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Urban 
Surprises
Ross Miller’s public art in overlooked places captivates viewers. 
by stephanie garlock

T
ucked away� in a small stretch of 
grass near MIT’s campus, the art 
in University Park Common re-
veals itself slowly to visitors. In 

one corner stands a slowly rusting spool of 
wire, a nod to the Simplex Wire Company 
that once stood on the site. Across the way 
models of three telescopes represent another 
past tenant, the Alvan Clark & Sons tele-
scope manufacturer. In a third spot lie scat-

tered bronze castings of the oyster shells 
dug up when new construction reshaped 
the neighborhood. These small surprises 
make up Historical Traces (1998), by Boston-
based public artist Ross Miller’77 (www.
rossmiller.com). “It’s just little layers,” he 
says. “Even I forget where they are.”

Miller, a Loeb Fellow at Harvard in 1992-
93, has spent more than three decades cre-
ating subtle, interactive artworks that help 

visitors rethink the places they 
inhabit every day. The job of the 
public artist, he says, is to bring 
the “wonderful moments” of sur-
prise a visitor might encounter in 
nature—a fallen log crossing the 
path, a streak of light hitting a leaf 
just right—into the city. Unfor-
tunately, he explains, “The things 
that happen accidentally when 
you walk through the city are of-
ten ugly and broken.” Artists can 
change that. After concentrating 
in visual and environmental stud-

ies in college (and taking a year off to study 
with industrial designer Eva Zeisel), Miller 
began his project of reintroducing nature’s 
curves into the rigid grid of the city.

His commissions have returned a “natu-
ral variety” to some of Boston’s most promi-
nent places. Often, they build on the history 
of the sites, helping resurrect the city’s for-
gotten stories. In the sidewalk near Faneuil 
Hall, Miller embedded a set of etchings of 
the city’s colonial-era shoreline (Original 
Shoreline Mark, 1996), and each year, he leads 
the construction of a replica of a Native 
American wooden fishweir (a fence used to 
catch spawning fish) on Boston Common. 

Some of Miller’s surprises: model 
telescopes in University Park 
Common, and a silhouette in the 
fountain at a Roxbury park
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Miller has become increasingly inter-
ested in adding art to urban spaces that 
tourists often miss. Recently, he helped 
transform what was once little more than 
a rundown strip of concrete and grass in 
a quiet Roxbury intersection into the re-
furbished Alvah Kittredge Park. At one 
corner stands Carved in Stone (2012), his un-
usual monument to abolitionist William 
Lloyd Garrison, once a neighborhood resi-
dent. Instead of making a contemplative 
marble bust, Miller stacked up an undu-
lating 10-foot-tall column of circular gran-
ite pedestals—19,000 pounds of stone in 
shades of gray, black, and red—leading to 

a metal nozzle that shoots out jets of 
water and fog at the push of a button. 

When he revisits earlier works, 
Miller likes to ask those he encoun-
ters how they learned about the space 
and what they think of what they’ve 
found there. At the Roxbury site, 
he spots a young girl standing off to 
the side, watching the fine mist that 
sprays out, wetting the concrete be-
low. Smiling, he asks whether she’s 
discovered the fountain’s secret: when 
viewed straight on, it acts as a Rubin’s 
Vase, creating two mirror-image sil-
houettes of Garrison’s profile in the 
negative space surrounding its lower 
half.

