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Foreword




Micheal Rizzo’s book “Fifteen Minutes” is a cautionary tale and an exposé of what can occur when the interests of politics, commercial development, and art align and mis-align. Within the tale of Billie Lawless III’s quest to be a sculptor and to place a significant work Green Lightning in his hometown of Buffalo N.Y. maneuvering, inattentiveness, incompetence, and ego from all quarters amalgamate into a social stew neither tasteful nor nutritious-- these pave the way for laughable human folly and authoritarian impulses to seize the day. 

A diversity of agendas not immediately contradictory proceed down well-meaning bureaucratic and cultural structures towards a presumed end that surprises and disappoints all involved. The book presents both a visionary and truthful account of how Art and culture can pragmatically lift and re-purpose declining civic terrains but also where differing core objectives between artistic and political motivations unattended to can scuttle this promise—Artist Billie regardless of one’s evaluation of the merits of Green Lightning attempts to generously share with excitement his unique voice, and his discovery of synergies rooted in history, place and his own humanity—but is silenced and wounded by relationships gone wrong. Through Rizzo’s telling we learn his undoing is in part his own—but shared by expedience and myopy within the public bodies that lacked real interest and passively dismissed the artist and artwork in the rush to harness art as a gear in a political-economic contraption. Author Rizzo takes us with great detail through both the artist’s formation and the evolution of Lawless’s work-- then Steers us into the details of the bureaucratic labyrinth of opportunity that results in the removal or the artwork.

The historic events in this Buffalo, N.Y. saga seem to portend the bland contentless public formalism, and wholesome feel-good figurative depictions that can dominate the public sculpture sphere. We learn by ‘being Billie’ why institutions and civic leadership might favor when supporting art to separate artists and their human complexities from the objects we encounter as art in public places.



Professor Duane McDiarmid, Area Chair, Professor of Sculpture + Expanded Practice, Ohio University, College of Fine Arts








  
  

Preface
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Fifteen minutes: a quarter of an hour. Fifteen minutes: the time artist Andy Warhol said everyone would be famous for. Fifteen minutes: the time that the sculpture Green Lightning by Buffalo artist Billie Lawless was lit. Just 15 minutes. It took more than a year and hundreds of hours to build, and at least a month to assemble and install. But in 15 minutes, its life in Buffalo was officially over.

Who actually got bamboozled in Buffalo? Was it the City when the sculpture was lit and there were dancing neon penises? Or was it Billie Lawless, who had jumped through all the hoops and had every department approve it, only to have the mayor order it demolished?

When I set out to write this book, I really did not know what the story was about. In September 2022, the idea jumped into my head out of nowhere. In November 1984, I was just 20 years old. I vaguely remembered the story and probably read about it over the years, but I never really thought about writing a book.

So as I searched the Internet for people relevant to the story, I saw a bigger picture, about a sculpture the city dismantled. This was a story about truth and honesty. It’s about conservatism, obscenity, sleight of hand. It is a story that the more I dug into it, the more I was unsure of where it was going. 

I kept changing my mind about what I thought the answer was, but I never was sure what the ending would be. In order to tell the story of Green Lightning and Billie Lawless, I’d have to tell the story of Mayor Jimmy Griffin, and of the Buffalo Arts Commission, and the City of Buffalo.

 I spoke to so many wonderful people, some who easily gave their time. There were others who either remembered nothing or wanted absolutely nothing to do with it. I contacted dozens of people. But in the end, I believe I’ve been able to tell a story about my hometown of Buffalo, and how public art can be controversial. 

The mayor, the arts commission, and the urban renewal agency all approved it. Everyone up and down the line thought this was a positive idea for an area dead for decades, in a city that was trying to crawl back from depression and job loss. Originally planned for a private lot on the city’s East side, a primarily Black area that rarely saw anything new and exciting, the councilperson moved it to a more prominent location right off the expressway where thousands of people could view it. 

On the night of the unveiling, the artist thanked everyone, then turned on the power. There were gasps, then laughs as penises danced across the four panels. Billie was going to leave early, possibly to avoid the furor he foresaw or the press, but then the vice squad showed up. 

Once the sculpture was up and standing, I don’t think Billie Lawless thought Jimmy Griffin would act as swiftly as he did, and that was probably his fatal mistake. Because Jimmy Griffin didn’t hesitate. When he made his mind up, that was it. 

Several days later, Griffin ordered the statue taken down and sent a tree service to dismantle it. 

What led up to this and what happened afterward is what we’re going to explore. 
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“An artist must evaluate himself realistically. Many artists wish to excuse themselves from the ‘dues paying.’” Billie Lawless

He stood perched about thirty feet in the air, feeling the cold steel of his neon artwork under his feet. It was chilly and dark that mid-November day, but at that moment, he refused to back down. “I didn’t know what to do. I was extremely frightened and shaken,” he would recall.1 

Who was he and why was he on top of that structure? His name is William Burns Lawless III, but he goes by Billie. He was born July 16, 1950 in Buffalo, New York, the third of 12 children born to Jeanne and William Burns Lawless Jr. His father went to Notre Dame Law School, then Harvard Law School. Lawless Jr. served as youngest corporation counsel in Buffalo and was president of the Common Council in 1956. After serving in that position, they appointed him to the New York State Supreme Court in 1960.

Six of Billie’s siblings would practice law, a path they expected him to take, but he took one much different from the rest of his five brothers and six sisters. 

