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Works of Art:
How Cities are Using Art & Culture to Build Better Communities

By Megan Gilliland, Communications and Education Manager, League of Kansas Municipalities

I

n Kansas communities, large and small, artistic expression
is abundant, alive, and active. This issue of the Kansas
Government Journal is dedicated to arts and cultural
activities in Kansas cities. We chose this topic because,
as we travel our state, we see communities clamoring to
showcase local artisans and celebrate the vibrant culture
that binds us together as Kansans.
The City of Salina has done an incredible amount of work to
promote the arts and engage artists in a multitude of community
efforts. Since 1966, the city-supported department, Salina Arts
and Humanities, has worked to produce and promote arts and
cultural efforts including the Smoky Hill River Festival, Smoky
Hill Museum, Arts Infusion Program, Horizons Grants Program,
Community Art & Design, and the Friday Night Live year-round
concert series. The department also convenes a monthly Cultural
Connection which brings together a consortium of museums,
galleries, performance venues, educational institutions, and
service organizations collaborating to grow professionally,
schedule programs, exhibits, and activities of interest to Salina
residents and visitors.

Salina Arts and Humanities plays a central role in ensuring the
arts community is “at the table” for many community discussions.
“We see artists as a vital part of the community and we want
to engage with this often-underrepresented voice,” said Brad
Anderson, Director of Salina Arts and Humanities. “We want to
strengthen the role of artists in the community and we ask them,
“What do you need?” to be successful.”
Most recently, Salina has undertaken a truly innovative
program, the Artists Initiative for Creative Ingenuity, Healing
and Neighborhood Development. This multi-year, grant-funded
program was made possible through funding from the Dane G.
Hansen Foundation, the Greater Salina Community Foundation,
and the City of Salina.
The project has three components: the professional development
of artists through workshops and classes; an initiative for arts and
healing that brings health care providers and artists together to
help improve patient outcomes by combining visual arts, writing,
music, and performance with emotional and physical healing

A unique perspective of the Dream Dragon
Bridge installation created by Tarentum,
PA artist Bill Godfrey at the Smoky Hill
River Festival in Salina.

“When artists give form to revelation, their art can
advance, deepen and potentially transform the
consciousness of their community.” ~ Alex Grey
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In Lawrence, live performances and impromptu art displays are a way of life.

professions; and strategically integrating artists with the full scope
of downtown redevelopment efforts. This March, the SPARK
Artist Resource Exchange opened in a building in downtown
Salina and provides space, connections, and resources that help
artists thrive in the community.
“What we’re doing in Salina is strategically placing artists
with businesses and organizations to participate in community
efforts,” said Anderson. “We are working to equip local artists
with the tools they need to be successful, working artists as well as
help them connect to the community leaders who can utilize their
skill set to accomplish a variety of
projects across our community.”
Anderson
credits
the
community’s Cultural Plan, The Big
Ideas, as the catalyst and guiding
force for many of the efforts
and initiatives which have been
completed in Salina. For more
information on cultural planning,
see page 76.
“In Lawrence, arts and culture
is a big part of our community,”
said Porter Arneill, Director of
Communications and Creative
Resources for the City of Lawrence.
“Lawrence is fortunate to have
strong arts programs, including

a robust Sister Cities program. We’ve taken steps to outline our
community values through cultural planning. Additionally, we
wanted to quantify the value of arts in our community through
participation in the Arts and Economic Prosperity study. The
results were phenomenal. The study showed that the nonprofit
arts and culture sector in Lawrence and Douglas County is a $30.8
million industry that supports 1,061 full-time equivalent jobs and
generates $2.8 million in local and state government revenue.”
In Lawrence, public officials and staff regularly discuss how to
weave the arts into existing policies and programs. Arneill said
these efforts help to maximize the
arts conversation and engage the
community in many ways.

More than 30 area artists participated in the first ASK Program
(Artists Seeking Knowledge) held at Spark Artists Resource
Exchange. Four eight-hour deep-dive workshops are planned for
2018 and numerous mini-session workshops will also be held.
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“I encourage communities, when
they are assessing ways to infuse
arts in their programs, to take a
step back and think through the
process,” said Arneill. “Ask what is
appropriate for your community,
what funding do you have, what
resources are available first. Don’t
just satisfy a need or desire from the
community. Be intentional about
what your community wants to do
and where to invest your energy.”
In many Kansas communities,
active arts councils are spearheading
71

