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Abstract 

The arts in the 21st century rely heavily on accessibility and participation. Social media has 

allowed art movements to develop and increase public awareness, access, and participation with 

the arts. This paper summarizes three art movements and five arts programs and their presence in 

the southeastern United States. I aim to encourage the reader to participate in the arts in their 

communities by explaining current art movements and emerging non-profit arts organizations in 

the Southeastern United States.  
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Accessibility and the Arts in the 21st Century: Samples from the Southeast 

 The arts have dramatically changed in the past few decades, partly due to emerging 

technologies. The Internet has made the visual arts easily accessible, giving way to trends like 

visual culture in the art classroom. These emerging technologies are inclusive: they are utilized 

by all ages. Jenkins (2009) calls this a participatory culture, one that has “relatively low barriers 

to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong support for creating and sharing creations, 

and […] participants pass along knowledge to novices” (p. 5). The arts in the 21st century are 

about accessibility and rely heavily on participation. 

The rise of social media allow for the mass distribution of images, opening the floor to 

public discussion about art. Visual social media platforms like Pinterest and Facebook circulate 

images of art by the thousands each day, allowing more and more people to join in the 

discussion. Of course, most people filter through what they want to see, allowing them the 

opportunity to engage with these images at any chosen level. Still, these popular sites have 

arguably made art more accessible, increased public engagement and discussion, and have even 

catapulted careers of unknown artists (Yañez, 2013). Since social media are public platforms, 

anyone can join at the click of a button, allowing for endless opportunities for the public to see, 

connect with, and comment on visual art. From these platforms, art trends have emerged, 

creating exciting new ways for the public to interact with art. 

Social media is also being utilized by nonprofit arts organizations as a way to inform 

their communities about their activities. Using social media sites, email marketing, and more, 

these organizations are able to easily disseminate information to the public. Many nonprofits are 

materializing to fill the gap where the arts are increasingly being cut from schools. Thanks to 

these types of organizations, public opinion on the value of art education is also increasing 
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(Americans for the Arts, 2010). Studies about the impact of art education show that it contributes 

significantly to student achievement (Deasy, 2002). Many parents actively seek out independent 

art activities and programs for their children.  

Trends in Engaging with Art 

 With the rise of technology, and the subsequent rise in social media, public interaction 

with art has increased exponentially. Social media and various other online outlets have allowed 

the wide distribution of art images, which has opened a discussion to the public through which 

they can engage with the work at any chosen level. The distribution of ideas and content are 

growing every day, evident in how some art movements have gone viral. Examples include the 

Free Art Friday movement, street painting, and yarn bombs. 

Free Art Friday 

 The rise of social media has allowed movements like Free Art Friday to develop. Free Art 

Friday began in the early 2000s and has since 

developed into an international phenomenon, 

gaining serious momentum around 2010. The 

concept is simple: An artist creates a work of art, 

attaches their information to it, hides both in a 

public space, and then posts an image of the hidden 

art on Twitter or Instagram for people to find using 

the hashtag #FAF. In its most basic sense, Free Art 

Friday is an internet-driven art scavenger hunt that 

anyone can participate in. 

 Dedicated #FAF hunters refresh their Twitter feeds relentlessly on Fridays (and 

sometimes on the weekend) in the hopes of being near a free art “drop.” Some followers compete 

Figure 1.  Example of a Free Art Friday find 
(Bush, 2014).
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to see who can be the first to find the work. Sometimes the work is found by unsuspecting 

passersby, who then take the work and look up the artist at their convenience (although many do 

not look up the artist at all). Many later connect with the artist by posting a photo of themselves 

and the found work of art. The thrill of finding a work of art lends itself a unique quality to 

engaging with the art and artist. It also encourages the public to go into the city and explore for 

these works. 

