducted around 100 interviews 
with realtors, bartenders, landlords, people who have 
been evicted, people who didn’t have housing, politicians, 
and city councilors. They got a chance to do something 
that was—for them—scary and meaningful. They’re 
social work students, but they weren’t used to interview-
ing people, certainly in that sort of context. With the 
help of USM’s art department, we then built a 30-foot-
long by 8-foot-high listening wall, which was covered 
with chalk paint. We installed it during our May First 
Friday where we had hundreds of people write on the 
wall, many pop-up performances, and the USM students 
did listening interviews with another 100 people. 

	� One of the things that was unexpected was that out of the 
15 students I worked with, 65 to 70 percent of them had 
personally experienced homelessness. And this is a group 
that didn’t know that this would be the focus of the class 
when they signed up. That’s just stunning to me.

JS:	 Wow.

★   Artists & Communities: Accidentally on Purpose   ★
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MP:	� It’s these snapshots of 
what’s really real and 
what’s really going on 
in the world that are so 
precious, so informative, 
and so upsetting. Getting 
to work with all these 
different people and 
building lasting relation-
ships and friendships is 
very moving.

	� My interest lies in rela-
tionships. They are what 
I think is primary, what is key, what is exciting. So my 
projects aim to bring people together in genuine ways to 
help tackle issues that people haven’t yet figured out how 
to tackle. Because of that, it’s never smooth sailing…but 
the process is always so worth it.

	� Somehow I accidentally made a career out of going where 
I’m not wanted and making art there. But when it’s time 
for me to leave, most everyone reports that they’ll never 
forget what happened and that their lives have been 
changed for the better.

	� And what about you, Jess? What have been some 
touchstone moments of Art in Praxis? Times you saw 
partnerships in action, or a glimpse of what is possible?

JS:	� I’ve definitely seen a glimpse of what can happen when art 
and culture become resources for capacity building and 
social change. Recent moments that come to mind include 
designing and embedding an Artist-in-Residence program 
in the 2015 DC Acumen Social Innovation Festival. The 
theme of the festival was mass incarceration, and artists 
served as provocateurs, using poetry, hip hop, and visual 
art to spark conversation and reflection.

“My interest lies in 
relationships. They are 
what I think is primary, 
what is key, what is 
exciting. So my projects 
aim to bring people 
together in genuine 
ways to help tackle 
issues...”

★   Marty Pottenger & Jess Solomon   ★
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	� We also worked with the Interactivity Foundation and 
Open Society Foundations to produce Black Moms 
Matter, an arts-infused community dialogue about myths 
of black motherhood and gender-based violence. We 
brought artists and community provocateurs—mothers, 
scholars, and policymakers—together to interrogate and 
explore the consequences of those myths. At the end of the 
event, Errol Arthur, panelist and magistrate judge for the 
DC Superior Court, said publicly that he was changed by 
the dialogue. The whole event was very powerful. 

	� And our recent work with Cultivating South Phoenix 
(CUSP), a coalition of community-based organizations 
determining the best model and practice for their place-
based work. We embedded community mapping and story 
circles into the planning process. 

	� And I’ve got another question for you, Marty: What do 
you want to have happen for your work? 

MP:	� I think the nice thing would be to have a team, Jess. That 
would be different.

JS:	� I want a team, too. I think that’s a worthwhile 
conversation.

	� And I just want to go back to that statistic you gave earlier 
about the students experiencing homelessness. I think the 
kind of work you created gave space to even have that 
conversation. These are students who might have been 
with each other a lot, seen each other on the quad, in the 
cafeteria…but you created the environment for them to 
even make intimate connections. That’s really powerful. I 
can only imagine if I had an opportunity to use arts and 
culture in this way when I was in school and how that 
would have informed my practice. 

MP:	� That’s true. You’re right. They definitely would not have 
known that about each other. We started every class with 
listening exchanges and that changed everything.

★   Artists & Communities: Accidentally on Purpose   ★
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JS:	� And even for them to 
face it. You created a safe 
space for them to even 
process their experiences. 
That’s really powerful. 

MP:	� Right. And going back 
to wanting to work with 
a team…I’ve continued 
to work with three of 
those students. Two of 
them are working with 
me on the homelessness and gentrification project. One 
student is one of the vets battling PTSD. He served in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. 

