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The Wormfarm Institute is exemplary when it comes to groundbreaking work in rural arts 

and culture and rural creative placemaking. This rural arts organization has mobilized the arts as 

a medium to communicate the value of agricultural regions, and to nourish and energize local 

creativity and culture. They are rooted in place and reliant on their surrounding community, 

guided by the convergence of art and agriculture and Joseph Beuys’ theory of social sculpture 

which exemplifies the inherently social and community-centric nature of Wormfarm. 

 

Organizational history 

Founded in 2000 by Jay Salinas and Donna Neuwirth, the Wormfarm began as a CSA 

(Community Supported Agriculture) and an opportunity to share the wealth of art, food and 

farming with other artists. Community Supported Agriculture has become a popular model for 

purchasing “local, seasonal food directly from a farmer” through a certain number of public 

“shares” offered by the farm (http://www.localharvest.org/csa/, May 30, 2016). The Wormfarm 

has always been community oriented, even from an agricultural perspective. Beyond nurturing 

regional arts and culture, they also take pride in advocating and providing opportunities for 

healthy, local food to the community and throughout the region. Eventually the organization was 

incorporated as a nonprofit, and an artist residency developed from a few friends visiting the 

farm into a structured program, essentially formalizing what they had already been doing (Kane-

Grade, 2012).  

Wormfarm’s co-founders transplanted themselves from Chicago to a 40-acre former 

dairy farm five miles outside of Reedsburg, Wisconsin (now a population of 9,000). On a drive 

through the country, they found themselves unexpectedly falling in love with the land, which led 

to the decision of purchasing the farm and learning to grow their own food. Neuwirth and Salinas 
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began their venture with a decidedly urban perspective that evolved as they immersed 

themselves in learning about agriculture in rural Reedsburg. They had looked to Art Farm in 

Nebraska as early inspiration, but at the time didn’t have any models of what they were doing, 

specifically in relation to farming. Everything evolved from an explorative process (D. Neuwirth, 

personal communication, April 19, 2016). 

Neuwirth described the process of experimenting and stumbling with misperceptions 

during that early time. “We brought assumptions with us from elsewhere that led us to try a 

variety of things that didn’t really work here. When we acquired a building downtown we 

became truly invested in this community and were motivated to experiment” (D. Neuwirth, 

personal communication, April 19, 2016). Their commitment to Reedsburg was initiated by the 

purchase of the downtown building, but it developed into a more meaningful relationship to 

place as they established themselves as present and involved fixtures in the community. The 

process of establishing and growing the gallery space demonstrated their experience of “getting 

to know” the local community. It forced them to confront their own assumptions, and actively 

listen and respond. 

The gallery they opened in downtown Reedsburg was, at first, a gallery in the way they 

understood a gallery to be in Chicago. “People didn’t come,” said Neuwirth. She emphasized 

that while it was valuable for them to experiment with the space, when people did respond to 

something versus something else, it was important to then be responsive, and initiate a dialogue. 

The process of stumbling and experimenting was incredibly valuable, and it seems that through 

that process they were able to develop a much better understanding of how to connect with the 

community, as well as establish a presence for themselves in Reedsburg. “I think it’s that 

stumbling, revising and trying again that led to programs that connect, and where our curatorial 
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vision was formed,” Neuwirth explained (D. Neuwirth, personal communication, April 19, 

2016). The process led Neuwirth and Salinas to rethink the idea of a gallery, and they started to 

have fun with it in an effort to make the space more relevant and relatable, in the end 

establishing a more welcome and accessible public space that drew visitors who were no longer 

afraid of the word “gallery.” This responsiveness was essential to integrating the organization 

into the fabric of the community and in making their work more inviting, relevant and relatable. 

Once the Woolen Mill Gallery was established, they became more invested in the future 

of the town, which gave rise to other programs. Presently, the Wormfarm Institute is run by three 

staff, with the artist residency as its foundation and other programs, particularly the nationally 

recognized Fermentation Fest, that have propelled the organization into rapid expansion 

(http://wormfarminstitute.org/). 

