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Detroit's Homemade Makeover

With Culture Lab Detroit, Jane Schulak has sparkeda

dialogue between visiting luminaries and local tal&s in

search of creative ways to revitalize the urban
environment
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ON A SLUSHY SPRING morning, Jane Schulak drove through the streeletbit in her
black Ford SUV, the renowned French botaRistrick Blanc in the passenger seat. Schulak,
55 and the founder of a design-advocacy groupa&ldture Lab Detroit, was giving her
visitor an inside look at the city, from the rumisthe 3.5 million-square-foot Packard plant to
Belle Isle Park (home to an abandoned satellitbt@Detroit Zoo) and the Dequindre Cut (a
reclaimed railroad track near the downtown watatftbat’'s been converted into a
greenway). “Patrick went crazy for the Cut,” Sclusays. “He was studying the street murals
and stuffing native plants into his pockets.”

Though not what most people might take away frdirsawisit to Motor City, the botanical
keepsakes were emblematic of the intimate conne&ahulak brokers between Detroit and
her constant stream of guests, an internationahtglool that's includedhef and food
activist Alice Waters artist Theaster Gateschitect David Adjayand designers Humberto
and Fernando Campana. Schulak has lured them @dirtwipate in her homegrown
nonprofit, which has established itself as a crhedibr positive change in a city that's waited
too long for a taste of it.

Culture Lab Detroit, now in its third year, is @drpublic platform for discussion between
local designers, entrepreneurs and city officiald &chulak’s handpicked recruits, all in
service of finding ways that visual culture cankkstart collaboration and regeneration across
the urban landscape. Organized around an annufdreoce, Culture Lab Detroit has grown
to include public art projects, tours, dinners,ibittons and, new this year, a pop-up shop for
specially commissioned made-in-Detroit objectsntdung October 29 in collaboration with
Nora, a local design shop in the Midtown distridong with a handful of other local arts
groups, the start-up is learning from what artidtvasts have been doing in the city for
decades—and, by taking it a few steps further,rspmmnovative solutions to problems often
labeled intractable.

In September, Blanc was invited back to Detrojbto Waters Japanese architect Sou
Fujimoto, urban-farming pioneer Will Allen and landscapsigeer Walter Hood at Culture




Lab’s third public symposium, titled “Green Spaceg-tepic of vital interest in a city whose
population has tumbled nearly 60 percent sincertiok1950s (the 2014 census counted
680,250 residents). With the clearing of abandarwedmercial lots and burned-out houses,
parts of Detroit resemble backcountry Michigan ntban they do an urban center in distress.
But a lack of viable public transportation has adrmgreen spaces into no man’s lands; swaths
of the 139-square-mile city have been cut off flo@sic services. Panelists debated how the
patchwork landscape might be repurposed, in pabudlging on community efforts already
underway in Brightmoor and other formerly blighteeighborhoods, where cooperative
gardens have sprung up to help feed local families.

“There is so much to be learned about how to desigity so that nature is predominant and
accessible,” Waters says. “Parks can become dditdiscapes. A lot of this comes from city
planning with a big mission. It puts everythingeeisto perspective, and | think that's what
Detroit is attempting to do.” Waters knows Detrogll—her sister lived here for many
years—and when Schulak contacted her she was &ageurn. “I love projects that bring
people together from different disciplines—peopleovhave been thinking about the same
thing in unconventional ways,” she says. “Things\ary bad, but that isn’t a bad place to
start real change. I'm most creative when | doaéanything around to cook with. That's
when | become ingenious. And thrifty.”

During last month’s event, Schulak spent time Withters and other participants in
Brightmoor, introducing them to local organizerartmf the investment she makes to ensure
that outsiders learn from Detroit as much as tleetgaching. When the ideas go both ways,
she’s found, connections lead to tangible resGltscago artist Theaster Gates, whose
projects in gutted urban areas cross over into conitynactivism, is hatching a Detroit
initiative after his appearance at Culture Lab’§28ymposium. And Brazilian designers
Humberto and Fernando Campana, who shared thewitig&ates last year, have been
commissioned by the Detroit Riverfront Conservatwcgesign a solar-powered light
sculpture for the waterfront park and Dequindre, Gat to debut in 2016.

“The streetlight idea was first to help people fesfie and secure,” says Humberto Campana,
whose S&o Paulo studio views design as socialipeatThen it became our way to help
people connect. Each lamp is attached to a cirtadach, to encourage people to be in the
city, to use the city. The communities have alrgathyed themselves to reconstruct Detroit,
without the government coming in. We are learnmagr this. It could happen in Sao Paulo,
too.”

“The Campana brothers didn’t want to make thehgpe at first, but they came,” says
Schulak, who spends months researching potentiatipants before making invitations.
“And after their first day, Humberto said to meddn’t want to be anywhere but here.” They
are full of ideas for Detroit.”

‘There is so much to be learned about how to desigity so that nature is predominant and
accessible.’

—Alice Waters

Schulak is an unlikely activist. A Detroit nativecha committed arts patron, she has a
background as a design curator, including a longtassociation with the Musée des Arts
Décoratifs in Paris, where she puts together sHmws the museum'’s historic collection. In



Detroit she saw an opportunity to approach theastyanother piece of history in need of
rethinking. Her first ideas were “very TED-like ha says—"that’s what | knew.” But local
contacts challenged her to go deeper, and Schptak a year getting to know the city, its
grass-roots organizers and creative pioneers. Aéeeloping her ideas with the Kresge
Foundation and other potential supporters, in 281Bartnership with Detroit’s College for
Creative Studies and the Detroit Creative Corridenter, she launched Culture Lab. A
national grant from the Knight Foundation has gitaen latitude to expand.

Community engagement tops her list of prioritiésyiks in large part to Gates, she says.
“Theaster showed me how he accomplishes what he-dbaving a program feel like it
belongs in the place, and to the people who anegithere, within the neighborhoods,” she
says. “That’s essential for Detroit.”

Playing matchmaker between Detroit and the redtefvorld is a heady concept (designers
Paola Navone, David Stark, Kelly Behun, Sebastiaaztriz and the Campana brothers have
all been asked to collaborate with local makerpmaucts for the pop-up venture), but
Schulak sees it more as channeling an unstoppaileof local talent. Not that she’s thinking
small: Los Angeles—based artist Mark Bradford Heesady R.S.V.P.’d for the 2016
symposium, and Schulak is working on new publicgtie partnerships. “There is a
remarkable legacy of making in this town,” she sél§sised to happen in a grand building or
on a production line, and now it's happening in¢bener of an old warehouse. But the
guality is the same. Detroit has always been a tofrquality.”