He would attend St. Joseph’s Collegiate Institute, a highly rated Catholic school in Buffalo. “I was a jock in high school,” he recalled in 1980.2 As a rower at St. Joe’s in 1967, he was the stroke of the varsity team. “We were the first high school team to win both the American and Canadian varsity championships in the same year,” he said. In his senior year, Billie represented the United States at the World Rowing Championships held in the Netherlands, competing in the straight four.3 Mark Griffis, son of Buffalo sculptor Larry Griffis Jr., attended high school with Billie. “He was a lot older than I was. He was a great athlete at crew, yet that did not define him.”4


[image: 1965 St. Joseph's Collegiate Institute yearbook. Billie Lawless, back row, far right. Courtesy of Craig Pawlak.]
1965 St. Joseph's Collegiate Institute yearbook. Billie Lawless, back row, far right. Courtesy of Craig Pawlak.


Billie was involved in the art club at school and developed an interest in art from Mark’s father, who was a family friend. Although he had an interest in art, “artistic inclinations were not encouraged for males at my school,” Billie said. “As a matter of fact, we even thought the members of the jazz quartet were a little funny.”5 

His father authored a famous opinion in 1967, after Black Muslims from three prisons sued New York State. His opinion stated the state prison system must recognize their Islamic religion.6 In 1968, he quit his position as New York State judge to become dean of Notre Dame Law School in South Bend, Indiana and the family moved to nearby Niles, Michigan. 

After graduating from St. Joe’s in 1968, Lawless attended Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey, to pursue rowing. He said he took political science courses that he failed. After writing some essays in the fall, an English teacher encouraged him to start art courses in the spring. He took a variety of classes, including performing, but he was shy, “so I stayed in the background,” he said. 7

From 1970 to 1972, Lawless fought against the war in Vietnam. Draft Board officials removed his student deferment, which made him available for the draft, so he left Rutgers.

He then went to the University of Notre Dame in the fall of 1970 and studied with his friend, artist-in-residence Konstantine Milonadis. He invited Billie to work at the studio which had a foundry, but he had to be enrolled in the University. Here was where Lawless learned about steel. “It was fire, probably. It’s primal. I love fire and torches and the way steel feels in my hands. I burned the third floor of a house down when I was about nine.”8

He said that from that day on, “I pretty much knew what I wanted to do with my life. I started working with steel and welding steel. I’ve always thought of that as being my base material.” Lawless said he didn’t know how he got into Notre Dame, but in 1989 he said he thought his father used his influence to get him into the school with an exception. “I don’t believe I had to submit grades or transcripts from my other university to be allowed to work there,” he said.9

In April 1971, the Draft Board informed him to report for induction into the armed forces. His Buffalo attorney, Carmin R. Putrino of Lipsitz, Green, Fahringer, Roll, Schuller, James, claimed that they did not reach Billie’s lottery number of 120. On May 6, 1971, he applied for classification as a conscientious objector. The draft board then changed his induction date to November 15, then again to December 28.10

On November 30, 1971, he sued in federal court in Buffalo to bar the government from inducting him into the armed forces. He said the time was over the 120 days permitted under law and asked for it to be canceled. They asked the court to issue an injunction to prevent any attempts to induct him.11 Lawless dropped his suit on December 20 when the draft board agreed to cancel his induction order and consider his conscientious objector application.12

 On December 22, 1971, Billie Lawless married Bonnie Link in Buffalo, then the couple moved to New Jersey, where he returned to Rutgers University to finish his degree. Billie was taking art classes and working with Melvin Edwards, a famous African-American sculptor. He graduated with a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree in 1974 and moved back to Buffalo in June 1974. (The marriage lasted four years, and they divorced in 1975.)

About 1976 Billie was living on Delaware Avenue near Forest Avenue and founded Lawless Studios, creating functional art work, “which was essentially …art furniture, it was steel furniture that combined steel with stained glass.” He said, “I came up with the idea of doing functional pieces that people can relate to and, obviously, there’s a need for. I was doing tables and chairs and music stands, candelabras, fireplace screens, combining steel with stained glass. When I started doing my functional work, I thought it would be interesting to combine different materials, so I started actually inlaying stained glass into the pieces so that the tables had, I thought, something that no one had ever done before.”13

By 1977, his art was developing, and he was creating parody art. “During the late ’70s there started to become a transition in my work where I …became a viable small business. I was able to support more of my interests in sculpture, which was my first love.” By the early 1980s, he was spending about 50 percent of his time on functional work, and 50 percent doing sculpture work.14 He admitted it wasn’t as easy to sell a sculpture as it was a functional piece. He saw corporations and banks as the “new patrons of the arts” in 1979, and started asking for their financial help for his sculptures.

He won a grant from Sculpture Space, Inc. of Utica, New York to build a 19 foot steel sculpture that would be too expensive to create on his own. So Lawless approached Kenneth Lipke of Gibraltar Steel, who agreed to donate $9,000 worth of steel. They displayed the finished sculpture on the front lawn of the Gibraltar plant in the Buffalo suburb of Cheektowaga.15 The company removed the sculpture after they downsized and moved. (Its current whereabouts are unknown.)

In September 1979, he purchased a home at 324 Highgate Avenue a few blocks from University at Buffalo. He had his office in the house and converted the garage into a studio. “I was pretty much working a lot of the time,” he said.16

The inside of Billie’s home was as conventional as the artist himself. When the Buffalo News’ Margaret Sullivan visited his home in 1984, she said, “There’s a big abstract painting in the bathroom, right where most people have their towel racks. In the living room, there are dozens of colored paper cutouts shaped like rats that scurry up a wall or hang by their tails from the ceiling. Everywhere there are sculptures, including one called The Politician, an all-steel structure that looks like a cross between a tricycle and a wheelbarrow.”17 This was an initial design for what would become a popular sculpture later in his career.