 

Philosophy, programming and community engagement 

The Wormfarm Institute is deeply committed to exploring the intersections of art, 

agriculture, and ecology “to rekindle the cultural and enhance the economic possibilities of [the] 

region while celebrating its’ unique natural and human history” (http://wormfarminstitute.org). 

They are dedicated to contributing to regional cultural vibrancy and embrace the idea of the 

“cultureshed,” a term created by co-founder Jay Salinas, that describes:  

1) Geographic region irrigated by streams of local talent and fed by deep pools of human 
and natural history 2) An area nourished by what is cultivated locally. 3) The efforts of 
writers, performers, visual artists, scholars, farmers and chefs who contribute to a vital 
and diverse local culture” (http://wormfarminstitute.org). 

 
This regional “cultureshed,” and the work of Wormfarm, is reflective of local geography 

and culture, responsive to the surrounding community, and anchored in place. The organization’s 

emphasis on “local” is directly related to deeper awareness around environmental stability and 
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sustainable agriculture that is central to their mission. Recent economic changes and 

environmental concerns have renewed interest in local food and agriculture, and fueled 

reconsiderations about importing food and entertainment from elsewhere (Kane-Grade, 2012; 

Worland, 2014). By mobilizing art to direct attention to their surrounding agricultural region and 

advocate for locally produced food they are benefitting local farmers and growers, and 

encouraging pride in local culture. They also play a role in stimulating local cultural 

development by organizing and encouraging vibrant creative and cultural activities, building 

cross-sector partnerships, and engaging local residents and businesses through programming in 

Reedsburg and involvement in the annual Festival. Rather than transplanting ideas from 

elsewhere, their work is a responsive “awakening” of what already exists. It demonstrates and 

accentuates the value and significance of local culture. 

The heart of their work, as described by Neuwirth, “is at that fertile intersection of 

farming and art-making. And what we have done over the years is find different ways to explore 

the richness of the soil at that intersection” (D. Neuwirth, personal communication, April 19, 

2016). Neuwirth explained that artists play a critical role in directing public attention, and when 

the rural is the stage, artists can encourage people to look at land differently, as well as 

reconstruct values connected with local food, the farmer and the farm, and rural culture. By using 

the arts to focus on the positive values and significance of a rural region that is often overlooked, 

especially considering its proximity to three major cities, Wormfarm is helping build a stronger 

and more resilient community in and around Reedsburg. Their work values agricultural regions 

as places essential to the wellbeing of the nation, and places where the arts and creative activity 

can prosper, encouraging other cultural growth. 
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Their website states, “through the vision of artists we explore the timeless connections 

between land and people” (http://wormfarminstitute.org/). Art and culture have always been 

inseparable from agriculture (the word “culture” is derived from Latin cultur that means “to till 

the soil”) until recent decades have immensely altered life in rural communities. The Wormfarm 

is rooted in this timeless tradition of integrating culture and agriculture through a more 

contemporary approach, emphasizing the vitality of these connections to the health of rural 

regions (Worland, 2014).  

The artist residency is the foundational program of the Wormfarm Institute. It acts as a 

creative generator, continually providing fresh perspectives from artists coming from all over the 

country to make work, participate in agricultural processes, and fully inhabit this very specific 

place. The seasonal influx of artists energizes and sustains the spirit of Wormfarm, informing all 

other explorations. There work is a continual reminder of the wonder and value of the place. 

 Wormfarm seeks “artists and writers with an interest in sustainable systems, connection 

to the land, and our place in the natural world,” and “for whom the engagement with a working 

farm is an attractive and alluring prospect” (http://wormfarminstitute.org). The residency season 

operates from May through October, and hosts up to three artists at a time. Residences last from 

two weeks to five months, but a minimum of two months is preferred for the artists to reap the 

most from the time they sow at Wormfarm (http://wormfarminstitute.org). “The more they 

connect to the growing season, the better” (D. Neuwirth, personal communication, April 19, 

2016). Artists are provided the time and space to support their creative advancement and a venue 

to collaborate and share their work, but the residency is not a retreat, and rather an engagement 

in the life of a working farm. Artists live and work at the farm in exchange for contribution of 15 

hours towards farm operations. In this way, artists are provided the opportunity to deeply connect 
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with ideas around sustainable agriculture and rural place, and their work is often reflective of that 

experience.  

