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Rocky Mount scraps MLK statue goal

 
A Martin Luther King Jr. statue that residents said looked nothing like the civil rights leader awaits its fate in a Rocky Mount city warehouse. 
AP Photo by Karen Tam 
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Rocky Mount's City Council, tired of a two-year debate about public art and memory, has given up on trying to buy a statue of Martin Luther King Jr.

Council members voted Monday night to cancel the artwork. They're thinking of spending the $35,000 that remains for the project on winter heating assistance for elderly and poor residents.

"We decided to move on to deal with issues that deal with the human condition," said council member Lamont Wiggins, who introduced the motion Monday. "We feel like this would be a much more fitting tribute."

But the artist, a Briton living in California, hasn't given up. Hours after being told the job was no longer his, artist Steven Whyte pledged Tuesday to keep trying for a King statue for Rocky Mount. 

"I've left it open that if I do something, I'll bring it over and maybe donate it if they like it," Whyte said in an interview. "I really would like to see their people happy. They deserve, and they should have, a good King statue."

Rocky Mount, which is about 55 miles east of Raleigh, has had a relationship with King since 1962, when the civil rights leader gave an early version of his "I Have a Dream" speech there. Nearly 56 percent of the city's population is black, according to the 2000 Census.

In June 2003, the city erected a statue in King's memory in Martin Luther King Jr. Park, a popular recreation area with picnic shelters and walking trails. Private donations paid for the $55,800, 7-foot sculpture, which showed King standing with his arms crossed, as if in thought.

Some residents complained that the sculpture, produced by an Illinois artist, looked nothing like the leader they remember. Some thought the stance too passive. After appointing a committee to consider the problem, the City Council had the sculpture taken down this past spring.

Now, the statue sits in storage in a city building. The council has talked of selling it, but Assistant City Manager Peter Varney said the city might hold on to it awhile.

Council members decided to try again with a new artist. They voted this summer to have Whyte sculpt a small mock-up, its pose similar to the first statue. The plan was for an $85,000 bronze sculpture, with $50,000 coming from city coffers and the rest from a private donor. The city has spent $15,000 so far.

Whyte sent a 16-inch working model to Rocky Mount in September. It was put on display in the lobby of City Hall, and the response from many visitors, again, was negative. Many said the new work also bore little resemblance to King.

Whyte said Tuesday that it is difficult to show a good likeness on such a small figure. So, this fall, he offered to visit Rocky Mount and create a bust of King with direct public input.

He had planned to set up his studio in a public location, working on the bust's final details as residents watched and offered opinions. If the council approved this likeness, he would go ahead with the statue. The head on the bust, he said, would become the head on the 8-foot-tall sculpture.

But in the past month, talks on when Whyte would come to Rocky Mount dragged on. His schedule didn't mesh with council members' schedules. It would have been January -- just before Martin Luther King Jr. Day -- before he could come. The final sculpture would not have been delivered until April.

Monday night, as Varney presented the most recent contract proposal, Wiggins suggested it was time to move on.

Wiggins, the council's second most senior member, moved to cancel the project. Council members suggested that the city look into a different way of commemorating King at the park -- an eternal flame, perhaps, or some stonework.

The council voted 4-2 to kill the sculpture project and find something else. The vote did not fall along racial lines: Two white members and two black members voted for the motion, while one white member and one black member voted against it.

"It's been going on for two years," Wiggins said Tuesday. "There was no guarantee that we could get something the community could agree on."

Wiggins, who is black, said he expects to be vilified by some in the city, but he also thinks other residents will appreciate the chance to find another memorial.

Mayor Pro Tem W.B. Bullock, who is white and voted with the majority, said he was swayed in part by the fact that fewer than 1 percent of the city's population filled out comment cards next to the statuette on display in City Hall.

"Something will take its place," he said. "What it will be, I don't know."

Out in California, Whyte is moving ahead with the bust.

He said he's talked to at least one other city about doing a King statue. But he may yet come to North Carolina. He was impressed by residents' passion, both for King and for an art piece that they believe should live up to the civil rights leader's legacy.

"If I have to make five more statues again, I'll bring each one to Rocky Mount," he said. "I'm not walking away from honoring King. And I'd like to see the people of Rocky Mount happy."

Varney, the assistant city manager, also wants the people happy.

"It would be nice to have a statue, but we need to have one that everybody would accept," he said. "In an ideal world, it would be a unifying force, and not one that would divide the community."
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