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The Mobile Homestead under construction, on November 8 (top) and December 6, 2012.

Former Kelley Family Residence, Westland, Michigan. 
from the Mike Kelley series Photo Show Portrays the Familiar, 2001. 
Photograph copyright Mike Kelley. Courtesy Mike Kelley Foundation for the Arts



MOBILE HOMESTEAD is a public sculpture conceived specifi-
cally for the Detroit area by artist Mike Kelley. Kelley initially de-
veloped the project in response to an invitation from Artangel, 
a London-based arts organization that commissions and pro-
duces site-specific projects. Kelley suggested a long-term proj-
ect in Detroit, the city in which the artist was born and spent his 
formative years before settling in Los Angeles in the mid-1970s. 
In 2009, discussions with MOCAD led to the decision to site the 
project on a then-empty lot on Canfield Street.

Mobile Homestead is a full-scale replica of the single-story 
ranch-style house in which Kelley grew up, located in the Detroit 
suburb of Westland. Replicating the artist’s original family house, 
the new “homestead” was conceived by the artist as a place to 
house a variety of community activities including a community 
gallery. Kelley, who died in Los Angeles in 2012, was determined 
that Mobile Homestead be relevant to the cultural interests of the 
local communities.

In that spirit, the structure has been designed with a removable 
facade mounted on a chassis. It is “street legal” and close in 
size to a conventional mobile home, and can be driven around 
the city and its environs, offering public services on its travels. 
Based at the Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit, the com-
munity team will coordinate programs both for the fixed public 
spaces of the homestead and for the itinerant mobile home.

Beneath the public rooms on the ground floor of the homestead, 
a complex basement area has been built that mirrors the floor 
plan of the original Kelley family home. The individual rooms, 
however, may not be entered directly from one another. Anyone 
going underground has to navigate labyrinthine hallways and 
climb up and down ladders to reach different rooms. 

An average suburban home



Digital rendering of Mike Kelley’s proposed Mobile Homestead project at the 
Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit, including underground sections. Courtesy 
Mike Kelley Foundation for the Arts and Escher GuneWardena Architecture



Unlike the ground-floor community spaces and the mobile fa-
cade, the lower levels are intended, in Kelley’s words, “for private 
rites of an aesthetic nature.” The underground spaces will be 
used on an occasional basis by particular artists and arts groups. 
These “sub-cultural” producers initially include artists who had 
a close connection to Kelley, among them his colleagues Cary 
Loren and Jim Shaw from the collective Destroy All Monsters, 
formed in Ann Arbor in 1974. The underground is reserved for 
covert, private use, and is not accessible to the public.

In 2010, Kelley wrote of the project: 

Mobile Homestead grew out of my initial desire to buy the actual 
house that I was raised in. The plan was to empty the house 
of furnishings and turn it into a neighborhood art gallery while, 
at the same time, I would secretly dig an underground tunnel 
system that would, in a haphazard manner, weave under the 
adjacent properties. This plan was unworkable for a number of 
reasons, the foremost being that the current owner of the house 
does not wish to move at this time, and the tunneling activity 
would be dangerous and illegal. In this initial version of the proj-
ect there was a very direct clash between the public nature of 
the house-turned-community center versus the antisocial activ-
ity of my secret burrowing into other peoples’ private space. 

Over time, I came to think that this plan was linked too much to 
my personal biography, so when offered the opportunity to build 
the house on a different site, I rethought the project. The Mobile 
Homestead is not tied to the neighborhood I grew up in, so the 
function of the structure changes depending on the social orga-
nizations that utilize it and the nature of the area of the city that it 
is parked in. However, I believe it is still important that the work 
retain the personal, antisocial element that lies at its inception. 

Beneath the facade



The Mobile Homestead in front of The Henry Ford, 
Dearborn, Michigan, 2010

The Mobile Homestead in front of the abandoned Detroit Central Train Station. 2010. © Mike Kelley 
Estate, courtesy Mike Kelley Foundation for the Arts. Photograph by Corine Vermuelen

The Mobile Homestead at home, adjacent to Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit, 2010.



