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THE PROJECT

For nearly two decades the Dabls’ MBAD African Bead
Museum has served as a cultural diamond in the City of
Detroit, providing a year-round outdoor and indoor
exhibition of African artwork, history, and material
culture. Led by curator and artist, Olayami Dabls, the
MBAD African Bead Museum was developed on a
blighted and scrap-filled piece of land, transforming the
space and its adjacent historic rowhouses into an
outdoor public art installation and bead museum.

The organizers of the museum planned to expand their
impact and renovate the decaying rowhouses into an
immersive public gathering space while providing a
space for free rotating exhibitions of African material
culture. They worked with Allied Media Projects, LOHA
Architects, and Brown Schroeder & Co., to come up with
a plan for the renovation of the rowhouses that would
include exhibition space, a community kitchen, outdoor
courtyard, and archival and residency space for public
gatherings and events.

At the end of 2017, the Dabls’ MBAD African Bead
Museum launched this effort through the Michigan
Economic Development Corporation’s (MEDC) Public
Spaces, Community Places crowdgranting program to
transform the decrepit rowhouses into an accessible
public gathering space.

“For the first time in 17 years we will
have a space where we can engage
the community through storytelling
programs, and also make that space
available to the people who need a
gathering space. With this new
space we can have short run
exhibitions, plan workshops for the
community, and engage the local
community. This adds a whole new
dimension to our plans for the
future.”

Olayami Dabls, Curator and Artist
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After successfully crowdfunding over 23% above their $50,000 goal, they secured the matching funds from the
MEDC and were able to start construction and expansion. The museum and its partners were able to create a
gathering and exhibition space for year-round programming in one of their rowhouses, as well as create an outdoor
gathering space in between the corner building and the bead museum that will be used as spill out space for events
and small outdoor exhibitions. The restoration effort has transformed a derelict, underutilized storage space into a
600 sq. ft. light-filled gallery and community gathering space. The new additions will allow public access to free
rotating exhibitions of African material culture from Dabls' extensive collection of beads and artifacts, as well as
works by artists and collaborators from Detroit and beyond. The renovation additionally provides a much-needed
public restroom for the Bead Museum, as well as new windows, heating, and electrical systems.
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