The visiting artists are part of a distinct, connective community at the Wormfarm.  They 

often share meals together that generate a unique culinary culture. “There’s a lot of baking, 

fermenting and experimenting, and it’s often difficult to tell where the art begins and the cooking 

ends” (D. Neuwirth, personal communication, April 19, 2016). The inspiration from the land, 

involvement with agriculture, connection with each other, and access to everything in that 

environment provides fodder for creativity unlike any residency in a traditional studio setting. 

Even for artists who may come to do exactly what they planned to do, “the daily stimulus and 

inspiration wiggles its way through the work. We may not know that when they’re here, but we 

may find out years later when a show is mounted or a book is published and there is something 

we recognize. Artists can’t help but respond to their surroundings” (D. Neuwirth, personal 

communication, April 19, 2016). 

Their removed location outside of town means that the residents aren’t particularly 

connected with the Reedsburg community, but there are intersections with downtown businesses, 

weekly trips to town, and relationships developed with certain community members. “There’s 

this wonderful kind of neighborliness, but the program is somewhat isolated in the countryside,” 

Neuwirth explained (D. Neuwirth, personal communication, April 19, 2016). The artists are 

asked to share the results of their creative efforts with the local community through an annual 

exhibition at the downtown gallery each fall, and other collaborations which might include 

“public readings, performances, or artist talks, workshops or classes (for longer residencies), 

possible participation in the [Fermentation Fest] DTour, or other options that may present 

themselves,” according to the residency application. “A large audience is in no way guaranteed, 
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but they have a growing following, and Reedsburg is a great place to experiment” 

(http://wormfarminstitute.org/). For longer residencies, they will help facilitate artists who want 

to do a more community engaged project, if that is within their interest. Other programs have 

evolved from the seasonal infusion of artists, which are much more socially and community 

based.  

“Decomposium” is an “annual, half-day public symposium that explores the creative 

potential of decomposition and renewal through the lens of scientists, musicians, farmers, and 

poets.” It also serves as inspiration for the D-composition project, a concert series that takes 

place each year during the Fermentation Fest, “in which musical composers are commissioned to 

rearrange, remix, or otherwise ‘decompose’ preexisting musical material in their own idiom” 

(http://wormfarminstitute.org). 

Wormfarm is known for its Roadside Culture Stands, artist-built mobile farm stands and 

outreach “vehicles” that vend fresh local produce, books and art. Artists design and build the 

structures, competitively commissioned by Wormfarm, who looks for “artistic excellence in 

design, context, innovation and spirit of community collaboration” in their selections 

(Rolfsmeyer, 2010). The stands come together to create a vibrant marketplace at events, festivals 

and fairs or stand alone in both rural and urban settings, spreading the impact of Fermentation 

Fest throughout the year. They support local agriculture, and serve to remind the public of the 

connection between food and culture, providing nutrients for mind and body, and explore the arts 

as a marketing vehicle for agricultural products. They present a vibrant, fun experience, and thus 

have the potential to engage new consumers to support local food and art, and also attract 

passersby to other cultural attractions where they are situated, therefore mobilizing art to direct 

public attention and associate value.  (Herzog, 2010; Rolfsmeyer, 2010).  
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In rural settings, these structures reinforce the message “Eat the View,” suggesting that 

“to preserve working rural landscapes, we must eat from the food chain that created them” 

(http://wormfarminstitute.org). Urban stands bring a bit of the country into the city, reminding 

residents of the origins of their food, and providing fresh, healthy food to inner-city 

neighborhoods. Barbara Lawton, President of the Wisconsin Arts Board and former Lieutenant 

Governor, said the stands are “the quintessential example of how a work of art can work to 

promote sustainable agriculture, good health, cultural tourism, and animate a regional economy 

all at once” (Herzog, 2010). 

