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Random Acts

of Art:

Community Murals
in Boston

ome of today's most powerful art does not occur inside the walls
of museums and galleries, it occurs on the walls arpund os—
those of hospitals, tunnels, schools. It sits beside you an the
park bench, playfully inviting your eve. The art that pervades our Fves,
mnl:ing' theo visual landscape we witness unconsciously, is the art made
within our communities, by community members themseives., Community
art warms the cold surface of the city. representing to us the possibility
aof connection with our heritage, with ourselves, and with each other.
dnd in the act of creation, communiky art moves beyond peint to create

relationships, to make contact with whak heals and anites.

Three painters in the Bostan area—Alex Cook, Tova Speter, and Bren
Bataclan—are linked by thair inibiatives to croate work that beldly and
prominently engages the community, Cook, also an art educator, decided
to create the Jamaica Plain Youth MWural Program after nobicing that
his h'igh school students were unable Bo pursue their creativity due to
financial restrictions or social pressures to find a4 more conventional
wocation, His program counters the nokion that FAne art does not
directly contribute to society, thal it's somehow sepaate from dalbly
lite. Cook stabes, “Ark at iis best speaks about [ife, about what wa're
feeling...and a compelling mural breaks the silence by opening
A dalogue within the community.” He Believes thal ariicis have a
responsibility to create something that draws us from awr shells inta
an horest, examinped wview af the world. Cook Drought community
groups and local businesses Logether in the shared sgenda to support
sludent arbists, With thelr donatbons, he pald stipends to selected
wtudents wha then spent the summer collaborating an murals with him.

As the summer progressad, the muralists recefved affirmations From
the communitias in which they painted. Passersby would often stop to
camment ar talk, or to offer thelr appreclation, The artists also
callaborated with youth from the Cape Verdean Community Unido program
in Uphams Corner, Derchesters, together creating a mural whaose lush

imagery recalls the bropics and rich culture of Cape Verde. To complete

the prapect, students infeodiesed community members with Cape Verdean
heritage, gaining insght it the images or aspects ol Iife sedldenty
found most significant. This process made the fimal murzl cne that
forged cannections betaeen the youth and thelr communities, as wall as
resulting in an image thal resonates desply with those wha Hve in the
area. For maore Information aboul the Jamalea Plain Youth Muml
Program [(mow called Art Bullds Community), see Cook’s website
iE wwiabaneDhalancercom.

Towa Speter, 8 Somerville artist with a background In art therapy, is alsa
well-versed in the community-bullding and healing power of arfwork
Her First project to recelve funding from the Somerdlle Arts Council
developed arganically Trom work with a classroom of students at the
Jahn F. Kennedy Elementary School. Since many students struggled with
earring and behavioral difficulties, Speter identified the need for an
autlet for thelr energy that would directly show both the community
and the students themselves their ability ta make positive, successful
contributlons, Students chase the mural's theme—"underground”—far &
walkway that connects two streats beneath the tracks of the Commuter
Rail. Their mork oo everything from conceptual design to artistic technigue
hielpei to develsp students’ self-confiderce and uncaver hidden strangths,
Speter and Conk have both noted that in each community mural they've
facilltated, participating artists often expressad hesitancy and disbelief
about thelr ability to create art, but all learmed that they hawe talents
to offer, The mual-making process increased self-knowladge and led o
empomarmant, both from personal achievement and #ts well-received
results. Speter’s Somerville students flowrished when parants, teachers,
and even the mayor came to celebrate the unveiling of their work,

after witnessing the positive effects cerived from mural-making. Speter
sought ot The Art Connection, a nomprofit that places art in com-
munity organizations, usually through artist donationz, She initiated