	� And with my work with the police department, they’re 
also a team in a way. When he was still chairman of the 
National Endowment for the Arts, Rocco Landesman 
came to town, and I wanted the police to do an excerpt 
of their performances for him. And these guys are busy—
they’re working, they’re parents, they volunteer for nine 
different causes. And they all show up, Jess. Whenever I’ve 
needed them, they’ve all shown up. So, I guess that’s  
a team of sorts. 

	� And one of the neighborhood groups I worked with, we 
ended up doing a whole other project together putting 
up poetry that we’d gathered from a neighborhood called 
Libbytown, which is really struggling with its identity after 
an interstate was put through it. We’ve been putting up the 
poetry via 8-foot by 4-foot stencils. And now it’s getting 
painted on sidewalks and sideways all over that neighbor-
hood. So, I guess I do have a team. It just looks like that. 

	� But it would be nice to have that other kind of team you 
and I are talking about, too.

“I can only imagine if 
I had an opportunity 
to use arts and culture 
in this way when I was 
in school and how that 
would have informed 
my practice.”

★   Marty Pottenger & Jess Solomon   ★
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JS:	� Yeah, you’re right on the different variations of a team. 
People show up because they get fed from the experience.

MP:	 Right.

JS:	� What makes the work you do—we do—work? Is it  
different now? 

MP:	� What is happening now—a huge variety of work—is abso-
lutely inspiring and very new. For the last few decades, I’ve 
worked to find language that supports what I was explor-
ing with art-making, performance, communities, civic 
dialogues, and social justice. Just last week, I was sorting 
out whether to create a performance that was a spectacle 
or in an actual theater at the Painted Bride in Philadelphia. 

	� The piece is about climate change, and it will premiere 
on Earth Day, April 22, 2016. I decided to go the theater 
route because for me, that is where our human mech-
anisms of transformation are engaged, in that intense 
focus that live performance creates, that brew of intimate 
vulnerability, communal listening, and expectation. I think 
there’s a good deal of work being made that contains some 
of the confusions that operate in the traditional arts world, 
but that’s to be expected in anything this new and might 
lead to something wonderful/powerful/essential ‘acciden-
tally on purpose.’

N
O

TE
S

1.	 Abundance is a community arts performance project gathering stories and exploring ways 
that people of different classes, races, and ages negotiate economics in their daily lives.

2.	 City Water Tunnel #3 has included gallery exhibits, live multi-media performance, onsite 
performances at construction sites and NYC government offices, video, two fairs for the 
public and tunnel building community, and has toured internationally.

★   Artists & Communities: Accidentally on Purpose   ★
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U.S. Department of Arts & Culture. 



20

THE POWER OF “ARTS AND” 
Between 2015 and 2017, Americans for the Arts will look past the 
here and now and well into the next decade with a concentrated 
theory of change we call Transforming America’s Communities 
Through the Arts. Community development was a foundation of 
our sector, and the pursuit of healthy, vibrant, equitable communi-
ties has been the impetus behind Americans for the Arts’ work for 
55 years. This work, collectively, embraces and advocates for what 
we’re calling the “Arts And” frame, and aims to, in collaboration 
with different stakeholders on a state, local, and national level, 
provide the tools and services to help communities map a path 
forward and integrate the arts to get where they want to go.

The New Community Visions Initiative is one of the major, 
outward components of Transforming America’s Communities 
Through the Arts. The New Community Visions Initiative is 
designed to surface new knowledge and create new systems and 
tools for arts agencies, presenters, artists, and supporters, along 
with public and private policymakers, including civic leaders, 
so that they can encourage use of arts and culture to help create 
healthier, more vibrant, more equitable communities over time. 

We are hoping to do this by:

1.	 Curating cross-sector and inter-sector “think tank” 
conversations, and encouraging new relationships, that 
end up being useful to those in the room as they return 
to their communities to pursue their own work of build-
ing visions and plans. 

2.	 Detecting the common systems and barriers that 
facilitate or impede community progress (community-
defined), and figuring out how the arts can be of service 
to larger societal and community shifts as they occur. 
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3.	 Strengthening and amplifying those common systems 
with national-, state-, and local-level arts agencies, arts 
organizations, foundations, and artists throughout the 
country through the development of programs, services, 
and tools that can help communities embrace the arts to 
make progress.

Americans for the Arts designed this initiative with the goal of 
enhancing the health, vibrancy, and equity in places, both within 
the arts and through the arts within the larger community. The 
people who come together in meetings across the country are 
invited to explore together what the end result might be, how they 
might move toward that result, and how we all might make that 
movement easier.