Chapman,
The Barn Quilt City
of Kansas
In the central Kansas city of Chapman,
population 1,361, visitors can take a tour
of nearly 100 barn quilts on the exterior
facades of businesses, city buildings, and
homes. A barn quilt is a large piece of
wood that has been painted to look like a
single quilt block. The patterns of the quilt
squares are usually very bright and simple,
geometric patterns. The simplicity and
vibrancy of the quilt square makes them
easier to see from a distance. The designs on

the inclusion of art and cultural programming in local government. Serena
Schermoly is a Prairie Village Councilmember and Chair of the Prairie Village
Arts Council, a volunteer committee of the City of Prairie Village, working
with the Prairie Village Municipal Foundation to foster cultural awareness
and development in the City of Prairie Village.
“We have several arts initiatives in Prairie Village,” said Schermoly. “From
monthly exhibitions at the R.G. Endres Gallery at our municipal building on
Mission Road, to the Jazz Festival each fall, we’re working to create an artssupportive community.”

The Endres Gallery is located in Prairie Village City Hall and showcases local art with
temporary exhibitions.

the barn quilts are chosen for their particular
meaning to the owner and can range from
patriotic to multi-dimensional stars and floral
designs.

Since 1990, the City of Russell has operated the Deines Cultural Arts
Center which features gallery space for local, regional, and national artists.
Additionally, the center’s permanent collection includes impressive wood
engravings by prairie printmaker E. Hubert Deines.

In Chapman, the Americana art form of
barn quilting has taken on a life of its own.

Another way cities are finding value is the creation of arts grants and
funding for public art. In 2018, the City of Topeka has allocated $30,000 for
the TopArts Grants Program. The TopArts Grant Program supports arts
education opportunities, cultural events, and the creation of public art.

“We believe there are more barn quilts in
Chapman than any other Kansas community,
and possibly nationwide,” said City
Administrator John Dudte. “It’s a quaint and
fun part of living in Chapman.”
The community created a self-guided
Walking and Driving Tour of Barn Quilts of
Chapman and Dickinson County. The map
can be found online at www.chapmanks.com/
chapman-barn-quilts.

In Lawrence, public art is one pillar of a successful municipal arts program.
For three decades, the Outdoor Downtown Sculpture Exhibit has placed
hundreds of pieces of public art in downtown Lawrence and offers regional
and local artists the chance to gain hands-on experience developing and
installing artwork in the public realm.
Many cities choose to add art into their public building projects, which
can be done through percent-for-arts programs or through public-private
fundraising efforts. In Derby, a new bronze statue of two firefighters has been
commissioned for placement at the city’s newest fire station in central Derby.
The statue was funded through a private fundraising campaign and public
funds.
“It will not only honor the many firefighters and their families who have
served the community for decades but will also solidify this core area of Derby
as the heart of the city,” said City Manager Kathy Sexton.
The statue is designed by local artist John Parsons, a Derby native. In
order for the statue to be as accurate as possible, Derby firefighters provided
uniforms and gear for the artist to use for reference. The statue is original
and incorporates the spirit of teamwork inherent in firefighting. The statue
dedication and fire station opening are set for the early 2019.

The City of Roeland Park is also undertaking an effort to raise
funding for a new sculpture for a local park. The Roeland Park
Arts Committee is working to secure funding through private
business, hopefully with minimal cost to the city.
Arneill does caution cities to think about the longevity of public
art programs and ensure maintenance plans are in place to take
care of long-standing public art.
In many Kansas communities, murals are a fun way to infuse art
into a community. In Concordia, a three-dimensional, 140-foot
mural was crafted from 6,400 individually hand-carved bricks
on the exterior of the Concordia Travel Information Center. The
mural tells the story of the Cloud County.

A herd of wild Dala horses
roam freely on the streets of
Lindsborg. The Dala horses
are a symbol of Swedish folk
craft. Over 20 Dala horses were
painted by local artisans.

In Lindsborg, the community’s strong Swedish ancestry is
preserved, promoted, and prevalent in the community of 3,300.
Annually, the community offers concerts, festivals, and special
events related to their Swedish heritage.
“This is the 137th year the people of Lindsborg and Bethany
College have come together to perform Handel’s Messiah,” said
Holly Lofton, Director of the Lindsborg Convention and Visitors
Bureau. “This is the oldest, continuous annual performance of the
Messiah in the United States.”
Lofton believes the early inhabitants of the Kansas prairie
longed for the beauty of music to be included in the hard-scrabble
life of pioneers.

