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I N N O V A T I O N  S T O R Y  NO.3 
DEVELOPING A CREATIVE PIPELINE OF 
AND FOR THE COMMUNITY 

Juxtaposition Arts (JXTA) is an education program, teen-staffed design 
enterprise and locally rooted cultural development center founded in 1995. 
Since 2005, JXTA has worked with residents and stakeholders toward a 
vision of improved access to educational, economic and decision-making 
opportunities that create healthy, beautiful and safe physical environments 
in the city, with a focus on North Minneapolis. 

STORY BY MAYA BECK 

I fully believe  
art, creativity 
and culture 
is where you 
ARE, not 
hidden away 
in a museum 
far away. 

—DEANNA CUMMINGS, Juxtaposition Arts 
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INNOVATION
 J U X T A P O S I T I O N  A R T S  ( J X T A )  

JXTA produces a vital pipeline of community problem-solvers by teaching youth to embrace 
creative tension through real-world experience. 

B R E A K T H R O U G H  

Fueled by collaborations between North Minneapolis youth and residents, JXTA 
trains students to embrace healthy confict in their creative process and leverage it 

to tackle community problems and self-expression in unexpected ways. 

DEVELOPING AUTHENTIC 
PARTNERSHIPS 

JXTA doesn’t ask for permission. Instead, its 
leaders look within the organization to let 
inner confdence guide and fuel their work. 
Partnerships are based on intelligence, not 
convenience. JXTA trusts itself to know what 
it needs and what it can offer. 

D O I N G  T H E  W O R K  
To infuence change, JXTA turns to the com-
munity. Youth leaders talk to neighbors, 
interview pedestrians on the street and part-
ner with local organizations. These conver-
sations facilitate a community-focused de-
sign process that keeps JXTA tuned into the 
rich diversity of the neighborhoods in North 
Minneapolis. 

J X T A ’ S  K E Y  C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  O F  I N N O V A T I O N  

F O S T E R S  
C R E A T I V I T Y 

L I S T E N S  
A C T I V E L Y  

R E P R E S E N T S  
C O M M U N I T Y  

BUSH PRIZE FOR COMMUNITY INNOVATION 32 
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 Mastermind Rule 
Breakers 

I F  YO U  K N O W  T H E  M Y E R S - B R I G G S  
Type Indicator, maybe from charts on Facebook 
or team-building exercises, then you may fnd 
it interesting that the leaders of JXTA are two 
razor-sharp and strong-willed “Masterminds,” 
or INTJs. Perhaps due to their like-mindedness, 
co-directors DeAnna and Roger Cummings, two 
of the three original JXTA founders, know how 
to manage confict as well as cooperation. By 
tolerating and encouraging confict, JXTA 
fosters innovation. 

JXTA fnds kids 
with talent, gives 
them skills and 
experience and 
injects them into 
the bloodstream of 
the city. 
—Juxtaposition Arts stakeholder 

NO. 3 
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T 
he people who live and work in 
North Minneapolis are the fnal 
voice infuencing JXTA’s projects. 
All public art in their neigh-
borhood is designed to be of 
beneft. City planning and urban 
design often involve the destruc-
tion of existing buildings, the 
construction of more expensive 
ones and gentrifcation of the 
area as a result. JXTA rejects that 
top-down model as a bad ft for 
the areas where the organization 
works. To make real change, 
JXTA involves the community. 
Simply talking with neighbors 
goes a long way. JXTA keeps it 
casual, sending kids to chat with 
people they meet on the street. 
The surveys are simple, direct 
and random, but also strategic— 
the questions keenly tuned to the 
rich texture of the neighborhood. 

JXTA goes to the community 
instead of asking the community 

to come to it, inviting residents 
and business owners to infu-
ence its creative work. For its 
collaborative project “ReMix: 
Creating Places for People on 
West Broadway,” JXTA sent its 
young artists out with urban 
planning students to interview 
pedestrians on sidewalks, at bus 
stops and in other everyday spac-
es. They spent hundreds of hours 
on the street, engaging commu-
nity members and listening to 
suggestions and complaints. 

Where the community said 
the streets were poorly lit and 
uninviting, JXTA built light pole 
banners and other colorful arts 
interventions. It also built sculp-
tural benches at high-traffc bus 
stops in response to the desires 
of busy parents with kids, gro-
ceries and tired legs. Everything 
JXTA does comes from listening 
to the community. 

Real innovation is 
fraught with confict. 

—ROGER CUMMINGS, Juxtaposition Arts
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ROGER CUMMINGS AND DEANNA CUMMINGS, JXTA
PHOTO CREDIT: NANCY  MUSINGUZI
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DEVELOPING AUTHENTIC 
RELATIONSHIPS 

This community approach is a 
much-needed change for the 
neighborhood. For over 80 years, 
too many outsiders have dis-
missed North Minneapolis as a 
poor area with residents whose 
interests matter little in public 
policy decisions. The top-down 
decisions of government have ei-
ther neglected the neighborhood 
or targeted it for development 
projects that crippled the area. 
The major highways of I-94 and 
I-394 that run through Minne-
apolis cut the neighborhood off 
from the rest of the city, while 
the widening of Olson Memorial 
Highway disrupted a once-thriv-
ing business district. 

But JXTA is thriving, and North 
Minneapolis is following its lead. 
Its success stems from the belief 
that instead of going outside for 
help, organizations should start 
with what they have and who 

they are. Rather than waiting for 
some time in the future when 
it becomes “good enough,” it 
values what it has and who it is. 
JXTA knows it’s good enough. 