 Most cities have site-specific hashtags so that residents can easily access clues. For 

example, Atlanta’s hashtag is #FAFATL. The Free Art Friday movement has gained a lot of 

momentum, and, as such, #FAF all-stars have emerged. In Atlanta, some of the leading Free Art 

Friday artists are Catlanta, Evereman, Sad Stove, Elly Font, and Rock It. Some newcomers to the 

scene are Free Art Friday enthusiasts who want in on the fun, adopting a pseudonym and 

creating their own free art to hide. 

To get involved with Free Art Friday, an individual 

would just need to find out what the hashtag is for their 

particular region. There is a Free Art Friday website with 

links to individual cities that have Free Art Friday 

movements. From there, start scouring the social media 

posts and join in on the hunt! 

Street Painting 

Street painting is a formal term used to describe the 

performance art of drawing with chalk on pavement. The 

ephemeral and colorful chalk displays wash away with the 

first rain. Street painting is done using soft pastels. Children’s sidewalk chalks are not heavily 

Figure 2. A street painting with 
information about the original artist 
displayed below the work (Bush, 
2014). 
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pigmented and are mostly available in pastel shades. Quality street painting soft pastels could be 

as simple as a cheap set from an arts store, to complex and expensive custom made pastels 

produced from ground marble. Each street painter has a different preference for chalks, just as 

they have a preference in technique for drawing, blending, and creating their images: no two are 

alike. The grid method is the standard way to create an accurate street painting, though some 

artists create painstaking paper templates that expedite the process.  

Street painting emerged in Italy in the 16th century. Street painters call themselves 

Madonnari, a nod to the original Italian chalk artists, who became known for their recreations of 

the Madonna. Street painting existed primarily in Europe until the 19th century, when it surfaced 

in the United States (Wenner, 2011). Street painting festivals exist all across the country; 

however, the most concentrated numbers of festivals are in California and Florida. 

 Two of the largest street painting events in the United States are Florida’s Sarasota Chalk 

Festival and the Lake Worth Street Painting Festival. Each year, these festivals pick a theme, and 

street painters are tasked with the responsibility to choose and acquire rights to the images that 

they “paint.” Visitors to these events grow exponentially each year because they are such fun, 

unique, and exciting experiences and attendees continue to talk about the festivals long after they 

have passed. 

 The Lake Worth Street Painting Festival celebrated its twentieth anniversary in 2014 and 

is the largest street painting festival in the United States. The Sarasota Chalk Festival celebrated 

its inaugural year in 2007 with 22 artists and 5,000 visitors. The 2013 Sarasota Chalk Festival 

featured over 500 street painters and had over 250,000 estimated in attendance. Themes for this 

festival have ranged from Halloween to honoring veterans to the circus. The 2014 Sarasota 
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Chalk Festival will be moving away from Sarasota to Venice, Florida and will include an attempt 

at achieving the Guinness World Record for largest chalk artwork.  

 Having participated as a street painter in both festivals, I can attest to the imagination that 

the medium provokes from a crowd. Visitors will return multiple times to see their favorite 

works progress throughout a festival. Festival attendees often engage the street painters in 

dialogue about their work, the process, and their background as an artist. 

 Many street painters choose to recreate well-known artworks, which then prompt festival 

visitors to learn more about the original piece. Street painters often use the medium as a tool for 

education, posting informative print-outs near their work for the public to read. I have often seen 

street painters allow young children to “assist” in the creation of their chalk art, providing 

another opportunity to educate the public about the process. 

 No matter how you chalk it up, street painting has had a renaissance in the United States 

in the past few decades and provides public engagement with art, artists, and artistic process. 

Yarn Bombs 

 Many women have reclaimed craft practices in the 

21st century. The reinterpretation of handicraft traditions has a 

close relation to contemporary feminism (Hosegood, 2009). 

An example of this reclamation of heritage is evident in yarn 

bombs. Yarn bombs are knit or crocheted textiles, sewn 

together and installed on a public object like a stop sign or a 

bicycle rack. 