He lived in the house with his girlfriend, Kathy Quinn, who had attended fashion school in New York City before arriving in Buffalo. She attended University at Buffalo to study design and embark on a career combining her training in fashion and art. 

In a 1980 interview with the Buffalo Courier-Express, she discussed bejeweling clothing. She said it was hard to do it on her own, but she had the support of her boyfriend, Billie Lawless. “Economically it’s feasible to live (in Buffalo),” she said. “And it’s stimulating because there are a lot of artists here. There is more of sharing, it’s not as fast and commercial as New York City. I’d like to eventually work with architects to design stuffed walls in new buildings — something reflecting the community, or perhaps an abstract design... It’s possible. Banks and businesses are a lot more adventurous today.”18

Billie’s art began progressing into more sculpture work in the late 1970s. “I started doing three-foot pieces,” he said, “then that led to six and seven, eight-foot pieces.” He received encouragement from George Enos, who owned the Enos and Sanderson steel company, to do a larger piece. “He suggested that …they would make a donation. I could do a larger piece, which actually meant renovating part of my studio so I could go right to the ceiling, and that was the creation of Lament in 1979.”19

His first neon piece was Sink Totem #2, assembled in Summer, 1979. “I decided to do a vortex of neon tubes going down the drain of this old sink.”20 Flexlume sign company had been providing technical help for his work “since the day I lumbered into Flexlume… with a found sink… to the dismay of the employees.” He worked with Paddy Rowell, Sr., Paddy Jr., and Pete D’Orsaneo. They expressed reservations about doing the neon because of the high voltage used until Billie assured them he would display it safely. 

Lawless added, “And there is even a macabre element here, mixing high voltage with water.”21 And no wonder they were concerned.

Flexlume was a sign innovator and moved to Buffalo in 1911. Paddy Rowell retired and sold the company in 2015.

From 1980 to 1982, Lawless attended State University of New York at Buffalo, studying with poetic modernist artist Duayne Hatchett, (who assembled “junk metal and found objects for sculptures and print plates”)22 and George Smith. He graduated in June 1982 with a Master of Fine Arts. 

In 1980, the Gowanda News and Observer published two articles about the local art scene. In the second one, they explored the views of artists, with “varying levels of accomplishment, on the subject of who defines art, and their struggle for recognition.”

They included comments from Lawless, where he said, “Art is a commodity and as such, its acceptance is proportional to what the market will bear.” He said that gallery directors know what their clientele will purchase, and that determines who’s exhibited. “Galleries exist to put out an artist’s works, mine or anyone’s. The immediate benefit is that it allows any artist to exhibit nationally, affording the artist time to work as opposed to marketing. Personally, I’m comfortable with galleries. Flaws exist, but they exist in any system. 

“An artist must evaluate himself realistically.” He asked why, “many artists wish to excuse themselves from the ‘dues paying.’ I can tell you a period of hustling, door knocking, and all that goes with it is necessary.” He said that Buffalo is a blue collar town, and it can support only a few artists. Because there were not enough galleries to handle all the work, he said that artists should export to “New York, Toronto, wherever ... If the talent is there, the recognition will come.” 23 

Mark Griffis said that Billie was intelligent and an interesting person. Rowing would remain a constant in his life through college and beyond. From 1982 to 1985, he was a rowing coach at his old high school St. Joseph’s Collegiate Institute, as well as at the West Side Rowing Club.


      [image: image-placeholder]In 1966, brothers Larry and Guy Griffis, along with others, founded the Ashford Hollow Foundation. Named for the sculpture park started by Larry in Ashford Hollow in Cattaraugus County, south of Buffalo. In 1968 they purchased brick buildings on Essex Street on Buffalo’s West Side that had been an icehouse, firehouse and other properties, and started the Essex Arts Center. 

Larry converted part of the property into artists’ studios and set up welding and foundry facilities. Guy did some theater in the building. Around 1974, a group of college student artists hung artwork outside their studios inside the Arts Center and started a gallery called Hallwalls. The Artists Committee (a group inside of Essex) said some artists had issues with Albright-Knox Art Gallery, the big gallery in Buffalo. 

After a series of back-and-forth debates between the Committee and the Albright-Knox in 1975, the Artists Committee held their own sculpture show, the first “Western New York Invitational Sculpture Exhibit” in Delaware Park, held behind the Albright-Knox. 

By 1976, there was a shuffling of people and reorganization at Essex Arts Center. Under the new visual arts side was Hallwalls Gallery, directed by Robert Longo and Charles Clough. Their goal was to search for new and exciting art. In the end, Billie Lawless would find his way there. By 1982, Clough had left Buffalo for the greener grass of New York City. “The city is a disaster,” he said. “Everybody seems to leave Buffalo. That is a rule. It’s such a wasteland.”24 (Clough didn’t really hate Buffalo, as he returned in 2013.)25


[image: Sculptor Larry Griffis next to his sculpture ]
Sculptor Larry Griffis next to his sculpture "Birds Excited Into Flight" in Buffalo. He would encourage and help Lawless over the years. Courtesy of Nila Griffis Lampman.


