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Exercise 1b- Harlem Mini-Case Study

Tree of Hope

The Tree of Hope highlights several important themes related to radical preservation.
First, it shows the value of intangible heritage since the tree was appreciated for its
ceremonial role instead of its architectural beauty. Second, it critiques erasure, as its
removal represented the Black spaces often sacrificed during modernization projects.
Lastly, it emphasizes community driven preservation, as the tree continues through oral
histories, symbols, and creative reuse. Together, these themes reflect radical
preservation's focus on elevating undervalued communities and celebrating overlooked
histories while broadening the definition of cultural legacy.




What is at Stake?

The preservation of the Tree of Hope is crucial; it serves as a physical reminder of
Harlem's rich cultural heritage. Its story pushes us to rethink heritage and to value the
practices, rituals, and memories that communities hold dear. By preserving the Tree of
Hope, we help ensure that its legacy persists for future generations, encouraging them
to appreciate and protect the cultural diversity in our society. The stakes are both
historical and current. If we define heritage only by officially recognized landmarks,
stories like the Tree of Hope might disappear. This matters because Harlem, like many
Black neighborhoods, faces pressures from gentrification and redevelopment. The tree
reminds us that seemingly ordinary places often serve as anchors for a community’s
identity. Preserving these stories honors the past and helps fight ongoing cultural
displacement. The case of the Tree of Hope is supported by its lasting legacy. The
preserved stump at the Apollo Theater stands as a reminder of a once-living tradition.
Algernon Miller’s 1972 sculpture offers another way to preserve, turning loss into art and
creating a public memorial. The tree is honored in collective memory through oral
histories and cultural beliefs, showing how legacies can endure without a physical
presence. These elements together illustrate radical preservation's focus on creativity,
resilience, and the importance of nontraditional archives.

In conclusion, the Tree of Hope shows that preservation is not neutral; it reflects
decisions about whose histories endure and how they are remembered. By linking
memory, ritual, and symbolic reinvention, the tree embodies radical preservation's
fundamental ideas, focusing on marginalized heritage, appreciating intangible culture,
and resisting erasure. This case also connects with broader course themes, such as
how we recognize cultural landscapes, challenge urban development, and expand
preservation efforts beyond buildings and monuments. Just as the Tree of Hope urges
us to safeguard not just physical objects but also the spirit of hope itself.