Yarn bombs are considered a form of graffiti, since 

like graffiti, yarn bombs are installed covertly and anonymously often in urban areas. Yarn 

Figure 3. Yarn bomb at the High 
Museum of Art (Bush, 2014). 
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bombs are installed until the elements deteriorate the work, though some are installed for a 

specific period of time. Perhaps one of the most appealing aspects of yarn bombs is that, unlike 

traditional graffiti, they are non-invasive and impermanent. Like graffiti, yarn bombs bring 

attention and art to the urban landscape. 

 Social media has played a big role in the popularity of yarn bombs. Once a yarn bomb is 

installed, artists document the piece by taking its picture. These images sometimes go viral on 

visual platforms like Facebook and Pinterest. This inspires more people to get involved in their 

own interpretations of yarn bombs, and so the circle continues. 

 Yarn bombs and yarn bomb enthusiasts exist all over the world. I have organized two 

significant yarn bombs in and around Atlanta over the past few years. In 2013, we had over 250 

people from all over the world involved 

in an installation on the façade of the 

Marietta/Cobb Museum of Art in 

Marietta, Georgia. In 2014, employees 

at the Woodruff Arts Center got 

together to create a temporary yarn 

bomb on an art installation outside of 

the High Museum of Art in Atlanta. 

Yarn bombs have popped up along the Atlanta Beltline by a group called the Knitterati and 

during the annual Living Walls conference. The Chattanooga Public Library in Tennessee hosts a 

yarn bombing club. A yarn bombing group in Asheville, North Carolina, calls themselves the 

Sisters in Stitches. A quick google search will give you suggestions for yarn bomb enthusiasts in 

your area. 

Figure 4. Yarn bomb at Marietta/Cobb Museum of Art 
(Bush, 2013). 
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Unusual Southeastern Art Organizations 

 Several nonprofit arts organizations have emerged in the southeast to address growing 

need for artistic expression and development. The following organizations are a small sample of 

the many diverse programs that are surfacing. It is worthwhile to note that nonprofits rely heavily 

on social media for assistance, support, and promotion of their programs. Social media has 

contributed greatly to their presence in their respective cities.  

Living Walls 

Living Walls is a volunteer-run organization that brings artists from all over the world to 

Atlanta, Georgia. Selected street artists work on 

these murals in the city for an entire week in August. 

Since its inception in 2010, Living Walls has 

produced dozens of murals all around Atlanta. The 

organization works with the city of Atlanta and the 

Atlanta Beltline to strategically place the works of 

art. Mural proposals are matched with properties, 

and the entire festival plan is posted online for the public. During the festival, visitors can see the 

artists at work. Living Walls also programs lectures, films, and demos for the public during the 

August festival. Individuals who are interested in getting involved in Living Walls can volunteer 

during the event, sponsor necessary supplies for the artists, or show their support by going to a 

location and watching the artist at work. 

 

Elsewhere 

Figure 5. A Living Walls mural (Bush, 
2012). 
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Sylvia Gray, a hoarder and thrift store owner, was the cornerstone for Greensboro, North 

Carolina’s Elsewhere. When Gray passed away, her grandson 

decided to turn the property and all of its knick-knacks into a 

sanctuary for art. Elsewhere, now in its sixth year, hosts resident 

artists throughout the year who are tasked with turning the items 

into art. Elsewhere is constantly changing and being developed, 

which is why it is considered a “living museum.” Best of all, 

Elsewhere is open to the public. For a nominal fee, visitors can 

explore the building, touch former residents’ work, and talk to the 

artists while they work. Elsewhere’s artists host weekly dinners 

and are known to give “living room lectures,” 15 minute lectures 

on anything that interests them (Making the Past Present at Elsewhere, 2011). 