In 1980 the Artists Committee dissolved, but their gallery and Sculpture Exhibition continued on. The 1981 Exhibition took place from September 5th through 27th. Artists Gallery curator Joy Pepper sent invitations to every known sculptor in the Buffalo area and twenty-eight replied. Artists Gallery Chairperson Kenneth E. Peterson said each artist could choose up to three of their works for the show. This made it a self-juried show that “provides for a richness and diversity” rarely seen.26

Billie Lawless, Duayne Hatchet, Marvin Bjurlin, Adele Cohen, Amy Hamouda, Larry Griffis, and Tony DeCorse were among those who exhibited. Several of those artists were well-received in New York City, and although some had considered moving to New York City (like Charles Clough did), they realized it was cheaper to live and work in Buffalo and “bring the finished work to New York.”27

“A lot of the more prominent local arts patrons here will buy work by a Buffalo artist,” Peterson explained, “but only if it’s been displayed in a New York gallery, when they could have bought the same work here for much less money.”28

The Essex Arts Center is still running strong today and hosts community organizations, artists, and events.
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“The beauty of Buffalo is that it’s a melting pot. It’s not a question of highbrow or lowbrow; it’s a question of quality.” Harold L. Cohen

According to the late Alfred Price, Associate Professor Emeritus – Department of Urban and Regional Planning, University at Buffalo (U.B.), Mayor Jim Griffin was not a guy who one would have described as being well educated or sophisticated. “He was a kind of a rough and tumble guy, and a hard scrabble kind of guy,” he said.1 They elected him to the Buffalo City Council to represent the Ellicott District in 1962 and in 1967, then to the New York State Senate, serving until 1977.

It was in 1977 that New York State Deputy Assembly Speaker Arthur O. Eve became the first serious African-American candidate for the office of mayor in Buffalo. Eve was a Civil Rights leader that had helped to negotiate with the Attica prisoners in 1971 and he rallied Black voters. He ran in the Democratic primary against Griffin and Corporation Counsel Leslie Foschio. Al Price said, given the changing demographics of Buffalo, he believed there was a concern with Eve running as a Democrat. 

“In the politics of this city,” Price said, “there were so few registered Republicans, to win the Democratic Primary was tantamount to election, right?” Almost 80 percent of the Black community voted in that September 1977 primary, and Arthur Eve did the unimaginable, and won the Democratic Primary.

Peter J. Crotty had been Erie County Democratic chairperson from 1954 to 1965. His protégé, Joe Crangle, took over in 1965 and was at odds with many people in the area. It was no surprise that Arthur Eve and Crangle were “really arch enemies,” Price said, “and as a consequence of that bad blood… there was an interesting kind of conundrum.”2 

Amid all of that, Jimmy Griffin, after losing the primary, decided he would wage an outsiders race. “He had always been a …maverick,” Price said. He was a registered Democrat, but was conservative, so he made the decision that he would run as an independent against Eve. 

“So here’s Eve running as a Democrat,” Price recalled. “There were only 7,000 registered Republicans in the city … and Griffin registers as an Independent. Traditionally in the ethnic politics of this city, there had been a Polish-Irish coalition faced off against an Italian and Black coalition.”3 

Price said with Eve winning the Democratic primary, everyone assumed he would be a shoo-in. Then Griffin declared his independent candidacy. Where would his support come from? 

Price said, “I can remember going to give a talk to a group of businessmen that met at the Hotel Lenox once a month. I was this new young hotshot and the name of the club was the Equity Club. My father had been a part of that group, so I got invited to come and give this talk.”4

“And I walked into the Hotel Lenox on North Street … and tucked way back in the back corner of the restaurant, who do I spot but Jim Griffin and a woman named Alfreda Slominski.” She was the head of the Conservative Party in Western New York and had served as a Buffalo city councilperson and county comptroller for many years. Price found the meeting to be very interesting. “It was clear that the two of them were involved in a very deep conversation,” he said.5 

Not long after that, the Conservative Party endorsed Griffin, so he ran on both the Conservative and Independent lines. Because Eve and Joe Crangle were arch enemies, “the Democratic Party just slowed down any… monetary support to the Eve campaign and Eve had to go into a substantial personal debt in order to even get signs up on lawns,” according to Price.6

Griffin ended up defeating Eve in the general election. According to Price, everybody wondered how he was going to govern. 7

One person who got Griffin’s attention was Harold Cohen, the dean of the School of Architecture and Environmental Design at the University of Buffalo. Cohen had established a reputation dating back to about 1974 of being public spirited and interested in being an activist dean. Price said Cohen wanted to get the School of Architecture “pressed into service to help the city in its efforts to rejuvenate and resuscitate itself and get out of the long term structural decline that it had fallen into.”8

Buffalo was a steel and grain milling city. Part of Griffin’s claim to fame was that he had been a grain scooper down on the waterfront. The grain industry was one of the industrial sectors of this region’s economy. Grain milling employed about 2,000 people as a single industrial sector in the 1930s, but by 1995 there were less than 200 people. “That’s a function of automation and the industrialization,” Price said. The economy was restructuring from manufacturing and heavy industry to services in the 1970s, and many people didn’t understand what was going on. Price added, “But we were right in the in the heart of darkness in the late ’70s when Griffin was elected.”9

Buffalo had nine council districts that corresponded to the socio-economic geography of the city. Griffin won strongly in South Buffalo and the East Side. But he had not done as well in the Delaware district, which was where Buffalo’s old money was, the center core of the city, and in North central, which was toward the University at Buffalo.10 

Price said that Harold Cohen (and his counterpart David Perry, also from U.B.), in his capacity as Dean, went to the mayor-elect and told him he would need support from the entire city to govern.11 How would Griffin accomplish that? 