By far the most notable, public, and organic outcome of the Wormfarm’s artist-run 

laboratory is Fermentation Fest—A Live Culture Convergence, an annual celebration and multi-

sensory experience of food, farming, fermentation, and the arts. “It’s a colorful and potent 

mixture of ideas, food, education, entertainment and public art that can’t be neatly boxed” 

(Godfrey, 2015, para. 9). Fermentation Fest features “live culture” in every form “from yogurt to 

dance, and poetry to sauerkraut” encouraging attendees to engage with both culinary and cultural 

fermentation. (http://wormfarminstitute.org). According to Neuwirth, “some people may come 

for the farming and trip over the art, while other people come for the art and trip over the 

farming” (Kane-Grade, 2012, para. 5). It is a connective experience that brings together rural and 

urban, farmers and artists, and people from around the region to the small town of Reedsburg. 

The fall festival brings together thousands of people drawn by curiosity and fascination 

and lured by the land to a social art and cultural experience unique to the region. Through this 

sense of wonder, Wormfarm hopes to encourage the public to pay attention to what is happening 

in rural place at this present moment. “If all those visitors are paying a closer attention to how 



COMMUNITY ARTS CASE STUDY: WORMFARM INSTITUTE 10 
 

food is raised and how that land is used, then we have the beginnings of the ability to create 

thriving regions” (D. Neuwirth, personal communication, April 19, 2016).  

During the festival, a series of fermentation-focused tastings, lectures and hands-on 

workshops are hosted by experts in every area of fermentation, from kimchi and chocolate to 

composting and pickling, all taking place within walking distance of each other in downtown 

Reedsburg (Kane-Grade, 2012). These participatory events highlight local abundance and allow 

participants to share skills and knowledge. 

The process of fermentation is closely associated with Wormfarm’s identity, and is 

particularly relevant in terms of transformation, decomposition, and process; ideas that play out 

in many ways through Fermentation Fest. In speaking about the festival, Neuwirth explains 

“Fermentation is about abundance and transformation. We think of this [project] as a kind of 

social probiotics. If you install artists and art opportunities in a rural landscape, wonderful, good 

bacteria forms” (http://fermentationfest.com/). They act as an “evolving laboratory of the arts 

and ecology,” and like any laboratory, experimentation, exploration, and process are inherent to 

the work. Resulting programs and projects are multidisciplinary and manifest in diverse, 

unexpected and imaginative ways. 

The main event is the Farm/Art DTour, a 50 mile free, interactive and self-guided 

backroads tour, by whatever mode of transportation is preferred, through Sauk County’s farm 

fields, woods, wetlands, and small towns. Pop-up bike shops provide support to those who 

choose to bike for the full sensory experience, and limited edition DTour Passports can be 

purchased for special perks. Temporary art installations, pasture performances, roadside poetry, 

PassWords, Field Notes, Farm Forms, Roadside Culture Stands and more are interspersed along 

the tour, accentuating the landscape. Field Notes, “educational signs made by artists to explain 
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farm-related concepts,” draw attention to the land and related agricultural processes. Pasture 

Performances take place on unconventional outdoor stages featuring music, dance, theatre, yoga 

and other surprises (http://wormfarminstitute.org). Both artists, farmers and visitors share in the 

creative impulse inspired by the land along the DTour. 

Each year, a diverse group of artists and creative teams from across the country are 

commissioned to create site-specific installations that draw upon the landscape and its rich 

cultural and ecological history. Audience interaction ranges from drive-by observation to direct 

engagement. Wormfarm specifically seeks artists “interested in engaging with the agricultural 

landscape, the farmers, landowners and surrounding communities,” and funds projects at a 

$5,000 level and $2,000 level as well as providing an additional travel stipend. Selection criteria 

includes: “artistic excellence, visual impact, community engagement, demonstrated ability to 

realize [large-scale outdoor projects], and feasibility in the context of [the] larger event” 

(http://wormfarminstitute.org). Before developing their full proposal, artists attend a two-day 

orientation in the prior spring to deepen their understanding of the festival and the environment, 

meet with landowners, other artists and organizers, share meals and ideas.  

The artwork is site-responsive to be sure, and many [projects] can be understood as social 
practice…. it’s about the relationship between the artists and the farmer, the farm’s 
history, where the equipment might be borrowed, and its story. Folks from the 
community become involved in exciting, collaborative ways we had never even expected 
(D. Neuwirth, personal communication, April 19, 2016). 
 