Kelley also conceived of Mobile Homestead as having a “para-
sitic relationship” to Greenfield Village, a collection of structures 
amassed by Henry Ford, each associated with great American 
historical figures. Linked to The Henry Ford, Greenfield Village 
is a sprawling outdoor theme park encompassing more than 
80 historical buildings, including Ford’s birthplace, Thomas Edi-
son’s laboratory, and the Wright Brothers’ workshop. Kelley saw 
his replica home as making “a somewhat ironic comment on 
such grandiose notions of history. 

It is an ‘every man’s’ home, associated with Greenfield Village 
simply through proximity when it is driven into the parking lot, 
and perhaps the village itself. As I envision it, the Mobile Home-
stead’s normal driving route would take it up and down Michigan 
Avenue starting at MOCAD downtown, heading to Greenfield 
Village, and then continuing on to visit the mother ship: the origi-
nal home in Westland. And as it goes, it performs its social duty 
of useful public service. The house is not intended as a monu-
ment to me or my family. It will not be designated as the Kelley 
family home. It is simply a typical house of the area. Though, 
even this aspect of the project is far from simple. It is a typical 
house of the suburbs, and will look quite out of place in down-
town Detroit. This fact, itself, points toward the complex racial 
and class-based issues that are representative of the Detroit 
area.”

Construction of Mobile Homestead began with the building of 
the mobile portion in 2010. Between September 2012 and April 
2013, the full replica was built on what is now MOCAD grounds.  
From May 2013 onwards, the homestead houses an ongoing 
program of community activities as well as occasional under-
ground occupancy.

On wheels



The Mobile Homestead in front of the Highwaymen Motorcycle Club, 2010

Stills from Going West on Michigan Avenue from Downtown Detroit to Westland and Going East 
on Michigan Avenue from Westland to Downtown Detroit, 2010–11. High–definition video, color, 
sound; 76:15 minutes.



Kelley and Artangel also produced three hour-long videos based 
on footage of the travels of the Mobile Homestead on Michigan 
Avenue, intercut with interviews with different people living and 
working on Michigan Avenue including police officers and bar 
owners, bikers, priests and prostitutes. The Mobile Homestead 
videos were screened at the Whitney Biennial in New York in 
2012. To coincide with the opening of the homestead in 2013, 
MOCAD presented the videos for the first time as an installation 
in keeping with Kelley’s original conception of the work. 

Mary Clare Stevens 
Executive Director, Mike Kelley Foundation for the Arts

Documentation



Volunteers from Forgotten Harvest collect food as part of the Mobile Homestead Christening 
Ceremony and Launch, September 25, 2010, MOCAD. Photo by PD Rearick, Mike Kelley 
Foundation for the Arts

Ongoing public programming and youth–focused events in the Mobile Homestead



MOCAD’s Department of Education and Public Engagement is work-

ing with local organizations and individuals to make the ground floor of 

Mobile Homestead a flexible community center and gallery, as Kelley 

intended. It is home to projects, events, gatherings, conversations and 

displays that are created by and for a diverse range of people. In its 

permanent location behind MOCAD, Mobile Homestead offers itself as 

an open clubhouse, a free zone for activity and exchange. Rather than 

projecting ideas out into the world, Mobile Homestead has been set up 

to invite the community’s ideas in.

Visitors are encouraged to suggest events or projects to take place 

within Mobile Homestead. If you’re interested in learning more or get-

ting involved, stop by or drop us a note at: 

Mobile Homestead  

4454 Woodward 

Detroit, Michigan 48201 

Phone: 313.832.4944

Email: mobilehomestead@mocadetroit.org

Website: mocadetroit.org/Mobile-Homestead.html

Community Involvement



Many thanks to our sponsors for the opening celebrations  

of Mobile Homestead:

Supporter 
Jennifer and David Fischer, The Suburban Collection  

Friend 
Renaissance Media 

Colleague 
Jeffrey and Marsha Miro

Contributor 
KTD Communications Group

MOCAD exhibitions and public programs are supported  
by the Taubman Foundation. Funding for related programs is provided  

by Edith S. Briskin/Shirley K. Schlafer Foundation

All Mike Kelley works © Mike Kelley Estate. All rights reserved. 
All photographs courtesy MOCAD, unless otherwise noted. 

Photograph on title page copyright PD Rearick.

Lamp by Mike Kelley Studios, made in support of Mobile Homestead Exhibition.





The Mobile Homestead parked in front of the original Kelley 
home on Palmer Road in Westland, Michigan, 2010
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