Private sector initiatives led the way in northeastern American cities, including Buffalo. Looking back into the late 19th century, the old money in the city called in Frederick Law Olmstead to create the park system, and that was done with private money and given to the city as a gift. 

A century later, the downtown interests, the major banks and financial institutions in the city, got together with a few remaining industries in the city and formed an organization called the Greater Buffalo Development Foundation (G.B.D.F.)12

The business leaders saw the city had been stagnant for decades because of a lack of planning skills. G.B.D.F. hired the Philadelphia urban planning firm of Wallace McHarg Roberts & Todd and brought them to Buffalo. They wrote a report titled “The regional center: a comprehensive plan for downtown Buffalo, New York,” which was published in 1971.

“If you go back and look at that plan,” Al Price says, “many of the things that the plan called for, like the subway system and the new airport, a lot of those elements were defined in that plan. So all I did was I went to look at that plan and pulled one element out of that which was the resuscitation of the downtown theater district.” 13

Decades earlier, Buffalo had been a major city, with a vibrant downtown and theater district. Most every famous entertainer made a stop in Buffalo. At one point, even the Canadian city of Toronto wanted to be Buffalo. Restaurants would benefit from a downtown entertainment district. 

Based on the Wallace McHarg Roberts & Todd plan, they created the Theater District Association. These were the remaining business people who owned businesses in the 600 block of Main Street, which included the Sheas Buffalo and Paramount theaters.14

So Harold Cohen contacted the Theater District Association and met Marty Jacobi, who owned Jacobi Brothers, a men’s clothing store. Jacobi told Price that Griffin had been shopping at Jacobi Brothers since he was a councilperson in the 60s. Jacobi said if someone approached the mayor, he might be interested in the Theater District plan.


[image: Harold Cohen, dean of the UB School of Architecture. Courtesy of Lore Levin.]
Harold Cohen, dean of the UB School of Architecture. Courtesy of Lore Levin.


Cohen approached Jimmy Griffin and said resuscitating the Theater District made sense because even if he built offices and hotels downtown, people would still be there during the workday and then it would be dead as a doornail.15 Cohen told Griffin the new Theater District Association was behind it and “the Inteligencia will buy it.” This was something that would endear him to people that didn’t vote for him, but may. Cohen was persuasive and the rough and tumble Griffin went for it.

With Al Price’s help, they cut a contract with the City of Buffalo to do the plan for the Theater District. “We were the ones that kind of pulled that whole plan together,” Price said. “I worked on it as director of technical services under the Dean and played a pivotal role in creating the plan that we gave to the city.”16

Working with Larry Quinn at Community Development, and to a lesser extent David More, Coordinator of Economic Development, Cohen would arrive on the ninth floor of city hall wearing knee high polished black boots and a full-length black cape. “He was a very energetic visionary and I count him as one of my mentors,” David More recalled.17

The plan laid out what to do and how to do it. “Part of what was appealing to the mayor was that unlike most plans,” Price said, “we did a lot of high visibility promotion of the idea of a theater district.” To spread the word, they produced a newsprint edition of the plan. Price had the foresight to put a photograph of the mayor on the front page. “So the mayor got a lot of prominent play out of that and because we printed it in newsprint, we printed by the thousands, and that meant everywhere we went, every place we had a public meeting, we were passing those things out like Chicklets.”18

With Griffin’s picture on the cover, it cemented his involvement and support for the Theater District and the idea of the plan. “Everybody in town got very excited about it and Harold really sold it to the community,” Price said. “The city got behind it and was prepared to make major investments, public investments in securing the Sheas Buffalo and enlarging that facility.”19

This led Cohen to approach Griffin to create a committee on arts. There was a lot of art in public places around the city with no formal database. But the impetus was Griffin’s hostility towards a sculpture chosen by prior Mayor Stanley Makowski. Griffin claimed A Coronation, by artist Kenneth Snelson (which was supposed to stand in front of the new City Court Building in Niagara Square), belonged “on the bottom of Lake Erie.” 

David More said Dean Cohen’s office at U.B. had “a big old barber’s chair in the middle that swiveled around. I spent a lot of time in that chair formulating plans for the Mayor’s Committee, talking about art, potential development ideas for Buffalo, people we knew in common, etc.”20

In a surprise public move, Mayor Griffin announced the formation of the Mayor’s Committee on the Arts and Cultural Affairs on Friday, July 21, 1978. The new committee would work on “development of a strategy for public policy decisions affecting the arts.”21

“Cohen convinced the mayor that we should do an inventory of all of Buffalo’s public art,” Price said. They pitched the project to the mayor, who said he would support it and funded the University of Buffalo. Price directed the study, titled “Buffalo’s Public Art,” and they inventoried all the art in the public domain in the city.22

Price served as an original member appointed by Mayor Griffin and would serve uninterrupted for the first 16 years of its existence.


