
Mifflandia: A Social Practice Art Experiment
APA Upper Midwest Conference  - October 2019
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Why am I here? 
Most Public Engagement is Worthless













In an area dominated by student 
renters… who came to our meetings?



In an area dominated by student 
renters… who came to our meetings?
Meeting / Survey Participants Data

• Mostly Over 55 & White



So, we needed to experiment!



Art encourages people to interact with their 
surroundings: Bucky on Parade



Art activates Peoples Social Media Accounts:
Flamingo Wings & Hodag Claws



Art Increases Family Friendly Activities:
Kids Create @ Top of State



Art encourages Diversity
Ian’s Open Mic Night / UCAN Beatmaking Workshop



What is Social Practice Art?
• Focuses on human interaction and social discourse 
• Social practice artists aim to affect their community and 

environment that enables social and political change.  
• The discipline values the process of a work over any 

finished product or object.



Social Practice Art

Marina Abramović: The Artist is Present Carmen Papalia -“Blind Field Shuttle.”



Why Social Practice Art in Planning?
• Social Practice Art can help 

us understand what is 
important to people in a 
way that traditional public 
engagement cannot

Spatula&Barcode
Laurie Beth Clark & Michael Peterson 



Mifflandia - Social Practice Art Component 
• UW Student Art Class -

How do you Live?
• Prof. Michael Peterson of 

Spatula&Barcode

• Five Professional Social 
Practice Artists

• Coordinated by Emily Popp

Emily Popp - The 100 
Pound Dress. 

A single garment being 
created from over 100 
pounds of discarded 
clothing. What is the 
physical and spiritual 
weight of what we own? 
What really happens to 
our clothes when we get 
rid of them? 





Holding a Gallery 
Meeting
 Invite collaborators to host: 
UW Art Class – “How to Live”

Don’t have big expectations… 
remember this is an 
experiment

Anything we can learn that is 
different is helpful.



We gave the Students FREE Reign! 
• We asked them to “host” the meeting and 

encouraged them to have fun
• The only rule was to keep it family friendly



Work individually – or in groups

Be artists! The meeting is your exhibition space!
• Face painting, on-demand poems
• Costumed storytelling or story-listening?
• Create a wheel of fortune? 
• Read tarot cards for the neighborhood’s future
• Link past Anti-war movement with the present
• Make a Lego city or weave a ribbon map
• Puppet show?



Student Archetypes





Gallery Meeting
Interactive Exercise - How do you live?
Taking a cue from Strong Towns…
We DIDN’T ask what type of development people 

wanted..

We asked them… 
Who are you?
How do you live?
How do you want to live? 



Parallel Engagement Process
TRADITIONAL ENGAGEMENT 
(250 PEOPLE)

1. Business Roundtables (24+pp)

2. 2 large public meetings* (110+pp)

3. Neighborhood Assoc Meetings 
(30+pp)

4. Online Survey (80+pp)

SOCIAL PRACTICE ART ENGAGEMENT 
(365 PEOPLE)

1. Student Gallery Meeting (75+pp)

2. Personal interviews (30+pp)

3. One-to-one interactions on the 
streets/porches of the neighborhood 
(100+ pp)

4. DJ hosted meeting for Relate Room 
(40+pp)

5. Roaming Art priorities board (120+pp)



Professional Artists
Emily Popp & Anwar Floyd-Pruitt: 

Thresholds

Maria Amalia Wood: Priorities board

Rob Dz: The Relate Room 

Borealis: CITYZINE



Emily Popp & Anwar Floyd-Pruitt
Thresholds Mapping
They discovered the 
importance of thresholds and 
the interaction between 
public and private space… 
illustrating the intersection 
between individual and 
community, public and 
private, intimate and outward 
facing. 



Maria Amalia Wood 
Priorities Mapping
A tessellated grid of 
movement and color 
allowed people to have a 
collective conversation 
about what makes for a 
welcoming neighborhood.



Rob Dz
The RELATE Room

There is need for 
places and activities 
that do have an 
literal or figurative 
entry fee



Borealis
CITIZEN CITYZINE
“I feel like city planning is not for me. I’m 
probably too young and poor for anyone to take 
my ideas seriously. Like an equal balance of 
emphasis on architecture and social services in 
order to plan a city might not be considered 
helpful or useful. But that’s what I want to say! 
Do what you want with ugly buildings, I guess, 
but please make sure there’s access to all of 
those buildings and that all voices are heard in 
the deliberation process.” 
- Quote from CITYZINE



Public Engagement Budget*

Food / Beverage $1300 $750 donuts, $300 samosas, 
$250 tamales

Postcard Mailings $750 $250 x 3 mailings

Social Practice Artists** $4800 $800 x 4 contributing artists, 
$1600 -coordinating artist

*Doesn't include staff time
** The artists put much more time into this project than they got paid for!



What did we learn from Art?
1. Artists engaged people in new and substantive ways

2. Gained insight into the priorities of vulnerable and underrepresented 
populations.

3. Sobering responses - underrepresented groups feel at a loss for how they can 
affect their neighborhoods. 

4. People that were engaged through this process are looking for ways that they can 
be seen, and feel represented in the spaces where they live and work. 

5. There are two Madisons - experiences of underrepresented groups don’t match 
Madison’s top ten lists.



Key Plan Recommendations from Art
1. There needs to be more inclusive and welcoming public spaces in 

Mifflandia & Downtown. 
2. Architecture can send strong messages about who is supposed to be or 

live there – create spaces without a literal or figurative entry fee
3. Porches and semi-public spaces (thresholds) could provide an important 

opportunity to make spaces welcoming
4. Miffland is an excellent choice for permanent supportive & affordable 

housing





Social Practice Art as Community Building

Dream 
Goldie Raye

Spontaneous Writing Booth
Dana May, Susan Podebradsky, Kristina Amelong

For the One Who Finds Me
Daika Laine



Mural Alley – East Side Shopping Center 
Flavia Zimbardi, Caetano Calomino, Henrique Nardi



www.cityofmadison.com/mifflandia
rcnare@cityofmadison.com 
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