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1 Armatures for Inclusive Placekeeping

As community-based design projects and charrettes continue 
to play an increasing role in the discourse regarding pub-
lic space, it is clear that the ideologies of inclusiveness that 
these participatory processes engender must be critically 
considered. Approaches that, on the surface, support com-
munity participation and engagement can run the gamut from 
top-down architects-know-best strategies to uncritical acqui-
escence to community desires. Developing a critical practice 
that works to contest conventional engagement processes 
requires the recognition that there is a dialectical relationship 
between social processes and spatial practices. (Figure 1)

Aware that normative models of creative place-making 
can result in gentrification, displacement and a sense of 
dis-belonging, “El Corazón / The Heart of Holyoke” project 
emphasizes an inclusive and socially just framework to create 
armatures for creative placekeeping.1 As a counter to place-
making, placekeeping has been described as “the active care 
and maintenance of a place and its social fabric by the people 
who live and work there.”2 This project is being developed in 
Holyoke, Massachusetts, a post-industrial city that is char-
acterized by a large Latinx–mostly Puerto Rican–community 
that is 50% of the city’s population. El Corazón’s placekeeping 
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Figure 1. Timeline of select project activities and milestones. Credit: Center for Design Engagement.

SITE DOCUMENTATION
Project area documented and 

potential sites inventoried.

SITE IDENTIFICATION

Over 30 sites identified for 
artistic projects.

Early concepts

Conceptual design 
of potential projects 
for community 
engagement and 
fundraising.

advisory group

Comprised of local 
residents, leaders, 

and activists. Meets 
monthly to discuss 

project progress.

engagement sessions
Participated in local events 
to engage residents & gather 
data on area uses, perceptions, 
and needs. 

community survey

Community Survey of 100+ 
residents exploring current 
and desired neighborhood 
arts and culture.

Activists workshop

Educational program 
focused on notable 
activists from Holyoke 
and Puerto Rico with DIY 
silkscreening workshop.

poetry workshop
Reading and discussion on 
the history of Puerto Rican 
poetry with noted translator, 
editor, essayist, and literary 
critic Roberto Márquez. 

cultural RECOGNITION
Ongoing efforts to designate a 
cultural district along the Main 
Street areas of South Holyoke 
and the Flats.

milestone

community outreach
Key meetings with City 
officials, stakeholders, area 
businesses, and community 
members.

20
18

20
17

info + graphics 

Developed and disseminated 
graphic materials in Spanish 
and English to engage 
community at local events; 
held public walking tours.

NHPA/NEPA HISTORIC REVIEW
Project reviewed and cleared by the 

Massachusetts Historical Commission 
for historic and environmental impact 
due to proximity to Holyoke’s National 

Register of Historic Places.

MASTER PLAN

Developed creative placemaking master plan 
with schematic proposals for public art and 

infrastructure improvements.

Social processes

fundING

spatial practices

20
16

Our town Grant AWarded
Project designated as one of 
64 successful “Our Town” grant 
recipients by the National 
Endowment for the Arts (NEA). 
$50,000 + $70,000 Matching Funds

bloomberg 
public art 
challenge finalist
Project selected as one 
of 14 Finalists for the 2018 
Bloomberg Philanthropies 
Public Art Challenge.
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Figure 2. Monthly El Corazón Advisory Group Meeting in Holyoke, MA.  Credit: Center for Design Engagement.

schematic design

Schematic design 
work proceeds for the 

decommissioned 
electrical towers.

crowdfunding Launch

Public community event 
to launch the Mass 
Development/ Patronicity 
crowdfunding campaign.

local business support
Fundraising events held by the 
Holyoke Chamber of Commerce, 
One Holyoke CDC, and small 
businesses to promote the 
project, and gain support from the 
business community. 

crowdfunding celebration

Celebration of a successful 
campaign totalling over 
$25,000 in donations from 
164 individual donors; 
$20,000 match from 
MassDevelopment.

banner unveiling

Event and walking tour 
to showcase 24 banners 
featuring the “Paper City 
Hidden Legends.”

request for proposalS
Request for Proposals for Artistic 
Lighting for Vintage Towers

engineering analysis
Engineering analysis and scope 
determination for four vintage 
electrical towers

Artist selection
Artists proposals 
reviewed by Advisory 
Group. Artists selected  
for Large Scale Photo 
Projects, Panel Project, 
and collaborative 
Storefront Project as 
well as mentoring 
activities.

call for art

Call for local artists with 
strong connections to the 
Holyoke Latinx community 
to create public works on 
Main Street.

virtual launch

Meet the Artists & Virtual 
Launch of public art 
projects. 

Installation of banners 
on Main St. 

banner iNSTALLATION

lighting demonstration

Lighting demonstration to 
determine scope for tower 
lighting, controls, and 
design requirements.

20
19

20
20

20
21

commonwealth 
places program

$45,020 Awarded

our Town project concludes
NEA “Our Town” Creative 
Placemaking Master Plan Final 
Report Narrative Filed

Curator selected
Engaged Shey Rivera, 
a public arts curator, to 
collaborate on developing 
a call for artists and 
to create a mentoring 
pathway for the selected 
local artists.
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strategies focus on participation and representation, and 
draw on the assets of this resilient Latinx community which is 
contending with significant challenges, among them historic 
ethnic marginalization and a recent influx of Puerto Rican 
climate refugees.

