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The State Historic Preservation Office division (SHPO) of the Michigan State Housing 
Development Authority (MSHDA) is charged with identifying historic above-ground and 
archaeological resources and with educating the public about the intrinsic value of those 
resources in community and economic development, quality of life and the preservation of our 
culture. 
 
In 2008 the SHPO realized that mid-century modern buildings were being threatened by under-
appreciation, neglect and demolition. Residential neighborhoods of ranch houses, theaters, 
office buildings and roadside architecture alike are threatened. In addition, museums in Los 
Angeles and elsewhere promoted their own “Modern” history with objects that had been made in 
Michigan! The SHPO embarked on the MICHIGAN MODERN™ project that year to identify mid-
century modern buildings built between 1940 and 1970. The project began with a federal 
Preserve America grant awarded to the SHPO to hire consultants to survey “the first 100” 
modern buildings in Michigan; prepare nominations to the National Register of Historic Places 
for the homes of mid-century Michigan architects; collect oral histories of architects and develop 
a new, more powerful, web site that would attract tourists to Michigan. 
 
Concurrently with the research project, the SHPO began to brand MICHIGAN MODERN, 
developing a logo for use on the web site and publications, and applying for trademark 
registration of the words MICHIGAN MODERN and the logo through the U.S. Patent and 
Trademark Office. 
 
The SHPO reached out to other communities, encouraging them to identify important Modern 
buildings in their own areas. Detroit, Ann Arbor, and East Lansing did so and worked with the 
SHPO to develop tours and tour brochures that have been printed and posted on the 
michiganmodern.org website. In Ann Arbor and East Lansing, the tours focus specifically on 
single-family residences of the mid-century period. Grand Rapids has developed tours of 
residential and downtown commercial and civic buildings. 
 
Research that came out of the project revealed that Michigan was an epicenter of modern 
design, a place where people associated with the automobile industry, the furniture industry, 
and educational institutions like the University of Michigan and Cranbrook Educational 
Community collaborated and shared ideas, resulting in an explosion of innovation and creativity 
during the period. We are comfortable saying: Modernism began in Michigan. In addition, 
research has shown that prior to 1940, Michigan architects were experimenting and influencing 
what became known as Modern architecture. 
 
The underlying goal of MICHIGAN MODERN has been to stake Michigan’s claim as the leader 
in the development of Modern design and to rebrand the state as a design center. Michigan 
suffers from a “rust belt” reputation, but design has been and continues to be a major industry in 
the state.  
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Recognizing that it would take more than press releases to tell the story, seeking the attention of 
major design media – and in order to share the MICHIGAN MODERN story with the public – in 
2013 the SHPO hosted a four-day symposium at Cranbrook and collaborated with Cranbrook 
Art Museum on an exhibition, both entitled MICHIGAN MODERN: Design that Shaped America. 
The symposium featured national experts in design as well as Michigan business leaders as 
presenters. The symposium and exhibition received national media attention from outlets 
including the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, Atlantic Cities, and Old House Journal 
among others. 
 
In 2014 the exhibition moved to the Grand Rapids Art Museum and the SHPO held a three-day 
symposium with Kendall College of Art and Design of Ferris State University, broadening the 
story to focus on the West Michigan furniture and fiberglass boat-building industry. Again the 
intent was to spread the message that Michigan creativity, innovation and ingenuity designed 
America. 
 
Promotional materials incorporated the clean, sleek design elements used in 2013, but 
“modernized” them for 2014. The promotional campaign for the symposium, undertaken by the 
MSHDA communications office, included: (See Attachments) 
 

 a save the date card mailed to architecture and design firms, architecture and design 
educators, museums and distributed at historic preservation events; 

 a brochure for general distribution by museums with collections from the period, 
architecture and design firms and educational institutions; 

 a series of eblasts that touted the latest Michigan Modern news and incorporated 
symposium registration information; 

 a four-color symposium guidebook given to participants, and a set of postcards of 
significant modern buildings. 
 

In addition, MSHDA produced a bookmark and business card to drive exhibition 
attendees to the website. These bookmarks will be available throughout the exhibition 
and will be distributed at historic preservation events throughout 2014 and 2015. 
 
People from throughout the country attended the 2014 symposium, including organizers 
of Palm Springs [California] Modern Week and Miami Modern. They were receptive to 
Michigan’s message and there was discussion about future collaboration. 
 
The Michigan State Historic Preservation Office planned the symposia and exhibitions 
with community partners in the public and private sectors. The project is a conscious 
effort on the state’s part to celebrate Michigan’s mid-century achievements with at least 
three ends in view. 
 
First, the goal is to rebrand Michigan based on its design heritage, which while less 
known than its automotive heritage may be just as influential, and to spread the 
message well beyond Michigan’s borders. 
 
Second, the state wants to create a tourism initiative based on mid-century design. 
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Third, the state wishes to use the glory of the state’s design heritage to attract young, 
creative people. 
 
Summary 
 
The promotional effort for MICHIGAN MODERN: Design that Shaped America was 
accomplished in house and was innovative and replicable no matter what the subject. The cost 
was minimal for such a large project that provided benefits far outweighing those costs. 
Objectives of the project were met by targeting the right audiences, and the fact that the 
exhibition will last through August gives our communications staff plenty of time to emphasize 
our message that Michigan remains innovative and is a place to invest. In addition a new 
partnership with Palm Springs Modern will provide an opportunity to reach an entirely new 
audience. 
 
The State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) is dedicated to fulfilling MSHDA’s goals of 
improving the quality of life in Michigan, creating thriving communities, providing affordable 
housing, stimulating the economy and attracting young talent to communities and downtowns 
across the state. Michigan Modern demonstrates that Michigan’s design glory days are both 
historic and current and will continue into the future. 
 
Please note this website link to learn more: www.michiganmodern.org. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.michiganmodern.org/
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Attachments 
 
 
Attached, in order: 
 

 Save the Date Card 

 Registration Brochure 

 Michigan Modern Ad 

 Post Cards 

 Online Brochure 

 Business Card 

 Bookmark 

 One Example of a Regularly Scheduled E-Blast 
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