Farmers, landowners, community groups, businesses, and students are invited to 

contribute by constructing Farm Forms along the route, emphasizing “large scale, use of natural 

materials, and unique concept” (http://wormfarminstitute.org). Some examples include 

labyrinths, fence weavings, straw bale sculptures, and painted silage bags. The map 

accommodates a limited number of these creative community collaborations, but much like the 
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organic process of their fermented counterparts, new things bubble up that aren’t on the map. 

Called “rogue installations” these creations by local folks who may or may not consider 

themselves artists, supplement the commissioned art installations and Farm Forms in surprising 

and clever ways. 

 

Connections to community arts 

The Wormfarm Institute is exemplary of rural creative placemaking, and what some call 

“agritourism” (Worland, 2014). This locally-based arts organization uses cultural strategies and 

the creative ingenuity of artists for the betterment of community and place. “In contrast to 

placemaking that gentrifies and supports a politics of dis-belonging employed to manufacture a 

place,” as theorized by Bedoya (2013), Wormfarm works to accentuate and build on local culture 

and creativity that does not exclude, but instead supports a healthy, inclusive and conscientious 

community. They nurture environments for cultural and civic belonging by immersing the 

organization as part of the place and community, and through involving and connecting artists, 

farmers, businesses, community groups and other local entities. 

Wormfarm supports local agriculture as well as local arts and culture, and especially 

everything that might emerge from the convergence of the two. The organization is very much 

grounded in place and connected to the people and community within that place. Their work 

reflects community values and they highlight relevant local issues by mobilizing art and artists to 

direct attention and assign value to rural landscape and its related agricultural processes. In this 

way, the arts serve to communicate positive narratives that demonstrate the significance of the 

community and surrounding area, in the end, changing the way people think about the rural 

landscape, both from inside and outside the community. As stated by Borwick (2012), 
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“communities don’t exist to serve the arts; the arts exist to serve communities.” The annual 

Fermentation Fest is especially relevant in this regard. The festival highlights local culture and 

food, and brings people together from both rural and urban cultural geographies, enlivening the 

cultural identity of the Reedsburg area. This celebration of local creativity and abundance invites 

community participation and involvement through the conception of and construction of “Farm 

Forms” along the Farm/Art DTour, and skill sharing and exchange through hands-on 

fermentation focused workshops. The festival itself relies on the connection between art and 

agriculture as a form of cultural tourism that draws upon local assets to encourage investment in 

the community and surrounding area. 

The philosophy and resulting activities of the Wormfarm Institute exemplify several of 

Borrup’s (2006) principles for creative community building: identifying local assets, stimulating 

trade through cultural tourism, creating live/work zones for artists, promoting interaction in 

public space, increasing civic participation through cultural celebrations, and promoting 

stewardship of place. As discussed above, Wormfarm is closely reliant on unique local assets 

such as food and agricultural processes and distinct regional culture. As demonstrated by 

Fermentation Fest, these cultural assets play an important role in community development 

through cultural tourism. The unique and imaginative event supports the local economy and 

brings in new resources to the community.  

Wormfarm has formally established live/work zones for artists through their residency 

program. They support artists to come to Reedsburg, who serve as creative generators for other 

programs as well as creative activity outside the organization. Wormfarm also promotes 

interaction in public space, re-envisioning outdoor environments as an arena for public 

engagement, connection, and conversation. The entire DTour transforms an expansive landscape 
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into a public art space where people engage with art installations, public performances, and other 

shared cultural experiences. Temporary public space is created through the Roadside Culture 

Stands, that when assembled in proximity, create a vibrant marketplace for local culture and 

social gathering. Fermentation Fest increases civic participation through celebration of local 

culture, bringing people together, encouraging community connection and neighborliness, and 

generating local pride, therefore also promoting stewardship of place.  

The organization’s success is reliant on its relationship with community, to the Sauk 

County Arts and Culture Committee, local farmers, artists, and businesses, the Sauk County 

Board, UW Extension office, City of Reedsburg, and Reedsburg Area Chamber of Commerce 

(http://wormfarminstitute.org). Wormfarm is inherently social in many ways, through 

community-based involvement, collaborations, and partnerships, its efforts in cultivating a kind 

of neighborliness with its surrounding community, and its relationship to theories of social 

sculpture. It is inclusive, involved and participatory, especially through its more outward focused 

programs and projects such as the festival and farm stands. Wormfarm also works to bring 

together people with different values, particularly rural and urban, helping to create better 

neighbors across broader geographies as well as locally.  

