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INNOVATION
The iconic mural created by Sandra Chevrier and Shepard Fairy changes the Austin skyline – it is visible in nearly every skyline photo 
of downtown Austin, and the impact at street level is impressive. 

Four years ago, the Downtown Austin Alliance embarked on a community vision for the future of downtown. The community asked 
for welcoming places – experiences, events and places that are free and accessible to everyone. The Downtown Alliance supports 
downtown’s vitality behind the scenes, through cleaning, safety, advocacy and investment. Out of our community vision grew the 
Downtown Austin Alliance Foundation, an organization founded to support the vision in a more visible way. Through public space 
activations, investments and partnerships, we’re helping the community rethink how public space works for them. 

Austin is known for its creative culture, and while generally music and food are at the forefront, these murals put Austin in a new are-
na for internationally renowned art. To execute Writing on the Walls, new partnerships were formed through the Downtown Alliance 
Foundation that include groups of artists like HOPE Outdoor Gallery, Station 16 Gallery, Giant Noise Public Relations, and more.   

The Foundation also served as a non-profit convener, creating new relationships between artists and hotels/commercial spaces. This 
gave artists a platform and scale that hadn’t been accessible in Austin before, and beautified the city for the entire community. 

Additionally, this project’s impact extended well beyond the boundaries of downtown, including an artists-in-schools program to 
influence and inspire the next generation of artists.

OUTCOME
The Writing on the Walls project resulted in the creation of two murals at different entry points into Downtown Austin, one being 
the largest mural in the city. While the Writing on the Walls event lasted a week, these artist-led designs will live on indefinitely for 
the community to enjoy.   

The project demonstrated that a huge investment is not needed to transform places for people. The cost of producing both murals 
was approximately $175,000. In comparison, the city’s Congress Avenue Urban Design Initiative, ongoing since 2012, will take many 
more years and millions of dollars before transformation is seen by the community.  

Another outcome of this project is the partnerships created between artists and commercial spaces. For years, artists had been 
hoping to paint the Lamar Wall that was painted by Sadé Lawson, but did not know how to gain access. Through this project, the 
Downtown Alliance Foundation opened doors, creating new platforms to bring art to our community.  

While the world is very homogenous in its built environment, we used downtown as a canvas to create unique places. We see peo-
ple of all ages taking photos in front of the mural, connecting to the art as a symbol of strength and empowerment.  

This project benefits the artists, adds value to the properties downtown, creates vibrancy for residents and visitors alike, and 
through programming, the event engaged the community and inspired elementary students. We plan for this week-long series of 
free events to be something our community can enjoy annually.

EXECUTION
The process of creating the mural and event began over two years ago with our team visiting Denver to learn about their Crush 
Walls Urban Art Festival. Our original intent for the project was for it to take place in the historic Red River Cultural District of down-
town Austin. However, that district was tackling other issues and it was not the right timing for this type of investment. Through this 
process, we found the iconic location at The LINE Hotel.  

It took nearly a year to get our partners at The LINE on board.  Once they signed-on in late 2019, they dictated that the event need-
ed to happen the first week of March 2020.  That left us a limited time frame to put together a full week of programming.   
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Yet, even with short lead time, partners were eager to participate. We executed multiple documentary and artist Q&A panels. We 
hosted a dialogue on women’s voting rights in partnership with Rosa Rebellion, including a podcast recording from Rouser TX. Local 
artists taught families the art of graffiti during a farmers market at our downtown park.  And we brought our artists into schools to 
share their stories and mentor, among other programs.

REPRESENTATION
Writing on the Walls was an event that required partnership at all levels. The main partners were the Downtown Alliance Founda-
tion, Station 16 Gallery Curatorial team who engaged the artists, and The LINE Hotel and Gables Residential who provided the 
canvas’ and funding for the murals.  

The mural design was a partnership, with Sandra, the female artist, leading the design and Shepard, the male artist, following and 
contributing what he felt was helpful. It was also important to have a local female artist of color painting at the same time. Shepard 
also encouraged his female colleagues to lead media interviews to gain recognition from the project.   

Most of the week’s programming was executed in partnership with community groups of artists and activists. Boss Babes ATX, a Tex-
as nonprofit that amplifies women and nonbinary creatives, curated a CraftHER market and a day of artist demos.  

Promoting and pitching the project to local and national media stations, blogs, and on-line influencers was a partnership and collab-
oration as well, between several public relations and communication teams to include: ECPR representing the Downtown Alliance, 
Giant Noise PR, Station 16 Gallery’s communication team, M18 Public Relations representing the LINE, and the agents representing 
the artists.

REPLICATION 
This project is very replicable at all different scales, and the partners are critical to success. Without our partners, we could not have 
reached broad new audiences that made the diversity of programming a success. 

We learned in Denver that the project must be intentionally artist first, with the artists driving the inspiration and design of the mu-
rals, events and activations. Since the mural designs were inspired by women’s rights, we engaged the Commission on Women to 
help us meet with other women of color, non-binary artists and others in the art community. We built the project’s steering commit-
tee based on those conversations. 

The project must be an intentional collaboration, and you must be invited to the district.  By not forcing the process on a district 
that wasn’t ready, we arrived at the perfect location for a mural about voting and empowerment. 

To curate a conversation about the nuances of being a woman of color in politics, we partnered with Rosa Rebellion, a platform for 
creative activism by and for women of color, and the Rouser podcast. 

With the right partners, artists with a vision, two walls and paint, this project is replicable anywhere on any budget.

COMPLEXITY/SIMPLICITY
We learned early on that one of the most crucial parts of the process is hardest to come by: a wall to paint. This is a capital expense, 
not a marketing expense, which means approval can be a long process.   

We had the DPR construction team on our committee, which made some complex logistics easier, including permits, harnesses, the 
lift, and time-lapse cameras. Our construction partner was crucial to the success of the project.  

We also learned that some developers would not want to paint a wall that they might want to change or tear down. Now that the 
project has been completed with such success, developers are seeing more value in it.   

Other associations looking to execute a project like this need to get ahead of it. We began research two years in advance and start-
ed talks with The LINE a year in advance. 

This type of event can be complex or simple. It can be a simple solution to elevate a part of town with a wall, an artist group and 
paint. If you’re looking for a community engagement solution, it is a more complex process that includes many partners, sponsors, 
and event planning and logistics support.


