Lowell’s Future as an Arts Community

To the People of Lowell,


This summer, we were able to talk with over 300 people regarding the future of Lowell’s arts community.  As a result of our discussions with artists, community members, neighborhood representatives, city officials, UMass Lowell and high school students, proprietors, and museum/cultural directors, we have learned a great deal about people’s views of how the arts scene can be broadened, improved, and sustained.  We worked as a team to discover ways to promote interest and attendance of high school and college students at artistic and cultural events, and we analyzed the current scene and its impact on the city and economy.

Lowell shows great promise and visibility as an arts community.  However, like any large endeavor taken on to revitalize a community, there are still steps to be taken if Lowell is to sustain its leadership in the arts.  


We thought the best way to accomplish our goals would be to become actively engaged with the arts community.  And so we did.  We attended cultural events, museums, and galleries, and spoke with those attending.  We conducted interviews with city leaders, local artists, local youth, cultural and artistic facilitators, and community members.  We wanted to learn the perspectives of people who actively participate in Lowell’s art scene.  What we learned from all of this is that for the arts community to continue to successfully develop and grow, there needs to be more involvement of more people throughout the community.


In December of 1998, the City of Lowell developed an arts overlay district in the downtown, which has been instrumental in the upsurge of Lowell’s artistic and cultural development.  This overlay district allowed artists to create works using methods and tools that would normally be against regulations.  Techniques such as welding or casting and methods that create excess noise or would normally require a building permit, are now allowed.  The creation of the Arts District allowed artists to both live and work in the same area.  The reasoning behind this decision was to promote a site for and a larger concentration of artistic and cultural activities in downtown Lowell.  


Lowell has been a leader in allowing artists to reside and work here. As a result, local artists have been able to develop their own sense of community.  The support, trust, interdependence and caring have become driving forces that have enticed many artists to move to Lowell and share their creative work.  Our conversations with local artists revealed that many feel as though they belong, matter to one another, and fulfill one another’s needs.  The collaboration and cooperation amongst artists has led to the development of new galleries, museums, and arts related workshops for the community.


The conscious effort on the part of the city to attract artists has been a success.  It is clear that a community of artists has developed.  Yet, it is also clear that a continued reliance on attracting outside talent into the city to cultivate our arts scene has the potential to be detrimental in the long-term.  It may lead to the unfortunate consequences of uncontrolled growth.  An example of this includes gentrification through rising real estate and rent pricing.  This type of growth may dilute the city’s cultural diversity, which is one of Lowell’s main strengths as a cultural destination.  With this in mind, it must be realized that it is not possible to sustain Lowell as an arts/cultural destination without broader participation from more people.  



First, and most important, building a Center for the Arts was seen by many as essential for the sustainability of the arts community.  Such a center could serve as a space where people of all ages and backgrounds could be educated about art.  Many people we interviewed explained they didn’t have strong backgrounds in art, but had no negative feelings against this arts endeavor taking place in Lowell. This is one reason why many told us that they neither go downtown to attend artistic and cultural events nor participate in the purchasing and creating of art.  Since the majority of arts activities are located in the downtown, allocating a space outside of downtown for the Center for the Arts would make it more accessible and invite participation of the broader community.  

Second, if Lowell is to foster a vibrant and self-sustaining arts community, more people need to know about the art opportunities.  There needs to be more sponsored advertisements in local media sources, such as local and surrounding news sources outside of the Lowell Sun, local television, and radio.  We discovered a lack of widespread arts advertisement space, which is hindering the development and productivity of the arts district.  People within and outside the community are not readily aware of event schedules, and artists struggle to make art their livelihood.  


Third, in order to avoid the creation of hierarchies between professional local artists, relocated artists, and amateur artists, the establishment of an official mentorship program through the University of Massachusetts Lowell was recommended to us.  Artists revealed to us that a gap exists between professional and amateur artists.  This gap undermines the foundation of the arts community.  A mentorship program would provide local and relocated artists the opportunity to share their expertise with aspiring artists studying at the university, while at the same time reducing the isolation and segmentation of the professional and youth arts communities.  


Fourth, purchasing and showcasing resident art locally was said to be very important.  A few businesses are showcasing local art, but this endeavor needs to be expanded.  Local artists are finding that there is a lack of space to display and store their artwork, one of the main reasons some feel there are few opportunities to sell their art on a large scale.  As a result, local artists incur additional expenses for storage and travel to neighboring communities to sell their art.  However, if there were more spaces to display artwork, then maybe more people could patronize local businesses, restaurants, and facilities while visiting Lowell, thus solving the issues of storage and local sales.  If the Arts District is to further serve the purposes it is intended to serve, it is necessary to bring more people into the city to maximize the contribution that the engagement with art could make to Lowell’s economy.


Fifth, in order to build Lowell’s arts community from the inside out, it is necessary to include appropriate representation of Lowell’s population in such development.  Inspired by conversations with members of the community, we think the city should allocate public space(s) where expressive art can be created and showcased.  Many youth we spoke with told us that they would like to be more involved, but have few places to go due to either hours of operation or age limits on entrance.  We believe, by giving local artists of all ages this opportunity to express themselves artistically, the result will be another method of advertisement for the arts community and perhaps more will be encouraged to participate.  
 

Based on our conversations with approximately 300 people this summer, we believe the development of Lowell’s Art District is not an end, but rather the exciting beginning of a great evolution yet to come.  The city of Lowell possesses added potential as far as its economic and social development goes.  We only wish to pass on our own insights and those that have been shared with us.  We hope that through promoting awareness of both the strengths and missing elements of Lowell’s Arts Community, we can help strengthen and further the progress and enrichment of an already exciting and fascinating city.  

We are the 2006 CITA Summer Team, working out of the Center for Family, Work, and Community at UMass Lowell on a project that involves the collaboration of four UMass Lowell college students and six Lowell High School students.  We would like to thank everyone who participated in our project.  We could not have accomplished our goals without their contributions. To contact the summer team, email Patty Coffey @ Patricia_Coffey@uml.edu

�Perhaps add a brief paragraph that explains that you are now going to make recommendations.


�These first two sentences should be combined in some way.  I’m suggesting that the second sentence be moved from the end of the paragraph because this sentence explains that the Center is for broadening the interest in the arts.