“Hopefully that girl will go and look 
at that silhouette again, and show 
a friend of hers. That’s something I 
would love to see,” Miller says. “I’ve 
gone to that park and people have 
shown me that silhouette.” In these 
small neighborhood parks, he likes to 
create designs that will reveal them-
selves slowly to local residents who 

Political parties occupy an 
unspecified and shape-shifting 
role in American governance: 
think about the realignment 
of allegiances to the Demo-
cratic and Republican banners 
in the American South during 

the past half-century. With an election in the offing, scholarly perspective may be 
particularly useful. Heather Cox Richardson ’84, Ph.D. ’92, professor of history at 
Boston College, offers one in To Make Men Free: A History of the Republican Party 
(Basic Books, $29.99). From the introduction:

In 1862, in the midst of the Civil War, 
Republican Justin Smith Morrill stood up 
in Congress to defend his party’s novel 
invention: an income tax. The govern-
ment had the right to demand 99 percent 
of a man’s property, Morrill thundered. 
If the nation needed it, “the property 
of the people…belongs to the govern-
ment.” The Republican Congress passed 
the income tax…and went on to create a 
strong national government. By the time 
the war ended…the Republicans had 
fielded an army and navy of more than 
2.5 million men; had invented national 
banking, currency, and taxation; had 
provided schools and homes for poor 
Americans; and had freed the country’s 
four million slaves.

A half-century later, when corpora-
tions dominated the economy and 
their millionaire owners threw 
their weight into political contests, 
Republican Theodore Roosevelt 
fulminated against that “small class 
of enormously wealthy and eco-
nomically powerful men, whose 
chief object is to hold and increase 
their power.”…Roosevelt called 
for government to regulate busi-
ness, prohibit corporate funding 
of political campaigns, and impose 
income and inheritance taxes. He 
demanded a “square deal” for the 
American people.

In the mid-twentieth century, 
Republican president Dwight 
Eisenhower reiterated the earlier 
Republican calls for economic op-
portunity and applied them on an 
international scale. Believing that 
economic inequality bred war…

Eisenhower sought to prevent interna-
tional conflict by raising standards of liv-
ing everywhere.…He called for govern-
ment funding for schools, power plants, 
roads, and hospitals.

…At other times, the Republicans 
have thrown their support behind 
America’s wealthiest men: Congress has 
passed laws that benefit businessmen—
has even permitted businessmen to 
write legislation—and has blamed those 
who fell behind for their own poverty.…

Over the 160 years of their history, 
Republicans have swung from one pole 
to another: sometimes they have been 
leftists, sometimes reactionaries.…How 
did the…party of Abraham Lincoln, The-
odore Roosevelt, and Dwight D. Eisen-
hower…become the party of today?

o p e n  b o o k

G O P  Po l a r i t i e s

Puck’s view of putting the  
squeeze on wealthy trusts in  
the Teddy Roosevelt era

A traditional ceremony marks Miller’s 
annual construction of a Native American 
fishweir on Boston Common.
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return time after time. “There’s a value in 
doing things that can be sort of subtle, and 
last for a long time—so you might uncover 
it or see it new,” he says.

At the Garrison monument, the top 
water nozzle isn’t working. How his art 

is maintained in different parts 
of the city has become increas-
ingly important to him—a sign 
of how government officials or 
developers treat art in rich, ver-
sus poor, neighborhoods. When 
workers re-poured the concrete 
pavement at his MIT work, they 
carefully re-sandblasted a quote 
from transcendentalist writer 
Margaret Fuller—touching 
on the “delight” we find in na-

ture’s “varying arrangements”—into the 
sidewalk. But the hanging time capsule 
he placed two decades ago in a glass case 
in South Boston’s Andrew Square MBTA 
station has received far less attention. The 

windows are now so dirty that visitors can 
barely see inside. 

Miller seeks out highly accessible spaces, 
rather than cloistered private gardens or 
corporate courtyards. So often, he explains, 
“public” space is what’s left over between 
the private spaces of office buildings and 
condominiums. Usually, public-works de-
partments handle the maintenance, keep-
ing such spots clean, but little else. “The 
beauty, the joy, the won-
der that people deserve 
in public areas doesn’t 
happen,” Miller says. 
But art—inexpensive 
in the grand scheme of 
city budgets—can effectively show resi-
dents that they matter. “Art ‘turns up the 
volume’ of the experience of being in a spe-
cific place,” he declares, “one that’s differ-
ent than being in another place.” 

