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Abstract 

 
Artist communities both generate, and coalesce around, sites of cultural significance and 

aesthetic intrigue. In doing so, artists and artist-run spaces impact the cultural and 

socioeconomic value of place. The connection between urban transformation and artist 

communities is not a new concept but, as American cities adapt to post-industrial economies, 

economic development strategies increasingly leverage artistsô cultural capital to regenerate 

disinvested urban areas. Over the last decade, Durham, North Carolina was ranked as the top 

creative class metro in the country, exceeded national medians in arts economic impact studies, 

and scored in the highest percentile for arts vibrancy. Durhamôs new creative economy has led 

to a rapid period of real estate development that now threatens to fragment and erase its local 

arts ecosystem. In spite of its top performance in national metrics, almost half of Durhamôs 

independent arts venues have closed or relocated outside of the downtown core. This project 

investigates the history of Durhamôs transformation, considers its influences, and measures its 

impacts on artist communities and artist-run spaces during the time period of Durhamôs Cultural 

Master Plan, 2004-2019. Complementing current academic theories and original research with a 

decade of experience with Durhamôs artist-run spaces, the author concludes with a series of 

observations and recommendations for the cityôs cultural workers and policymakers. 
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Introduction 

 

ñThe function of art is to do more than tell it like it isðitôs to imagine what is possible.ò 

bell hooks1 

  Artists functionalize the discarded, animate the forgotten, politicize the ordinary. It is the 

artistôs work to build, and invite others into, the worlds we imagine. 

By bringing visibility to these sites of imagination, artists impact the cultural, social, and 

economic value of the actual places around them. Urban transformation following the 

establishment of artist communities is not new. However, a new paradigm has emerged in the 

approach to urban regeneration in post-industrial American cities. Following a wave of urban 

planning, public policy, and arts advocacy research focused on the creative economy, 

municipalities increasingly leverage the economic potential of the arts to attract new residents, 

business owners, and tourists back into disinvested downtown areas. New development 

strategies attempt to engineer the urban qualities organically produced by artist communities. 

Examples include the renovation of industrial spaces for creative use, the production of public 

creative placemaking projects, the clustering of creative organizations in the formation of arts 

districts, and the instigation or institutionalization of arts and cultural festivals. These initiatives 

mark a notable shift in urban planning priorities aimed at attracting specific populations instead 

of generating more industrial infrastructure. ñCreativity is in,ò and cities are reinventing 

themselves accordingly.2 

Urban planner Elizabeth Currid sums up the tactic as ñeconomic development focused 

on attracting people not smokestacks.ò3 The characterization appropriately applies to Durham, 

North Carolina. A popular branding image for the city is a contrived skyline of Durhamôs 

 
1 bell hooks, Outlaw Culture: Resisting Representations (New York: Routledge, 1994): 281.  
2 Greg Richards, ñCreativity and Tourism: The State of the Art,ò Annals of Tourism Research 38, no. 4 

(October 2011): 1225. 

3 Elizabeth Currid, ñBohemia as Subculture; ñBohemiaò as Industry,ò Journal of Planning 

Literature 23, no. 4 (May 2009): 368. 
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landmark structures in silhouette (see Image 1). The image charts much of the cityôs historyð

and its aspirations as well.4 Durhamôs identity as a national center of tobacco and textile 

production is symbolized by the iconic Lucky Strike smokestack and water tower constructed by 

the American Tobacco Company in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The crown 

spire of Duke Chapelôs bell tower and the Duke Clinical Research Building identifies Duke 

University, founded in 1924, and suggests the nearby Research Triangle Park, developed in the 

1950s. Together with North Carolina Central University and Durham Technical Community 

College, Durham has earned global status as a hub for medical and technological research and 

education. The modernist Hill Building originally housed the Durham Bank & Trust Company in 

the late 1930s. Constructed by the firm responsible for New York Cityôs Empire State Building; 

its Art Deco architecture and soaring height brought prestige to Durhamôs downtown business 

center.5 The North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company Building represents the cityôs 

legacy of entrepreneurship. Founded in 1898 by Black business leaders, North Carolina Mutual 

Life Insurance is the oldest and largest Black-owned life insurance company in America.6 Once 

recognized as the ñCapital of the Black Middle Class," downtown Durham was home to more 

than one hundred Black-owned businesses by the 1940s, an anomaly in the Jim Crow South.7 

University Tower, an office building locally known as the ñthe pickle,ò is the tallest structure 

outside of downtown. Its gleaming green glass facade is a nod to a vision for a new Durham city 

center in the 1980s that never materialized. This was due, in part, to a significant reinvestment 

downtown that began in the early 2000s and directly led to the construction of the final façade of 

 
4 See presentation prepared by Senior Librarian for Durham County Library North Carolina Collection, 

Lynn Richardson, titled ñThe Bull CityðA Short History of Durham, North Carolina,ò 

https://durhamcountylibrary.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/The-Bull-City%E2%80%94A-Short-History-

of-Durham.pdf. 

5 See Open Durham for more information about historic Durham buildings, http://www.opendurham.org.  

6 Imari Scarbrough, ñThe Story of John H. Merrick and the Largest Black Life Insurance Company in the 

U.S.,ò Scalawag, July 22, 2019, https://www.scalawagmagazine.org/2019/07/black-wall-street. 

7 Leslie Brown and Anne Valk, ñBlack Durham Behind the Veil: A Case Study,ò Magazine of History, 

Bloomington 18, no. 2 (January 2004): 23. 

http://www.opendurham.org/
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the Durham brand: the Durham Performing Arts Center (DPAC). DPAC has received recognition 

as one of the top five theaters in the country since it opened in 2008 and is a prominent symbol 

of the cityôs reinvention.8  

Image 1: An example of the Durham skyline branding. Source: Shutterstock.

 

 
Over the last two decades, Durham has experienced a rapid period of growth. The cityôs 

population increased by 45% from 2000-2019, with an estimated population of 274,291 in 

2019.9 It is the fourth-fastest-growing city in North Carolina and an additional 160,000 residents 

are expected by 2045.10 Centrally located in North Carolinaôs Research Triangle region, it was 

 
8 ñDPAC Wraps-Up 2019 with Record-Breaking Attendance,ò Thursday, January 2, 2020, accessed 

March 9, 2020, https://www.dpacnc.com/news/detail/dpac-ends-2019-with-record-breaking-attendance.  

9 The City of Durhamôs population increased at a significantly higher growth rate from 2000-2019 than the 

state and country, 30% and 17.6%, respectively. The population of Durham has increased 19.7% since 

2010. Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 

10 Craig Jarvis and David Raynor, ñSeven Triangle towns are among the state's fastest-growing, and then 

there's Garner,ò The News & Observer, May 24, 2018, accessed April 15, 2019, 

https://www.newsobserver.com/news/local/article211599389.html. 

https://www.dpacnc.com/news/detail/dpac-ends-2019-with-record-breaking-attendance
https://www.newsobserver.com/news/local/article211599389.html