An example of grassroots art on display
in Lucas by artist John Woods.
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“Music brings the community together,” said Lofton. “Every
year, people gather in Lindsborg to celebrate music, engage in
theatre productions, and hear renowned vocal soloists perform.”
Also in Lindsborg, a wild herd of Dala horses, a Swedish
handicraft, roam freely. Dozens of these fiberglass, pony-sized
symbols can be found around the city as a form of public art and
expression of the community’s heritage.
“Art adds vibrancy and richness to the texture of a community,”
said Lindsborg City Councilwoman Kathy Richardson, “Art is a
signal of creativity and openness and, for other reasons, a sign of
economic viability. The open display of art and artistic expression
sends a signal that this is a place where people are thinking, doing,
and creating.”
Art can take many forms and can be simple or complex. In
Lucas, the Grassroots Art Capital of Kansas, the creation of art is
free-form and a little bit eccentric.
“Grassroots art is a term describing art made by people with
no formal artistic training, usually of retirement age, using
ordinary materials in an extraordinary way,” said Rosslyn Schultz,
Executive Director of Grassroots Art Center in Lucas. “Grassroots
art is frequently created as a whole artistic environment around
themselves, effectively making themselves part of the artwork.”
Art is meant to be explored and
enjoyed. Outside the Lawrence Arts
Center, kids and adults experience a
piece of public art suspended in the air.

There are several features in Lucas and within a 40-mile radius
which are in the style of grassroots art. Schultz said that her
organization has documented 109 examples of grassroots arts in
Kansas alone.
Continued on Page 94

Ottawa Movie Theater Named World’s Oldest
The Plaza Cinema in Ottawa has been named the Oldest Purpose-Built Cinema in
Operation by Guinness World Records. The deco-styled downtown movie theater
opened at 211 S. Main Street on May 22, 1907 and still shows current-run movies.
The Plaza’s record beat the previous record holder, the Korsor Biograf in Denmark,
which opened in August 1908, by more than a year.
Owner Rita “Peach” Madl has spent years collecting evidence to secure the record
ever since local historical archivist Deborah Barker uncovered a trove of photographs
that indicated the theater was already operating in Ottawa’s early horse-and-buggy
days.
Convincing Guinness was a daunting task that required submitting documentation
in the form of articles, movie ads, and photographs for every year in the cinema’s
111-year history.
Over the years, the theater changed names and owners and expanded but never
moved. It opened as The Bijou, and for a time, was called The Yale and The Crystal
before opening as The Plaza in 1935.
When the cinema opened, tickets cost five-cents and usually included two moving
pictures and an “illustrated song” performed by a live singer.
Behind the current twin screening rooms at the Plaza, in the original stage area,
Madl has created the Movie Memorabilia Museum. Exhibits include a numbered
original Edison Kinetoscope, movie scripts, posters, and props.
For more information visit http://www.guinnessworldrecords.com/world-records/
oldest-purpose-built-cinema-in-operation.
74
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Works of Art: Continued

Lawrence’s Arneill encourages cities looking for ways to
promote the arts and cultural amenities reach out to others who
have forged a path in this area already.

Kansas Government
Insurance Specialist

“Don’t be shy in asking for help,” said Arneill. “We are more
than happy to share our wisdom and experience. Don’t be afraid
to ask how should we do this and how should we not do this.”
Art abounds in Kansas. There are examples in every corner
of our state that showcase how Kansans are using their creative
expression, in various forms, to beautify Kansas communities
and cities. As more communities are embracing arts and cultural
initiatives, local government officials will continue to discuss and
discover ways to promote and celebrate these art forms.
Robert Lynch, President of Americans for the Arts, sums up the
value of arts cultivation: “The arts empower. The arts give a voice
to the voiceless. The arts help transform American communities
and, as I often say, the result can be a better child, a better town,
a better nation and certainly a better world. Let’s champion our
arts action heroes, emulate them and make our communities
everything we want them to be.”

Megan Gilliland is the Communication and Education
Manager for the League of Kansas Municipalities. You can reach
her at mgilliland@lkm.org or (785) 354-9565.
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Offering Insurance Protection for:
Property
Equipment
• Crime

Workers’ Comp
General Liability
• Automobile

•

•

•

•

Public Officials
E&O, EPLI
• Police Professional
•

Contact your local independent insurance agent or contact us directly!
Mike Johnson • mjohnson@bhhc.com • 800.488.2930
Insurance written through the Berkshire Hathaway Homestate Companies:
Berkshire Hathaway Homestate Insurance Company (Omaha, NE) • Brookwood Insurance Company (Coralville, IA)
Continental Divide Insurance Company (Englewood, CO) • Cypress Insurance Company (San Francisco, CA)
Oak River Insurance Company (Omaha, NE) • Redwood Fire and Casualty Insurance Company (Omaha, NE).
Not all coverages, products, or features of products are available in all states or through all companies.
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