These affrming beliefs consti-
tute the backbone of commu-
nity-driven projects like ReMix, 
as well as the personal art of 
its students and teachers. Con-
fdence in its work and worth 
allows JXTA to withstand the 
confict inherent in creation. It 
partners intelligently, rather than 
accepting all deals. JXTA knows 
itself well enough to know what 
it offers and what it needs. 

Self-knowledge like this is neces-
sary to stand against well-mean-
ing outsiders who primarily think 
of the area in terms of its eco-
nomic disparities. DeAnna spoke 
of a recent partnership request 
from an arts organization based 

BUSH PRIZE FOR COMMUNITY INNOVATION 36 
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Time develops trust 
on both sides, and you 
are able to know each 
other in a real way. By 
actually liking your 
partner, you can do 
so much more. 
—DEANNA CUMMINGS, Juxtaposition Arts

JXTA EMPHASIZES 
LEARNING 

The curriculum at JXTA takes 
the shape of apprenticeships. 
The students do real work, 
ranging from community-driv-
en projects for the environ-
mental design students, to 
mural commissions for the 
studio art students, to business 
management for the screen-
printing students. All students 
learn by doing and are paid 
for their work. In addition to 
the skills particular to their ar-
eas, students learn how to be 
a confdent and clear public 
speaker, how to give criticism 
and accolades, and how to 
see and value diversity. 

outside of the North Minneapolis 
community that wanted to start a 
project serving at-risk youth 
in the area. The organization 
admitted having little insight into 
the needs of North Minneapolis 
and sought a collaboration with 
JXTA because of its close ties 
with the neighborhood. DeAnna 
turned the organization down. 
In her response to the request, 
she urged the organization to 
work closer to home, serving the 
youth in its own community. The 
knee-jerk association between 
“North Minneapolis” and “at-risk 
youth” is an assumption that 
JXTA consistently fghts. 

JXTA’S EXTERIOR

JUXTAPOSITION ARTS 37 
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DOING THE WORK 

First of all, we just 
started doing the 
work. That is a part of 
the culture of JXTA. 
We didn’t wait for 
somebody to tell us it 
was okay to do it or 
even to get a grant to 
do it. We just started 
doing the work. 

—DEANNA CUMMINGS, Juxtaposition Arts 
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JXTA VALUES EXPERTISE 

While they value communi-
ty input, 21 years of experi-
ence in collaborations have 
taught DeAnna and Roger 
Cummings to be cautious. 
They adopted a guideline to 
only work with those who 
understand and value what 
their community has to of-
fer. It takes a certain kind of 
fearlessness to value a com-
munity that others fear and 
innovate ways to improve 
it, but that is exactly what 
JXTA is doing. They know 
to prioritize authenticity in 
partnerships. 

JXTA believes that art and 
culture are not separate from 
the people and should be where 
people are, and it believes that 
art is for everyone. JXTA origi-
nally started as a scrappy little 
workshop in public housing that 
grew fast and larger with every 
grant or project. Some of the 
founders’ most revolutionary 
beliefs grew out of their decision 
to offer the creative outlet they 
wish they’d had access to as 
children. It’s not just art for the 
sake of art though. JXTA’s work is 
necessarily connected to social 
and economic justice as well. 
Situating a creative arts center 
and gallery in the middle of 
North Minneapolis was an act of 
boldness. 

JXTA supplies a vital pipeline of 
community problem-solvers into 
the lifeblood of the entire metro 
area. More than half of the stu-
dents are black, and more than 
half reside in North Minneapolis, 
but they represent a broad range 
of subcultures, interests, gender 
identities, ethnicities, social 
classes—even styles of learning 
and communicating. Not all of 
them will remain artists, but all 
retain the confdence and skills 
JXTA teaches. These students 
are anything but at-risk youth. 
They have gone on to study 
at Harvard and Minneapolis 
College of Art and Design, intern 
with architectural frms, work 
for policy change as part of the 
government and hold their own 
art exhibitions. 

JXTA STAKEHOLDERS

JUXTAPOSITION ARTS 39 
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JXTA STAKEHOLDERS
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JXTA CREATES A 
SHARED VISION 

After learning that North 
Minneapolis suffered “poor 
lighting, heavy traffc, 
infrequent crosswalks and 
few places to sit or gather,” 
JXTA pulled in a university 
architecture department, a 
local business coalition and 
a local architecture frm as 
partners to address these 
placemaking concerns 
together. They fostered 
conversations among the 
experts, policymakers and 
residents. As a result, the 
community grew stronger 
and more connected—a 
place where people felt 
able to infuence decisions 
about their neighborhood. 

“That’s what it’s all about,” 
DeAnna explains. She is proud 
of her students’ accomplish-
ments and believes that they 
will lead to people valuing their 
contributions as experts within 
their felds, their city, their state 
and their country. Throughout 
Minneapolis there is concrete 
proof of their hard work and tal-
ent. Their murals, sculptures and 
exhibitions depict the enormous 
value of the people of North Min-
neapolis. JXTA graduates have 
a leg up compared to most art 
students who may receive arts 
instruction without professional 
work experience or business 
skills training. The community 
engagement in JXTA’s curric-

ulum rounds out its confdent 
and proven artists with creative 
problem-solving skills that can 
change the world. 

By investing in young people, 
JXTA challenges the assump-
tion that they can’t impact the 
world. DeAnna compares JXTA’s 
students to the young leaders 
of current and prior civil rights 
movements. The only people 
with the energy, exuberance, 
freedom and optimism to 
change the world are the young, 
she explains. In fact, she believes 
that “nothing really revolutionary 
has ever happened anywhere 
without the participation and 
leadership of young people.” 

Nothing really 
revolutionary has ever 
happened anywhere 
without the participation 
and leadership of 
young people. 

—DEANNA CUMMINGS, Juxtaposition Arts
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