
Gordon Parks Memorial 
Executive Summary
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•	 Robin Hickman, great niece of Gordon Parks and founder of SoulTouch Productions, invited 
Forecast Public Art—the nationally renowned, St. Paul-based nonprofit—to oversee the 
creation of a plan to establish a National Gordon Parks Memorial in downtown St. Paul. 
The memorial will become the centerpiece of SoulTouch’s In the Footsteps of Gordon 
Parks initiative, which provides opportunities to young people of color throughout the 
community. 

•	 Why a memorial?  A National Gordon Parks Memorial has the unique potential to promote 
education, engage a diverse collection of community members, and stimulate youth 
development throughout the region. It also has the power to serve as a magnet for cultural 
tourism, art enthusiasts, and audiences influenced by Parks. 

Thanks to all of you who provided 
thoughtful information about Gordon 
Parks, his legacy, and how he should be 
represented! SoulTouch Productions and 
Forecast Public Art spent 2014 and half of 
2015 collecting community feedback and 
input about the development of a Gordon 
Parks Memorial in St. Paul, MN. We’re 
pleased to provide you with this summary 
of everything that has been completed 
so far as well as a list of next steps for 
the project.  This document contains a ©DougKnutson.com

lot of content; our website also contains this content in an easy - to- navigate format. Please 
feel free to continue on at www.GordonParksMemorial.org. You can also add your contact 
information there to stay updated with further project developments.

Su
rv

ey
/F

oc
us

 G
ro

up
 R

es
ul

ts Community input directly influenced a larger vision for the Gordon Parks Memorial. Major 
feedback from surveys and focus groups conducted indicated the following:
•	 The memorial should go well beyond having an object in a public space.
•	 The memorial should serve as a National Gordon Parks Memorial to commemorate his 

legacy and strive to have impact beyond our region.
•	 The selected design should employ best practices in public art, creative placemaking, and 

memorial design and implementation.
•	 Parks profoundly impacted many people’s lives and professions and his influence stretches 

around the world via his books, films, poetry, prose and music.
•	 Participants want “a living memorial” dedicated to Parks that will inspire curiosity, artistic 

innovation and social activism for racial justice, especially to improve the plight of Black 
boys and young men.

•	 Community engagement is a critical component of making the Gordon Parks Memorial “a 
living memorial.” Giving the memorial a role to play in the social and cultural development 
of the city is essential for securing financial and political will for building and maintaining 
the memorial.

Gordon Parks (1912-2006), legendary photographer, filmmaker, composer, writer, artist and 
humanitarian, spent his formative years in the Twin Cities. Decades after strolling the streets 
of St. Paul armed with a camera, his family and supporters are taking steps to memorialize 
the legendary artist in the city where he got his start.
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s Planning for the Gordon Parks Memorial began in March 2014.  Since then, key tasks 
completed by SoulTouch and Forecast include:
•	 Facilitated roundtable discussions with local descendants of Gordon Parks.
•	 Collected more than 300 surveys distilling community input.
•	 Researched other memorials and methods used to develop, support, implement and 

program them.
•	 Engaged community through online and print surveys, a Gordon Parks Booth at Rondo 

Days in St. Paul, a public workshop at the Mill City Museum in conjunction with the 2014 
One Read—A Choice of Weapons, Parks’ autobiography about his time in the Twin Cities—
and several focus group sessions with representatives from government, education, 
business, arts & culture, the media, and the local philanthropic community.

•	 Visited the Gordon Parks Museum in Parks’ hometown of Fort Scott, KS, and attended the 
Gordon Parks Foundation’s annual fundraising gala in New York with Saint Paul Mayor 
Chris Coleman. These visits helped to strengthen relationships and garner support for the 
memorial from these organizations.

•	 Solidified Landmark Plaza as the official site for the Gordon Parks Memorial after working 
with the St. Paul Riverfront Corporation and St. Paul Parks Department to analyze the site 
and discuss possible improvements and considerations.

•	 Created a detailed project timeline and budget, and secured interest from Crowley, White, 
Helmer & Sevig to lead the fundraising effort for the Memorial.

•	 Secured the St. Paul Riverfront Corporation as the fiscal agent to manage an account 
dedicated to receiving tax-deductible gifts in support of the Memorial.

•	 Generated media coverage through local newspapers, TPT (PBS affiliate), SPNN (St. Paul 
Neighborhood Network) the local cable TV station, and Minnesota Public Radio.