El Corazón’s work is proceeding concurrently with efforts to 
develop Holyoke’s Puerto Rican Cultural Area, a district cen-
tered on a one mile long strip of Holyoke’s Main Street that 
celebrates and makes visible the cultural vitality of the city’s sig-
nificant Latinx population. Originally supported by NEA’s “Our 
Town” program, the project is being developed through sup-
port from public, private, and community sectors.3  Through a 
community-driven process that values trust-building as much 
as information sharing, the project team incorporates diverse 
actions and continuous reflection to recalibrate the balance 
between social processes and design praxis. The goal is to 
develop a flexible master planning process for artistic inter-
ventions that the community’s creative capacity to develop 
just and representative places of belonging. 

Inclusive strategies have been developed from the outset by 
first forming a project advisory board comprised of local resi-
dents, leaders, and activists. Meeting monthly for over three 
years, this group continually shapes the project’s direction, 
vets approaches for inclusivity, and promotes social cohesion 
among the neighborhood groups in the project area. (Figure 
2) At the project’s outset, the partners conducted a commu-
nity survey of over 100 neighborhood residents. This involved 
direct outreach to residents through door knocking, as well as 
participation in neighborhood events. The survey responses 

revealed the important role that arts and culture plays in resi-
dents’ everyday lives, identified the places most important to 
them in their community, and suggested ways in which their 
neighborhood could more visibly celebrate their Puerto Rican 
culture and heritage. (Figures 3 and 4) The findings helped to 
build an agenda for the project that values and recognizes the 
deep wells of knowledge, experience, and creative practices 
within the community,  and draws upon those for operative 
strategies that amplify and bring resources to developing the 
community’s arts and cultural initiatives. 

One organizational and spatial strategy has been to create a 
flexible Creative Placemaking and Public Arts Master Plan that 
identifies over thirty sites for artistic interventions that are to 
be activated to by local artists and project partners as federal, 
state, and local funding opportunities materialize. (Figure 5) An 
initial inventory revealed key sites along Holyoke’s Main Street 
that are prominent, visible, and significant to the community, 
have ownership that is sympathetic to the project, and that 
have the potential to turn vacancy into opportunity. Spatial 
Strategies were then developed that define the district’s gate-
ways, intensify visibility within the district’s core, and install 
artworks in underutilized vacant spaces as placeholders 
for future use.4 Among the interventions proposed are two 
decommissioned electrical towers that will be transformed 
into gateway markers through dramatic lighting and imagery. 
Additionally, along a four-block section where many Puerto 
Rican organizations and businesses are located, the master 
plan includes sites for large-scale photographic images, partici-
patory murals, installations, and a pavilion that aim to catalyze 
artistic, economic, and cultural activities. 

“I think we can revitalize the Puerto 
Rican arts and cultural neighborhood 
without gentrification.” 

“Creo que podemos revitalizar 
el barrio artístico y cultural 
puertorriqueño sin gentrificación.”

“Me gusta ir a juegos, salir a 
comer y beber, y llevar a mis 
hijos a eventos y actividades 
culturales. Voy a cualquier 
discurso o evento que tenga 
que ver con Puerto Rico. “

“I like to go to plays, go out 
to eat and drink, and take 
my kids to cultural events 
and activities. I go to any 
speaking or event that has 
to do with Puerto Rico.”

“Realmente espero que South 
Holyoke se convierta en el centro 
de la cultura puertorriqueña.”

“I really hope South Holyoke 
becomes the center for 

Puerto Rican culture.”

Figure 3. Community Survey Response Map for downtown neighbor-
hoods in Holyoke, MA. Credit: Center for Design Engagement. 

Figure 4. Community Survey sample of responses. Credit: Center for 
Design Engagement. 

“I think we can revitalize the Puerto 
Rican arts and cultural neighborhood 
without gentrification.” 

“Creo que podemos revitalizar 
el barrio artístico y cultural 
puertorriqueño sin gentrificación.”

“Me gusta ir a juegos, salir a 
comer y beber, y llevar a mis 
hijos a eventos y actividades 
culturales. Voy a cualquier 
discurso o evento que tenga 
que ver con Puerto Rico. “

“I like to go to plays, go out 
to eat and drink, and take 
my kids to cultural events 
and activities. I go to any 
speaking or event that has 
to do with Puerto Rico.”

“Realmente espero que South 
Holyoke se convierta en el centro 
de la cultura puertorriqueña.”

“I really hope South Holyoke 
becomes the center for 

Puerto Rican culture.”
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OTHER HOLYOKE NEIGHBORHOODS

(INCLUDES: DOWNTOWN, CHURCHILL, 
SPRINGDALE, ELMWOOD, INGLESIDE)
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Figure 5. El Corazon Creative Placemaking and Public Art Master Plan. Credit: Center for Design Engagement. 

