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Heritage-Based Public Art

A design guide for connecting public art to local history and community
identity

Who Should Use This Guide
This guide is designed for:

Local artists developing public art proposals for municipal projects
Volunteer art advisory committees reviewing project applications
Historical societies and heritage organizations proposing
commemorative art

Municipal managers seeking to connect public art to community
priorities

Teachers and youth leaders planning student art projects with heritage
themes

What Is Heritage-Based Public Art?

Heritage-based public art tells the stories of a place and its people. It draws on:

Local history — founding stories, significant events, notable residents
Agricultural heritage — farming traditions, crops, livestock, rural life
Manufacturing traditions — industries that shaped the community,
craftsmanship, innovation

Cultural practices — festivals, foodways, music, folk arts, religious
traditions

Natural environment — landscapes, waterways, wildlife, geology
Community identity — shared values, neighborhood character, what
makes this place "home"
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Finding Your Community's Stories

Before designing any heritage-based artwork, invest time in research and
community listening. The best projects emerge from authentic local stories, not
assumptions about what a community should celebrate.

Research Sources

Source

Local Historical Society

Municipal Archives

Local Library

Long-time Residents

Local Businesses

Churches & Faith

Communities

Schools

Agricultural Extension

Questions to Ask

What You Can Learn

Founding stories, notable figures, historic photographs,
oral histories, artifacts

Historic maps, old photographs, council minutes,
planning documents

Local history collections, newspaper archives, genealogy
resources

Living memory, personal stories, "the way things used to
be," family traditions

Industry history, craftsmanship traditions, economic
evolution

Immigrant histories, cultural traditions, community
gathering stories

Community identity, youth perspectives, what students
learn about their town

Farming history, crop traditions, agricultural innovations

When interviewing community members or researching local history, consider

these questions:

1. What is this place known for? What would a visitor remember?
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What industries or trades shaped this community?

Who were the people who built this place? Where did they come from?
What stories do families pass down from generation to generation?
What do residents feel proud of? What do they wish more people knew?
What traditions or celebrations are unique to this community?

What has changed in living memory? What has stayed the same?

Are there untold or underrepresented stories that deserve recognition?
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Heritage Theme Categories

The following categories can help organize your research and identify potential
project themes. Most successful heritage projects draw from multiple
categories.

Agricultural Heritage

Pennsylvania's farming traditions offer rich material for public art. Consider:

* Historic crops and livestock breeds specific to your area
* Farm equipment, barns, and agricultural architecture

» Seasonal cycles and harvest traditions

» Farmers' markets and agricultural fairs

* The evolution from family farms to modern agriculture

Project Example: A series of painted utility boxes showing heirloom apple
varieties grown in the region, with QR codes linking to local orchards.

Manufacturing & Industry

York County's industrial history provides powerful imagery and stories.
Consider:

* Mills, factories, and workshops that employed local residents
* Tools, machinery, and products made locally

» Skilled trades and craftsmanship traditions

* Workers and labor history

* Adaptive reuse of industrial buildings and sites

Project Example: A metal sculpture by a local artist using "found metal"
(salvaged industrial materials) shaped into forms that reference the
community's manufacturing past.

Community & Cultural Traditions

The ways people gather, celebrate, and care for one another define community
identity. Consider:

* Annual festivals, fairs, and community celebrations

* Immigrant and ethnic heritage (German, Scots-Irish, African American,
Latino, etc.)

* Religious and spiritual traditions

e Music, dance, and folk arts

* Foodways and culinary traditions

* Volunteer organizations and civic life

Project Example: A mosaic created with community members, each
contributing tiles that represent their family's heritage or traditions.
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Natural Environment

The land itself shapes community identity. Consider:

¢ Rivers, creeks, and watersheds

* Native plants, trees, and wildlife

* Geology and landforms

» Seasonal changes unique to the region

* Environmental conservation and stewardship

Project Example: Sculptural trail markers along a creek path featuring native
fish and bird species, created with input from local naturalists.

The Power of Community Participation

The process of creating public art can be as valuable as the finished artwork.
When community members—especially youth—contribute to making a piece,
they develop lasting pride and connection to it. This investment translates into
natural advocacy and stewardship.

Participation Models

Community Input  Residents share stories, vote on Complex projects requiring
themes, or provide feedback on professional execution;

designs. Artist creates final large-scale murals; sculpture
work.
Collaborative Artist leads design; community Mosaics; community murals;
Creation members contribute elements youth projects; school

(tiles, painted sections, etc.) partnerships

Artist-Led Artist teaches techniques; Events; festivals; multi-day
Workshops participants create their own community programs
pieces that become part of
larger installation

Oral History Artist collects stories from Heritage commemorations;
Integration residents; visual art neighborhood identity projects;
incorporates or responds to  memorial art
those narratives

Integrating with Existing Systems

Heritage-based public art works best when it connects to other community
assets and systems. Look for opportunities to integrate art with:
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Parks and Trails

Trail markers and wayfinding that incorporate local history
Interpretive signage with artistic elements

Sculptural benches or gathering spaces with heritage themes
Nature-based art that highlights local ecology

Historic Signage Systems

Coordinate with Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission
(PHMC) marker program

Create complementary artistic elements near existing historical markers
Develop walking tours that connect historical and artistic sites

Use QR codes to link physical art to digital history resources

Downtowns

Connect art installations to local businesses with heritage ties
Use vacant storefronts for temporary heritage exhibitions

Schools and Youth Programs

Partner with schools for student research on local history

Create curriculum connections between art projects and social studies
Involve students in design, creation, or dedication ceremonies

Use public art as a teaching tool for local heritage
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