The Theory of Change

The theory of change that underlies this project has to do with 
the ways that a set of interlocking, overlapping contributors to 
communities interact, and the role that the arts can play in those 
interactions over time. Americans for the Arts has identified 30 
linked-but-separate contributors to healthy, vibrant, equitable 
communities that relate to social justice, the environment, faith, 
culture and heritage, the economy and workforce, innovation, 
education, health and wellness, the military, and infrastructure, 
and that together strongly inform the life and experiences of indi-
viduals and the communities in which they move.
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HEALTHIER, 
MORE VIBRANT, 

MORE EQUITABLE 
COMMUNITIES

When integrated fully, the arts can:

Transform systems 
by working at the 

intersection of different 
sectors, individuals, and 

communities

Amplify positive impacts 
and mitigate negative 
impacts by providing 
alternative common 

ground for thinking and 
communication

Increase participation, 
opportunity, and access 

by reducing barriers, 
encouraging creativity,  

and celebrating multiple 
points of view
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HEALTHIER, 
MORE VIBRANT, 

MORE EQUITABLE 
COMMUNITIES

By encouraging the “Arts And” integration of the arts into the 
vital work of all of these contributing components of a commu-
nity, we believe that we can help transform America’s communities 
through the arts over time. 

All of this work echoes and reinforces the strategic goals of 
Americans for the Arts: 

�� to lead and serve individuals and organizations to help 
build environments in which the arts and arts education 
thrive and contribute to more vibrant and healthy 
communities.

�� to generate meaningful public and private sector policies 
and more resources for arts and arts education.

�� to build awareness and appreciation of the value of the 
arts and arts education.

�� to ensure the ability of Americans for the Arts to continue 
to stably exist and creatively serve and empower a 
dynamic field.

The Mechanism

We will pursue this integration with an 18-month set of activ-
ities that move from vision and ideation, through specification 
of outcomes and obstacles, to the identification and ultimate 
creation of systems, plans, tools, and services that are deeply 
practical and can be used by all community stakeholders. What 
starts as a general interrogation of what each individual in the 
room thinks is a more ideal community eventually transitions 
into a collective conversation about the mechanisms that can be 
crafted and deployed at a local and national level to ensure that, 
as we pursue our more idealized communities, we are:

1.	 Ensuring that the arts are seen as a necessary tool and 
artists are active partners.

2.	 Building a deeper understanding of the role that arts and 
culture play in the creation of healthy communities.
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3.	 Assembling a set of examples about the ways in which 
the arts are currently working with other sectors to carry 
forward critical community progress towards equity, 
health, and vibrancy.

Why “Healthy, Vibrant, Equitable Communities?”

We chose the words “healthy, vibrant, equitable communities” 
deliberately, because they speak to our goal that this work explore 
the impulses driving people from their most basic to their most 
complex needs. Health, equity, and vibrancy each exist in tandem 
with each other. Inequalities manifest within each area, and this 
work aims squarely at those inequalities. We hope we are making 
spaces where Americans for the Arts, as well as the others assem-
bled, can listen to challenges communities face, surface visions 
communities are moving toward, and begin to explore what arts-
based tools might help that movement.

We recognize that “community” is a concept with more than 
one meaning, but in this context we view community as a collec-
tion of affiliated individuals, which may be geographic, or not. 
Community identity is fluid and sometimes impermanent. With 
this project, we seek to learn from the relative agency, expertise, 
and idiosyncrasy of the individuals in the room as it pertains to 
every community through which they move—and to determine if 
there are common tools, skills, and systems that can help move 
communities in a more desired direction.
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What Else?

The New Community Visions Initiative is just one way in which 
we are Transforming America’s Communities Through the Arts. 
As we carry forward the visioning work, we also continue to 
educate and empower decision makers and advocates through 
programs like the pARTnership Movement (tailored toward busi-
ness leaders), the Arts Education Navigator (focusing on providing 
online strategies for those invested in advancing arts education at 
the local, state and national levels), strategic partnerships (with 
non-arts entities such as the U.S. Conference of Mayors, National 
Lieutenant Governors Association, The Conference Board, the 
National PTA, and many others), and the National Initiative on 
Arts and Health in the Military (working with the Army, Veterans 
Administration, American Legion Auxiliary, and others to demon-
strate the healing power of the arts to our returning veterans). 

These and many other programs are critical to helping our 
nation’s leaders understand the transformative power of the arts as 
a community development tool and problem solver.

Visit us at www.AmericansForTheArts.org/CommunityVisions.



The arts transform America by working with other sectors to contribute  
to the health, vibrancy, and equity of communities nationwide.