Figure 6. Cultural and artistic hands on workshops. Credit: Center for Design Engagement. 
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SCULPTURAL AND SITE-SPECIFIC ARTISTIC WORKS BY 
LOCAL AND NATIONAL ARTISTS

TRABAJOS ARTÍSTICOS ESCULPTURALES Y 
ESPECÍFICOS AL ESPACIO HECHO POR ARTISTAS 

LOCALES Y NACIONALES

LARGER-SCALE PROJECTS IN COLLABORATION WITH 
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PROTECTORES EN GRAN ESCALA EN COLABORACIÓN 
CON ORGANIZACIONES MUNICIPALES O 

COMUNITARIAS

SHADE-MAKING SHELTERS THAT PROVIDE PLACES TO 
SIT AND SUPPORT POP-UP CULTURAL EVENTS

REFUGIOS CON SOMBRA QUE PROVEERÁN ESPACIOS 
PARA SENTARSE Y APOYAR A LOS PEQUEÑOS EVENTOS 

CULTURALES

COMMUNITY ENGAGED WORKS BY LOCAL AND 
NATIONAL ARTISTS 

TRABAJOS COMPROMETIDOS POR ARTISTAS 
LOCALES Y NACIONALES

LARGE-SCALE WORKS THAT COVER BUILDING SURFACES 
WITH PROJECTED AND/OR PHOTOGRAPHIC IMAGES

TRABAJOS A GRAN ESCALA QUE CUBRIRÁN TODAS 
LAS ÁREAS EXTERNAS DE EDIFICIOS CON IMÁGENES 

PROYECTADAS O FOTOGRAFIADAS

Main St.

Main St.
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An associated project design strategy has been to imagine 
interventions as armatures for community contributions so 
that they reflect the personal, social and cultural meanings 
constructed by residents in their daily lives.5 All of the proposed 
works will be developed through residents’ engagement with 
emerging and established Latinx artists. One capacity-building 
strategy employed in the project is the pairing of creating 
artistic works with hands-on workshops for residents with the 
selected artists. (Figure 6) In this manner, the project aims to 
cultivate artistic skillsets and build sustainable public participa-
tion while encouraging the community’s intrinsic production 
of its own space.6

The work will be realized over several years through emer-
gent collaborations. For example, the first pilot project 
implemented was the installation of street banners installed 
on light poles along Main Street that feature portraits of local 
leaders selected by Holyoke High School’s restorative justice 
group, who had identified inequities in visual representa-
tions of people of color in their school and community. After 
years of participating in municipal planning processes, the 
well-received installation of the “Paper City Hidden Legends” 
marked the community’s presence in the public realm and 
demonstrated the potential for the project’s long-term goal 
of spatial representation. (Figures 7 and 8) 

In the currently active second phase, the advisory group has 
surveyed the community for meaningful cultural themes and 
we have crafted an inclusive process for selecting, and then 
mentoring, local artists who will respond to these themes in 
large scale art works. (Figure 9)  These nimble, more easily real-
ized projects build community trust and capacity, setting the 
stage for future, more infrastructurally and financially inten-
sive, phases of the project. (Figure 10) Through these tactics, 
the project is testing ideas for centering community voices 
while creating placekeeping strategies that support Holyoke’s 
Latinx community’s everyday patterns of being and belonging.

Figure 7. “Paper City Legends” Banner Unveiling Flier. Credit: Center 
for Design Engagement. 

BANNER UNVEILING
DECEMBER 15     1 - 3 PM 

Celebrating the artistic & cultural 
vitality of Holyoke’s Puerto Rican 
and Latinx Community

Celebrando la vitalidad artística 
y cultural de la comunidad 
puertorriqueña y latina de Holyoke

A CREATIVE 
PLACEMAKING 
PROJECT FOR 
MAIN STREET 

UN PROYECTO 
HACIENDO LUGARES
CREATIVOS PARA 
LA CALLE MAIN 

el corazón
THE HEART OF 
HOLYOKE

GRATIS

 TODOS 

BIENVENIDOS

FREE

ALL WELCOME

¡Únase a nosotros mientras revelamos el primero de 
muchos proyectos de El Corazón en Holyoke!

¡Pronto aparecerán pancartas con los rostros de los 
miembros de la comunidad de Holyoke en Main St, y nos 
encantaría que te unas a nosotros para la presentación!

Join us as we reveal El Corazon’s first of many 
projects in Holyoke!

Banners featuring the faces of members of the 
Holyoke community will soon be populating Main St, 
and we would love for you to join us for the unveiling! 

PRESENTACIÓN DE 
PANCARTAS

15 DE DICIEMBRE
EL MERCADO    413 MAIN ST.  HOLYOKE

For more information
para más información

visit us at:
visitanos en:

www.patronicity.com/heartofholyoke
www.facebook.com/elcorazonholyoke

*

Figure 8. Holyoke High School Restorative Justice Group leading walk-
ing tour of  installed Banners. Credit: Center for Design Engagement. 
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Figure 9. Sites for large scale photography. Credit: Center for Design Engagement. 

Figure 10. Proposal to repurpose decommissioned electrical towers as gateway markers for the Holyoke Puerto Rican Cultural District. Credit: 
Center for Design Engagement. 
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