      [image: image-placeholder]James Militello worked as Griffin’s vice chairperson of the Buffalo Urban Renewal Agency (B.U.R.A.), and head of Community Development. Under the Urban Renewal Agency, they would receive block grant funding from the federal government. “It is an authority,” Militello explained, “but it was used more or less as an operating shell, a conduit, for the flow of government money.” He said the principal organization, the Department of Community Development, had about 160 employees and many sub-corporations. In 1983, there was a lot of free flowing money through President Jimmy Carter. “I was there from ’78 to ‘84,” he added, “and the block grant program used to be $5 million a year and it went up to $25 million. I tell my family and friends I sure wasted a lot of taxpayer dollars. I don’t know why, but that was our role.”23

The Department of Community Development hosted the Arts Committee as an administrative home. Militello said all the entities operated separately, but the support and staffing of it came through Community Development. They did everything from putting in streets and sidewalks and trees to financing buildings to economic development. “It was quite a heady period.” He said that Jim Griffin was a unique leader and there were many stories about how he operated.24

Chairperson of the new arts committee was Harold L. Cohen. He said they would push to make Buffalo “a center of culture” and create a “renaissance in Buffalo. The beauty of Buffalo is that it’s a melting pot. It’s not a question of highbrow or lowbrow; it’s a question of quality.”25

The other inaugural members of the Committee were Jimmy Griffin’s wife, Margaret; Maxine N. Brandenberg, director of Arts Development Services, Inc. (U.B. named her Outstanding Woman of Western New York, in 1978.)26 Samuel D. Magavern, a well-respected attorney in Buffalo, led his law firm, Magavern, Magavern, Lowe, Beilewech, Dopkins and Fadale, (which dated to 1826), for 50 years. Artist Walter A. Prochownik, born in Buffalo, was a painter and educator recognized for his murals, landscapes, portraits, figurative, and abstract works. He would teach at several local colleges.27 

Al Price said that Harold Cohen “had a very substantial influence,” on Jim Griffin. After they created the Mayor’s Committee on the Arts and Cultural Affairs, the question became, who would run it? According to Price, and Cohen’s daughter Lore Levin, Harold recommended, quietly behind the scenes, David More.28

More had deep ties to Buffalo and the community. He received a Bachelor of Arts degree from Hampshire College in Amherst, Massachusetts with a concentration in the Philosophy of Art and Critical Theory.29 He would be the coordinator of economic development and secretary of the Arts Committee. His great-great-grandfather was David Gray, a well-known poet and close friend of Mark Twain when he lived in Buffalo. His great-grandfather, Chauncey Hamlin, was president of the Board of Managers of the Society of Natural Sciences (Museum of Science) for over 20 years. More’s grandmother, Martha Hamlin Visser’t Hooft, was a nationally recognized abstract painter, and his mother, Martje More, was active in the local art scene for almost 30 years, operating three different commercial art galleries.30

Jim Militello said, “This gentleman, David More, is a wonderful guy, and he took a path in his life that someone like me can’t relate to. He understands the arts and all this and all the symbolism and the importance of creativity and stuff.”31 

The Mayor’s Committee on the Arts was unexpected, because of Griffin’s hostility towards the arts community over the Snelson sculpture. There was a rumor at the time that Joan Mondale, the vice-president’s wife, twisted Griffin’s arm to get the sculpture approved. “That’s a lot of blankety blank,” David More said. “Nobody twists Jimmy Griffin’s arm. The real reason the mayor changed his mind was because there had been a misunderstanding about the nature of the work. When we had a scale model of the work, we plopped it in front of his desk and the mayor said, ‘I like it.’” 32 Griffin didn’t realize where it was going and made a stink about it. By December 1978, he eased his stance on the artwork and they dedicated it in 1980.

The Committee on Arts would be very busy as they were about to have “a very prominent role because the (Light Rail) was coming in,” Jim Militello said. “We got a billion, half a billion dollars to do a train to nowhere. And one percent of that money was set aside for art.” So the Arts Committee was in their heyday.33 The original committee studied art commissions in other cities to decide how they would proceed. They would focus on public art.

The creation of a city-run arts organization didn’t thrill everyone. On Sunday, June 1, 1980, over 50 representatives from the arts community met to discuss a variety of topics, but the formation of a Buffalo Arts Commission was a top priority. They felt there was too much power already being wielded by the larger organizations in the city.

“That’s a little like 1984 (the book by George Orwell),” said Bryna Weiss, a member of the city-appointed Upper Main Street Development Corp, which distributed government funds for property development in the Theater District. Weiss said they needed “safeguards” in the resolution ensuring input from the entire artistic community — otherwise they could come under the stranglehold of the directors of some of Buffalo’s biggest cultural guns, such as the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, the University of Buffalo’s School of Architecture, the Buffalo Fine Arts Academy, and Arts Development Services (a leading conduit for state and federal arts funding in Buffalo). Maxine Brandenberg of Arts Development Services was on the new arts committee. Those organizations would continue their grip for many years. 34

“There’s a little clique that’s been running the arts in this community for 10 years,” said playwright Manny Fried. “These people should not be sitting on top of the arts forever.”35

On July 15, 1980, Buffalo Councilperson Eugene W. Fahey said he would submit a bill for creation of a Buffalo Arts Commission. The final makeup was determined through negotiations, with the mayor appointing ten members and the Common Council president appointing five. The Common Council adopted this legislation on July 23, 1980, and was signed into law by Mayor Griffin.36

“That resulted in a number of things,” Al Price said. “First of all, was a long-term capital program to preserve and clean and maintain the sculptures in the public domain. But we were able to convince the city council to pass an amendment to the city charter, not only creating the (Buffalo) Arts Commission and giving it jurisdiction over all the public art, but also to pass the ‘one for art’ resolution so that any construction project that the city council approved, that had a million dollars or more in total construction costs, they had to set aside one percent for art in public places. The Arts Commission was given jurisdiction over the selection process and how to work with the private sector investment community to identify appropriate artists to contribute new art in the public domain.”37

The Buffalo Fine Arts Academy’s president, Samuel Magavern, was the first chairperson of the Buffalo Arts Commission in 1980. 38