Safety Harbor Art and Music Center 

 Safety Harbor, tucked in the northwest corner of Tampa Bay, is becoming a hub of 

creativity in the Florida city. Two artists in the suburb have spent the last two decades earning a 

reputation for being whimsical. After working on turning their home, and neighboring properties, 

into works of art, they decided to fulfill their 

lifelong dream of opening a community 

center so that others could participate in the 

joy.  

 The Safety Harbor Art and Music 

Center (SHAMc) broke ground in 2012. 

Since then, the founders have held free 

Figure 6. A cranny at Elsewhere 
(Bush, 2013). 

Figure 7. The under construction SHAMc building 
(Bush, 2014). 
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mosaic workshops so that the community can take an active role in the building’s appearance. 

Dozens of mosaic panels with arrays of mirrors, glass, and found objects are in the process of 

being installed on the façade of the building as it is constructed. During its erection, curious 

tourists photograph the eye-catching SHAMc. The building itself will not open to the public for 

another year or two, though this has not deterred the organization from embarking on ambitious 

projects in the meantime. 

 Once it is fully open to the public, SHAMc will offer gallery space, a music venue, and 

studio space for workshops. Most classes will be offered by local artists and well-known artists 

around the world. Sideshow, another Safety Harbor property owned by SHAMc, will be used as 

an event space. The annual Safety Harbor Song Fest, run by the organization, featured yarn 

bombs, circus performers, and live art car paintings during its inaugural year. The Safety Harbor 

Art and Music Center is an exemplary 

organization of people trying to improve the 

community through the arts. 

Art120 

 Art120 is a relatively young nonprofit 

organization that a Houston transplant began in 

2010. Founder Kate Warren was heavily involved 

in the Houston Art Car Parade, and when her 

family relocated, she decided to continue pursuing 

her love of art cars. Based in Chattanooga, 

Tennessee, Warren was worried by the 

nonexistence of the visual arts in public schools. 

Art120 aims to bridge that gap by teaching at-risk youth vocational and creative skills through 

Figure 8. An ART120 bike (Bush, 2014). 
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art production. The organization’s mission is A.R.T.: “A” for awareness between the community, 

artists, and non-profit organizations. “R” is for reaching out to the public for art events. “T” is for 

teaching workforce development skills to urban youth. From start to finish, the youth involved in 

this program conceptualize, problem solve, and create art bicycles. Sessions are monitored and 

guided by local artists, who teach complex skills like welding. 

 One of the most notable creations include an orca whale bicycle, complete with a plastic 

hand inside of a chomping mouth, that, interestingly enough, has bubbles escaping from its 

behind. Another crowd favorite is a set of bicycles, welded together, with a swing suspended in 

between, so that while two people are steering the bicycle, a third person can swing on the set. 

While the creations themselves are jaw dropping, it is the interaction of the public with these 

contraptions that is most fascinating. Whenever they are present at an event, visitors of all ages 

participate in taking them out for a spin. No matter who you are or where you come from, you 

can’t resist the playful allure of the Art120 bikes. 

Implications 

 The arts have changed rapidly in the past decade, and exciting new ways to become 

engaged with art have emerged.  Recent programs in the southeastern United States show a lot of 

promise in terms of revitalizing or refreshing their communities. 

How can you get involved? For one, you can start with a simple search engine: find out 

what is going on with the arts in your community. Look to see if Free Art Friday is gaining 

momentum in your area. See if a nearby library is organizing a yarn bombing group. Teachers 

can get involved by sharing this information: Tell your students about these movements and 

organizations. Reach out to artists in your community and organize something exciting for your 

school or community. Most importantly, be an active participant in the arts: go to art festivals 

and see what is out there and available to you. Get ideas and adapt them to your needs. Use 
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social media to your advantage by creating a private Pinboard on Pinterest for your art class 

where students can collectively pin and comment on works that they liked looking at. Create a 

private Facebook group where you can share articles or images. Start a classroom Instagram 

account and start hiding small works of art and then posting images so that your students become 

engaged through familiar platforms. The possibilities are endless!  
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