The way that Wormform has developed their audience is significant in terms of how it 

originated from an explorative process of stumbling and trying new approaches. Through a 

process of experimenting, observing, and responding, Wormfarm’s founders were able to gain a 

better understanding of their audience. The philosophy of Wormfarm, and also the organization 

itself, is very much rooted to place and responsive to the environment in which it is situated. This 

responsiveness and awareness allows it to continually adapt and remain relevant. The fact that 

they are so community based and socially connective also assists with this effort. As Walker-
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Kuhne (2005) discussed, it’s not “if you build it, they will come, but rather if you build bridges, 

they will come.” The Wormfarm succeeds at creating experiences that connect with its audiences 

through relation to local landscape and culture, reliance on local assets, and creating inviting 

pathways for engagement and deeper participation. They also incorporate local aesthetics and 

interests to increase familiarity and invite audiences who might otherwise not be interested. A 

good example of this was an early exhibition in the gallery that incorporated a local taxidermy 

collection. While it was an unusual exhibit, it attracted an entirely different audience, many of 

whom had personal connections to the individual whose collection was featured.  

An essential aspect of audience development is creating points of entry, and meeting 

people where they are, rather than expecting them to make the journey themselves (Walker-

Kuhne, 2005). This begins with piquing interest and curiosity, and then engagement, eventually 

cultivating a more meaningful and lasting connection, all things that Wormfarm regularly 

practices. The Wormfarm Institute embraces curiosity, wonder, and imagination as a means to 

attract attention and as a lens through which to look at a subject in a different way. Employing 

the arts in ways that are fun, engaging, and imaginative opens the door to those who may not 

connect with art in a traditional way. It creates a more welcoming and accessible point of entry. 

Walker-Kuhne (2005) also emphasizes creating both personal and institutional relationships. She 

uses the term “soft power” in reference to these relationships, which must be organic, loyal, 

genuine, and trusting. Wormfarm is connected to place and community in many ways. Its 

founders are invested in and have personal relationships within the community, and the visiting 

artists also develop connections within the town of Reedsburg. The 40-acre farm is firmly rooted 

in the local landscape, and the organizational entity provides a source of local food but also 

enriches the arts and culture of the region. 
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They also build relationships with different kinds of communities. Obviously there is a 

community of place in the town of Reedsburg and among the surrounding region and the many 

other farms. They connect with both rural and urban communities, sometimes actually 

transporting the Roadside Culture Stands, constructed on flatbed trailers, into urban 

environments to provide access in “food deserts.” They also are connected to communities of 

interest around farming and agriculture, local food, sustainability, and land-use, themes that run 

throughout the majority of their projects and programs. Lastly, the Wormfarm also establishes 

temporary community dependent on the presence of people, such as the communal group of 

resident artists that inhabits the farm during the growing season, or the much larger network of 

people who come to Reedsburg during the week-long Fermentation Fest. They even have ability 

to initiate “pop-up” communities of food and art wherever they might decide to install the 

miniature marketplace of Roadside Culture Stands.  

By continually connecting art, culture, and agriculture in different ways throughout all 

their projects and programs, Wormfarm reinforces the idea that art is inseparable from everyday 

life. It manifests through the social convergence of farming and art-making at the residency, is 

displayed alongside local goods and produce through nomadic culture stands, bubbles up as 

“rogue installations” and “farm forms” on the tour, and is integrated into culture and agriculture.  

The work that Wormfarm is doing in Reedsburg, Wisconsin has demonstrated benefits 

related to economic, social, and cultural development. More than that, the organization has 

rooted itself as an essential fixture of the local landscape, committed to the wellbeing of its 

surrounding community. Wormfarm is mobilizing artists to explore the intersections of art, 

culture and agriculture, and employs explorative processes to evoke imagination and curiosity. 
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They invite both urban and rural people to reconsider the rural landscape and its related issues 

and agricultural processes within a “laboratory” of creative and cultural experimentation. 
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