In March 1984, Magavern said, “Whereas before the city haphazardly accepted and placed monuments and sculptures, now considerable time, effort and professional help is invested in considering the location and acceptance of art, as well as helping to find sponsors and helping artists with their problems. We also have been able to take this responsibility off the shoulders of the administration.”39

Their goal at the time was to be part of a major project, like “the arch in St. Louis. We’ve done it on no budget,” Magavern said. “In fact, we’ve brought money into the city through grants.”40

Once the ordinance became part of the city charter, David More assumed he “would continue with my full-time job as Coordinator of Economic Development under Larry Quinn.” He had a staff of six and two secretaries. Then Mayor Griffin called and offered More the executive director position. He went behind Ron Anthony’s back and met with the mayor privately with “a list of my own recommendations, which he accepted entirely, but Ron later snuck in a few of his cronies.”41 

More admitted to being ambitious and pompous and arrogant. “I’m principally bored with people who, broadly understood, don’t have an aesthetic,” he declared in 1984. He said he could not excuse painters and sculptors for “not acting businesslike, because they are artists.”42

“It is interesting to see how worked up people can get about a memorial or a public artwork,” More continued. “More letters to the editor were written about Larry Griffis’ Spirit of Womanhood than for any other subject. This is why these things have to be treated so carefully. It is public, and the public never agrees about art. And memorials deal with peoples’ loyalties, deal with peoples’ convictions.”43

Buffalo News arts critic Anthony Bannon asked David More what it would take to bring a proposal to the Arts Commission. He said he would ask, “Is it appropriate for the citizens of Buffalo and the viewing public to be exposed to this? You don’t have a choice looking at Birds Excited into Flight as you drive down Chapin Parkway, for instance.”44 Because Larry Griffis installed it without the City’s permission after being rejected by the Arts Commission.
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“The visual puns of the piece are enough to swallow up three-quarters of modern art history.” Richard Huntington

As an artist, Billie Lawless was always expanding his use of materials. He would exhibit his work whenever and wherever he could. From 1977 to 1981, he exhibited in Boston, Toronto, Buffalo, New York City, Philadelphia, Evanston, Illinois, and others. Some exhibits were invitationals and others juried.

In mid-August 1979, he held an exhibit at East River Savings Bank at Cathedral Park and Main Street in downtown Buffalo. Called “New Outdoor Sculpture,” it was an exhibit of recent steel sculptures and ran until August 31.1

As he grew as an artist, he began working on larger steel sculptures. “I did a sculpture at The Nichols School entitled Lament, which I built in 1979.“ It was approximately 14 feet in height, three-eighths inch steel plate. He said, “It was really flat pieces that were cut out and then welded and bolted together … maybe 24 feet in length and it’s probably two or three tons… in terms of weight.”2

He said that creating these large, heavy sculptures was very expensive and often took a toll on his body during construction.

George Enos of Enos and Sanderson steel company gave Billie a lot of encouragement. “He said he would make a certain commitment if I could get the rest of the material.” Lawless received a tip that the vice-president at Republic Steel Company was an engineer. So he sent him a cardboard model that he could put together.

“I sent a proposal to Republic,” Lawless said, “and they agreed to make the donation. Most of my donation requests, I always make it part of my request that the pieces I’m doing are going to be shown in the public and that this is part of the donation.” He often created a bronze plaque to put at the site, naming the people or companies that gave donations.3

Nichols School, a private school on Amherst Street in Buffalo, unveiled Lament on Friday, October 17, 1980. Republic Steel superintendent of industrial relations Drew D. Egleston, and Gary Stanton, chairperson of the Nichols art department, attended the unveiling.4

Billie Lawless did another large outdoor piece in 1981 titled Cock-A-Doodle-Doo. “I was working with steel plate, a much larger scale, approximately 30 feet, eight tons.” He said that Cock-A-Doodle-Doo was Lament to the next degree. He needed a fabricator and a local steel company was going to pay for the sculpture. Then, after he had worked on it for a year, they changed their mind. That’s when he saw an article in the newspaper where Dr. D. Bruce Johnstone, president of Buffalo State College, said he wanted to beautify the campus. So Lawless approached him to install Cock-A-Doodle-Doo on the campus.5

“Just like Lament, it became more complicated,“ Billie said, “in that, at that point I needed an engineer to do something that scale, to design the foundation, to design the struts that would support the piece, wind-load tests had to be done. Rustoleum was able to give me the paints for it. I had to get it sandblasted. I had to hire trucking companies, get donations from them to move the piece. So it became Lament magnified many, many, many more times.”6

Other donors of goods of steel were Republic Steel, Bethlehem Steel, and Enos and Sanderson. Pratt & Lambert also donated paint. Computer Task Group and Niagara Frontier Services (the parent company of Tops Friendly Markets), donated. VanWert-Snyder-Sklarsku-Rowley did site planning, and Globe Fabrication did fabrication. 7

They dedicated Cock-A-Doodle-Doo, with an estimated cost of $55,000, on November 30, 1981. They placed it in front of Upton Hall at Buffalo State College on Elmwood Avenue in Buffalo. 

Billie exhibited at the Artists’ Gallery’s “Sculpture ’81″ in Buffalo. A review of Billie’s artwork, Caged Souls to the Moon, by art critic Richard Huntington seemed to capture the artist’s early artwork. “A work like Billie Lawless’ plastic and neon Caged Souls to the Moon looks at first very ‘aesthetic’ because of its use of by now very familiar geometric systems of early Modernism. But this large work is really hedging its bets. It wants to ‘look good’ in the regular, beautiful art way, but it wants its turn at outrageous parody, too. The visual puns of the piece are enough to swallow up three-quarters of modern art history.”8


[image: image-placeholder]
"Lament." Billie Lawless (left) at Nichols School unveiling with Gary Stanton, center, and Drew Egleston. Photo by Richard Roeller. 


