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Franklin Arts Center, Brainerd
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Historic Junior High becomes a Haven for Artists
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
FRANKLIN ARTS CENTER
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 13,000

The town of Brainerd originally sprung up when Great
Northern Railway picked a rugged spot to build a bridge
across the Mississippi River in the 1800s. The town grew from
that decision into a city that has become a gateway to the
Central Lakes district of Minnesota.

TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION: Former
junior high school
UNITS: 25 live/work units
TARGET POPULATIONS: Low-income artists
TIME FRAME: 2004–2008
INITIAL COSTS: $8.4 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: Artspace, Blandin
Foundation, Brainerd Lakes Area Development
Corporation, Brainerd Public Schools, City of
Brainerd, Crow Wing County, Greater Minnesota
Housing Fund, Miller Dunwiddie Architects,
Minnesota Department of Employment &
Economic Development, National Equity Fund,
National Park Service/Minnesota State Historic
Preservation Office, U.S. Bancorp
KEY STRATEGIES: Mixed-use, historic
preservation, adaptive reuse, organizing artists

Franklin Junior High School is a V-shaped, 146,000 square
foot building located on a steep bank near downtown
Brainerd that educated children from the 1930s until the
2000s. The city’s school district decided at that time that
the building had become too outdated and too expensive to
attempt to remodel.

THE STRATEGY
The school district’s community education director formed a
citizens committee and held a series of brainstorming sessions
and planning meetings. Consensus grew around the concept
of turning the building into an arts center.
The school district and citizens committee knew little about
arts housing, so it turned to Minneapolis-based Artspace, the
nation’s leading developer of housing for the arts. Artspace
has completed more than 50 projects around the country,
including several in smaller cities such as the Kaddatz Artist
Lofts in Fergus Falls (see p. 48).
Greg Handberg, senior vice president of properties at
Artspace, said the organization needed about $750,000 to
plan a restoration of the building. “We don’t bring a bank
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account to the table but we do help communities, sharing
in the responsibility to raise money,” he says. Blandin
Foundation, the school district, and other funders stepped up
to pay for the initial planning stage.
One of the first steps was to survey the local creative
community to determine if there was sufficient interest in
artist housing and in the concept of having a retail section in
the old school. While Artspace found it challenging to locate
artists dispersed in a large geographic area the results revealed
support and interest for arts housing, Handberg says.
Money was raised from nine funders while other
organizations stepped forward to finance the project. Miller
Dunwiddie Architecture signed on to design studios, space
for arts organizations, and 25 live/work apartments for artists
in former classrooms. The school district continues to operate
the gym and auditorium, a 36,000 square foot space, making
it available for community events.
In 2008 the Franklin Junior High School re-opened as the
Franklin Arts Center.

One downside of the Franklin Arts Center is its location
across busy Highway 210 from downtown Brainerd. The
highway is a barrier to connecting to downtown and making
linkages to the city’s nascent retail and restaurant scene. And
the arts center has not enlivened its surroundings much
because it is not in a retail area or on a downtown street,
Handberg noted.
The somewhat isolated site in a residential neighborhood has
put a damper on the developmental synergy Artspace typically
sees in other developments, including the art center it created
in Fergus Falls.
Still, the project remains an asset to both the artistic
community and the school district, a historic reminder of the
importance of education and the arts in Brainerd.

LESSONS LEARNED
Community input is a lever. Without the initial push
of the school district’s progressive vision of collecting

THE RESULTS

community input the Franklin Arts Center would never
have happened.

The question of whether there were enough artists and arts
organizations to fill the space was soon answered. All 37,775
square feet of artist studios and commercial space filled prior
to the building’s opening with arts organizations, artisans,
arts-friendly organizations, and creative businesses. The rest
of the building consists of the live/work studio spaces that
quickly leased.

Planning grants help. Even small cities have access

“I think that for a town the size of Brainerd to have a resource
like this is pretty amazing,” says Lisa Jordan, executive director
of Crossing Arts Alliance. “That a building would be devoted
to the arts in a city of 13,000 is a stretch in most places.”

living and working in them. Old schools can easily find

Visual artist Marty Nelson has lived in the Franklin Arts
Center for years. “I’ve made friends with other artists and
done some projects with them,” he says. “I’ve been in charge
of the resident art gallery and we’ve brought artists in from
the Twin Cities and from around the country. It strengthens
our community by bringing in artists from elsewhere.”

to foundation money and development expertise that
can pay for national experts such as Artspace to lend
financial, management, and marketing expertise, says
Handberg.
Artists are catalysts. Artists can help revitalize
communities by saving old buildings and committing to
new uses vital to communities.
Perseverance matters. “The final thing I would say about
this project, and projects like it, is that they take a lot of
time and patience,” says Handberg. “They’re not easy
but there’s a real sense of accomplishment when they’re
completed.”
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