














orange paint: There is not a single occupied house in
any direction.

Of course, not everyone has embraced this urban art
movement. The Heidelberg Project’s Whit eld acknowledges
that they haven't always been welcomed by Detroiters. “Our
twenty-year history has been turbulent,” she acknowledges.
“There are people who say, ‘Well, | wouldn’t want this in my
community.” | always tell them that's because they don’t need
it in their community.” She points out that people from the
neighborhood have found ways to bene t from the project,
selling bottled water to tourists or sending their children
to Heidelberg Project—funded art programs. Also, the art
has helped to reduce crime. “These houses that Tyree has
transformed used to be magnets for drugs, for prostitution, for
crime. You won't really nd that there anymore.”

Other artists have taken an aggressive approach to
community relations. Mitch Cope and Gina Reichert, a
husband-and-wife team that owns a retail space/gallery
in the Hamtramck neighborhood, recently purchased a
residence for $1,900. They plan to convert it into an o -the-
grid “Powerhouse” covered in solar panels and running direct
current into other houses on the street free of charge. “We've
worked hard to educate the community about what we're
doing,” Cope says. For instance, inviting local children to paint
the exterior of the building, sharing vegetables from their
garden, taking the time to give tours when neighbors ask them
what they're up to.

It's been working. “A month or so ago we had these guys try

\

THESE HOUSES USED
TO BE MAGNETS
.EOR CR ME.NO LONGER.

to break into the Powerhouse,”
Cope says, marveling at the
response. “It's kind of amazing
when the neighbors will go out in
the street with baseball bats on
your behalf.”
On my last night in Detroit,
Object Orange’s Greg takes me out
to a gallery opening in a converted
airplane factory called The Russell
Industrial Center. The opening
seems sparsely attended, but that
might be because the space itself
is massive, a two-million-square-
foot hive of galleries, artists’ work
spaces, recording studios and
‘ boulevard-size hallways that seem
° to go on forever.
“The crazy thing is that there are
bunches of other factory buildings
like this in the area that are just sitting empty,” Greg says.

On the way home, he points out a lone house in the middle
of a eld of vacant lots. “A group of architecture students built
that for practice,” he explains. “They bought the land from a
strip-club owner for $500 and two go-go dancer cages.” | turn
back to watch the house recede into the night. Soon it is lost
in a sea of urban pastureland—a space that’s just a mile away
from a massive shopping and o ce complex called the GM
Renaissance Center—where people have reported seeing deer
and pheasant.

Later, Brumit stands in his wrecked attic clearing out
chunks of drywall and prying out the old oorboards. His
family is in Chicago, waiting for him to nish the renovation.
Meanwhile, though, he’s consumed with his vision for a
new life in Detroit. “I want to stage a show at Mitch and
Gina’s Powerhouse,” he says, “where, instead of a PA system,
everybody brings radios tuned to the right frequency and that
will be the ampli er system for the event.” He smiles.

Rain begins to fall. Though Brumit has covered the hole
in the roof with clear corrugated plastic, a curtain of water
cascades along its edge and into the house. Brumit looks up at
it and scratches his neck.

“I've got to x up this place, but I've also got to learn to
weave for a class I'm team-teaching this fall and commute
back to Chicago, because, oh yeah, my wife is having a baby!
People ask me how any of this makes sense. Well, it doesn't. It
just feels right.”

He shrugs, ignoring the rain, and gets back to work. “What
can | say? Being an artist
is...well, it's a messy
business.” W
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