•	 Created a website for the project. 

www.GordonParksMemorial.org
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a design for the memorial. SoulTouch and the project Steering Committee approached St. 
Paul-based artist Seitu Jones to serve as the Lead artist for the memorial, given Seitu’s 
stature as an artist and his commitment to serving the community by fostering young talent 
of color. Seitu Jones will be given a budget to adequately involve one or more national artists 
to collaborate in the creation of a vision for the memorial; a design phase that will result in a 
compelling visualization of the final project. The anticipated budget for this phase could reach 
$200,000, including the following: 

•	 Provide fees for artists and designers involved, including travel and accommodations.
•	 Provide artists access to all materials collected during planning phase, and support for 

additional research.
•	 Preparation of preliminary design by artist team, as well as temporary projects 

implemented on the project site.
•	 Coordinating the design review and vetting process with the City of St. Paul Parks staff, St. 

Paul Riverfront Corporation, and other key stakeholders.
•	 Fees for other contractors, including a professional conservator to provide periodic design 

review and make recommendations to reduce risks and lower maintenance costs.
•	 Documenting the design process, including community engagement activities.
•	 Securing final approval of the design by the Memorial Steering Committee, and 

coordination of community review and approval process.
•	 Production of materials for national campaign to fund the Gordon Parks Memorial.



“Like a conductor, I want to collaborate with a composer 
and create a concerto — that concerto will be the Gordon 
Parks Memorial. The players, the band members, include 
emerging artists from this community. The composer will be 
a nationally recognized artist selected from a list of about 
seven top talents. At this time in my life, part of my mission is 
to pass on knowledge, skills and values that have sustained 
me my whole life. Working in concert with In The Footsteps 
of Gordon Parks, and in a small way, walking in Gordon’s 
footsteps myself, I’m committed to involving young people of 
color and bringing his spirit to life.

I suggest that we think about this project holistically and 
include some of the ‘band’ in the process from where we are 
right now, through the planning, design and construction, 
fabrication and installation of the memorial space at 
Landmark Plaza. The way this team might be involved or 
interact with the community during the entire course of the 
2-3 years that would include temporary interventions at the 
site, lectures, workshops and performances, that tie into the 
development of the project and keep the effort visible through 
completion.”

-Seitu Jones
Lead artist, Gordon Parks Memorial

Seitu Jones. Photo by Del Bey.
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ct Gordon Parks profoundly influenced the lives and professions of many people around the world 
via his photography, films, music, poetry and art. Participants in focus groups and respondents to 
surveys expressed interest in having a memorial that goes well beyond a static object in a space. 
Instead, the Gordon Parks Memorial should be a “living memorial” and a meaningful place.

A living memorial acts as a platform that allows for interaction with the past, brings memory to 
life in the present, and allows us to enact an ideal future. This is accomplished by engaging the 
public in open-ended learning processes related to the memorial. A living memorial to Gordon 
Parks will create an opportunity for those who engage with it to enact Gordon Parks’ legacy 
through their lives in the present.

The Gordon Parks Memorial has the unique potential to promote education, engage diverse 
community members, and stimulate youth development throughout the region. We recommend 
that the memorial be actively programmed to inspire curiosity, artistic innovation, and social 
activism for racial justice, symbolizing the city’s belief that Black lives truly matter.

Community participation is critical to the success of the Gordon Parks Memorial, from the 
planning and design stages, and throughout its life as part of the city’s social fabric. Giving the 
memorial a role to play in the social and cultural development of the city is essential for securing 
financial and political will for building and maintaining the memorial.

Thank you for your support!

Gordon Parks was an extraordinary, multi-talented renaissance man—an artist, activist and 
humanitarian—who attacked injustice for African Americans nationwide. This memorial has the 
unique potential to benefit St. Paul and the region, inspire curiosity, artistic innovation and social 
activism for racial justice, especially to improve the plight of Black boys and young men, promote 
education and stimulate youth development throughout the region, engage a diverse collection of 
community members, and serve as a magnet for cultural tourism.
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Robin Hickman, SoulTouch Productions Jack Becker, Forecast Public Art



“We're holding this place 
down for Mr. Parks.”

-Choice of Weapons Fellows

Thanks to our Sponsors & Supporters
Travelers Foundation

The Saint Paul Foundation
The F.R. Bigelow Foundation

The Knight Foundation
The Cultural STAR Program

The Parks family 
and the

Hundreds of community members!


