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Photos, documents and video.
Video available on Vimeo:
https://vimeo.com/148846700

Photos and documents of the origin site of the
1967 Great Rebellion aka 12th Street Riots, at Clairmount Ave. and 12th Street, Detroit. (Shown in
different constellations at the 1st Bergen Assembly
Triennial and at Kunsthalle Exnergasse, Vienna.)
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About the first iteration of the work at Bergen Assembly:

Monument to Rebellion (2007–13) by Aeron Bergman and
Alejandra Salinas... an array of found documents and objects spread out on three tables, diagramming the real-life
case of a Detroit public art work made by Jack Ward during
the time of the Detroit riots of 1967, which includes a letter
from the artist himself disputing the non-commonplace
public association of his sculpture with the riots. The dyslexic Ward spells Detroit as ‘Detriot’ throughout, in a way
that achingly symbolizes the very real mix-up of fictional
and collective memories – and that works of art, unlike
science fair projects, gain meaning only by being framed
(and taken up by) real, socio-historical discourses.

-Pablo Larios, Frieze Magazine Issue 159

Monument to Rebellion (2007-2015)
Monument to Rebellion is a project in progress. Iterations
have been shown at the Bergen Assembly Triennial in
Norway and Kunsthall Exnergasse in Vienna. The photos
document ongoing community interventions of a monumental ironwork sculpture made by Jack Ward in 1974.
The sculpture sits in Gordon Park, at the corner of 12th
and Clairmount Streets, the site of an important historical
event in civil rights history called the 1967 Detroit Rebellion, also known as the 12th Street Riot.

A Monument?
The sculpture is locally known as a commemorative monument, however there is no historic plaque or other information on or near the site. We contacted city officials
to find out more about the monument, but no one we
reached knew or could find documentation on it. The site,
now a park, is in an historic neighborhood, a former center of Black life and commerce in the city. One of the most
deadly and destructive episodes in U.S. history began at

this site at 3.45am on July 23, 1967. Detroit police officers
raided an unlicensed weekend drinking club in a 2nd floor
office of the United Community League for Civic Action.
The building, and much of the surrounding area, was
burned flat during the 5-day civil disturbances that followed. A commission formed by President Lyndon Johnson found and recorded deeper causes of the rebellion:
police brutality, segregation, unemployment and racism.
A book-length report published in 1968 called “The Kerner
Report”, commissioned by President Johnson concluded
that the nation was “moving toward two societies, one
black, one white—separate and unequal.”

Information?
Considering the gravity of the site, it was very strange that
more information was not available. The monument itself
was mute. The artist’s signature was etched into the foot
of the sculpture, but there is not even a title explaining
what this geometric abstraction could be about. We decided to contact the artist and ask him directly. His email
reply was quick. Through its dyslexic form, (beautiful in its

use of stressed but understandable language), we gathered that Mr. Ward had simply received a commission by
the city in 1974 as part of a program to fill city parks with
sculpture. He was not aware of where the work was to be
placed, or the significance of the site until long after it was
installed. Ward made a generic abstract sculpture for what
he thought was a nondescript park.
By phone, Mr. Ward told us that abstraction was
popular at the time, and so in an effort to win over the
commission, he opted for a geometric form that appeared
to be “universal”. The sculpture was originally called simply Untitled. To his credit, Mr. Ward renamed his sculpture
(on his website portfolio) to Detroit 1967 after he found out
the significance of the site, he told us, “sometime in the
1990’s.”
When we shared what we learned in conversation
with Mr. Ward with local writers and activists they were
surprised. The monument had for so long been assumed
to memorialize the 1967 Detroit Rebellion.

Community Embrace
Around 2004 locals began to paint and decorate the monument, without knowledge of the artist Jack Ward or his
city commission. First it was painted purple, then red. Mirrors were glued onto its surface, and decorative zig-zags
drawn on with paint markers. Then it was stripped clean
and painted over in white. Local community and student
groups had taken over maintenance of the entire park,
filling in open holes, replacing broken benches, and cutting back weeds, because the municipal government was
unable to allocate funds. We returned year after year to
re-photograph the evolution of the monument. However,
in 2015 we noticed that it had been neglected for several
years. Youthville Detroit, the youth center that had been
the latest extra-governmental organization to care for the
site, had closed down amidst the ongoing financial stress
in the city. It is important to note that the monument was
not getting tagged or used as a graffiti spot like nearby
vacant buildings.

Aesthetics as a cover-up
The city opted to install a generic, abstract art form rather
than address race and racism directly. The monument’s
obscurantism, and appeal to universality reveals the position of Detroit’s political leaders. However, for a time at
least, the community response demonstrates that art can
be reclaimed if there is will to self-empower.

Next Stages
We contacted a local politician who volunteers at a
non-profit community education center on Detroit’s east
side to see if she was aware of the park and its anti-monument. We showed her our photographs and discussed
what we knew about the site. She had not been aware of it,
but was eager to have members of her organization take
over maintenance of the park. She was particularly interested to have kids continue to repaint and redecorate the
monument. Jack Ward told us that he is happy to hear that
Detroiters had taken it over like this.

The next logical step is to make this the official, historic monument and mount a plaque onsite. We are taking
it through official channels, step-by-step, but the process
may not be successful. We may eventually show-up unannounced with a bucket of cement to install an unofficial
plaque ourselves.

Dutch Wax Print Fabric
We happened upon a fabric that had a printed geometric
shape resembling Mr. Ward’s sculpture even in the color
purple used. For those of you who do not know the history
of the fabric, the Dutch learned this technique during colonial times in Indonesia, although it could have originated
in China or India, and they brought it back to Holland to
automate it. Dutch fabric manufacturers found that markets in West Africa loved the colorful fabric, and they sold
great quantities there. The fabric eventually became “local” when the Dutch incorporated important symbols and
colors from each region. Hans Ouwendijk, chief executive
of Vlisco Group fabric producers, is quoted in the New York

Times: “What surprised me most when I first started working for Vlisco was that the African consumers really feel
like they own our brand, not the other way around. And it’s
how they perceive their products that counts.”
The part that really had us hooked was this: “the
company (Vlisco)has identified what it calls geographic ‘taste clusters,’ city, country or regional markets that
share preferences, and is planning to develop products for
them.”

(http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/15/fashion/15i-

ht-ffabric15.html?_r=0)

Video
The video was made by a producing a simple, spinning
3D model of the monument. The surface of the monument
refracts a floating image of deep space. “Universal”

Conclusion
There is no conclusion.