Arts & Crafts Architecture: His-
tory and Heritage in New England, 
by Maureen Meister (University Press of 
New England, $45). This useful illustrated 
guide to the movement that flowered from 
1890 to 1920 puts into context Radcliffe’s 
Fay House, the McLean Hospital campus, 
Phillips Brooks House, and many iconic 
homes. Writing Architecture  (Trinity 
University Press, $18.95 paper), by 1985 
Loeb Fellow Carter Wiseman, now a lec-
turer at the Yale School of Architecture, 
puts this genre of productive criticism in 
its wider context.

God’s Planet, by Owen Gingerich, pro-
fessor of astronomy and of the history of 
science emeritus (Harvard, $19.95). The 
expert on Kepler and Copernicus ex-
plores personally the meaning of “meta-
physics” in the sense of “beyond physics”: 
how the pursuit of science intersects with 
and is informed by faith—“an appreciation 
that there are differing magisteria, with 
differing paths to understanding.” 

Does Regulation Kill Jobs?� edited by 
Cary Coglianese, Adam M. Finkel ’79, 

M.P.P. ’84, S.D. ’87, and Christopher 
Carrigan, Ph.D. ’12 (Pennsylvania, 
$49.95). The authors of 14 decid-
edly academic essays find evidence 
on either side of the heated rhetoric 
about “job-killing regulations” far 
from settled, with claims requiring 

much more, and more nuanced, analysis.

Walter Lippmann: Public Econo-
mist, by Craufurd D. Goodwin (Har-
vard, $35). Lippmann, A.B. 1910, Litt.D. 
’44, was, of course, a formidable public 
journalist. But as Goodwin, an economic 
historian at Duke, also makes clear, he 
was the leading expositor of economics 
to an American populace buffeted by the 
Great Depression, World War II, and the 
country’s new global role. In the current 
era of turbulent (or gridlocked) policy-
making, the country could, perhaps, use a 
Lippmann clone.

The Secret History of Wonder 
Woman, by Jill Lepore, Kemper profes-
sor of American history (Knopf, $29.95). 
The comic-book superheroine, created in 
1941 by William Moulton Marston, A.B. 
1915, LL.B. ’18, Ph.D. ’21, turns out to have 
a backstory as complicated and unlikely 
as her creator’s academic preparation for 
his role. His personal life, involving living 
with three women and having children 
with two, had its own secrets, too.

A Chosen Exile: A History of Racial 
Passing in American Life, by Allyson 
Hobbs ’97 (Harvard, $29.95). The author, 
assistant professor of history at Stanford, 
probes the history of African Americans 
who presented themselves as white, a 
“chosen exile”—once, a way to elude the 
constraints of Jim Crow; later, a betrayal 
of essential identity—that illuminates the 
country’s continuing confrontation with 
race.

The Sense of Style, by Steven Pinker, 
Johnstone Family professor of psychology 
(Viking, $27.95). “I love style manuals,” 
notes Pinker, confessing an affection for 
Strunk and White. To his own “thinking 
person’s guide to writing in the 21st centu-
ry,” the author brings not only experience 
as a best-selling author (The Blank Slate, 
The Language Instinct), but also insight as 
a cognitive scientist—a new perspective 
on the genre—who is comfortable talking 
about “reverse-engineering good prose.”

The Royalist Revolution, by Eric Nel-
son, professor of government (Harvard, 
$29.95). What if the American Revolution 
aimed not at a tyrannical king, but at the 
British Parliament? Nelson interprets the 
founding as a rebellion in favor of restor-
ing royal prerogatives unjustly usurped—a 
sentiment embodied in the new nation’s 
powerful presidency.

O f f  t h e  S h e l f
Recent books with Harvard connections

Visit www.
harvardmagazine.com/
extras to view more of 
Miller’s sculptures. 

The fountain Salt Marsh Fog 
marks the history of the MIT 
park site, on what was once the 
Charles River’s marshy bank.
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