Billie created a maquette (a French word sculptors use for model) and the finished sculpture Dancing Fish, (paint on steel) as well as Nose Job, (Plexiglas, neon, steel and wood), in 1981. Dr. and Mrs. Armand J. Castellani, gifted all three to The Buscaglia-Castellani Art Gallery at Niagara University in 1987.

In the fall of 1980, Niagara Falls Aquarium Director Bela Babus sought the help of Kenneth E. Peterson and Billie Lawless to construct a sculpture park on three acres of land outside the Aquarium. “The Aquarium is an educational facility,” Babus said, “and as such, it is our responsibility to educate in as many ways as we possibly can.”9 

Babus found Lawless and Peterson through the Artists Gallery in the Essex Arts Center in Buffalo. He told them he had the land and ambition, but no money to commission sculptures. He wanted to create a sculpture park “because human creativity is just as wonderful as nature, but on a different plane.”10

The artists were interested, so Peterson helped to set up a system and Billie handled the selection of artists willing to donate work. Lawless said there was nothing unusual about a sculpture park at the Aquarium. “They might seem dissimilar at first,” he said, “but when you think about it they really aren’t. They’re both making positive statements about life itself, about the value of life. I think they really are quite supportive of one another.”11   

By April 1981, they displayed six large sculptures on the land with more planned. Alvin Frega, Patrick A. Thibert, Jeff Mase, Tony Patterson, and Glenn Zweygardt were the first to display artwork. The last work was by Billie, a one-and-a-half ton steel-plated sculpture called Life Savers, that plays on the idea of colored semi-circular shapes.


[image: Billie Lawless (hat) at dedication of ]
Billie Lawless (hat) at dedication of "Cock-A-Doodle-Doo", November 30, 1981, Buffalo State College. Behind Lawless is State Senator Anthony Masiello. Photo by and courtesy of Lyndie Vantine. 


The official opening of the Sculpture Park was on Mother’s Day, May 10, and coincided with the “I Love New York Spring Flower Festival.” Aquarium staff members created a flower bed, spelling out “I Love New York” in the shape of New York State.12 

Also in 1981, Billie worked on a proposal for a new sculpture. Even though he protested against the Vietnam war and sued the government, he submitted a proposal to the competition for the Vietnam Veterans Memorial to be built in Washington, D.C. “I met an architect at SUNY at Buffalo, and we both thought it would be an interesting project to tackle together. Essentially (he) took one of my sculptures and then dealt with all the design problems around my sculpture.” There were 1,432 entries, and Lawless didn’t get the commission.13 For those who fought in the war, they could have seen his winning as a slap in the face.

This experience of working with an architect, though, led to him discovering architectural drafting templates. “Soon, they dominated his drawings,” George Howell wrote in 1982.14

Billie was constantly searching out galleries to exhibit his work. “In my business, it’s very much do or die. If you’re not exhibiting … you have no presence, so it’s crucial that your work is constantly on exhibition either in galleries or museum exhibitions.”15


[image: image-placeholder]
"Cock-a-Doodle-Doo," Buffalo State College, 1981. Courtesy of Lyndie Vantine.



      [image: image-placeholder]In 1981, the Buffalo Courier-Express discussed the question of censorship in an article about cable TV, a new and untapped medium and was experiencing the growth pains associated with conservative standards. Clyde Pynson, advertising director of the Buffalo Evening News, said, “We try to avoid censorship. But we do insist on conservative standards of acceptance. We think this is a fairly conservative community, and we believe our policy reflects the community’s standards.”16

John T. Dugan Jr., Buffalo Police vice squad, said, “In most cities people figure if it’s happening then it must be OK. But Buffalo is more conservative, that’s why you have the outcry over cable television. I think people should have the right to say what is acceptable in their community.”17 

These so-called standards would eventually boil over and become front and center again and again. 

Erie Community College was celebrating the college’s opening of a new city campus in February 1982 by hosting an exhibition with about 25 artists. Kenneth E. Peterson from Artists’ Gallery, a judge for the juried aspect of the show, was asked to substitute another work for the nude sculpture he had planned to exhibit, because they felt some conservative members of the county-funded college would find it offensive, and potentially controversial.18 A handful of artists therefore pulled their works from the show. 

On Saturday, February 13, 1982, Peopleart/Buffalo, 224 Lexington Avenue, held an exhibition called “Removals” that included the nude sculpture by Peterson that Erie Community College refused to show. Billie Lawless, Larry Griffis, Susan Pollock, Ed Bisone, and Wayne Franklin had also withdrawn their art from the ECC show in support of Peterson and exhibited at this event. Bruce Adams, director of Peopleart/Buffalo said, “Censorship is too important of an issue to let go by. We had to cancel another show … but we felt it was urgent to have the show be concurrent with the college exhibition. What we are offering is the chance for the public to decide for themselves if the action was a fair one.”19

This is where the arts community and the public veer off in different directions. Was Buffalo, a rust belt blue-collar city, so socially conservative it was not capable of appreciating art?


      [image: image-placeholder]The Buffalo Arts Commission worked with the Martin Luther King Trust Fund in 1981 to have a sculpture of Dr. King commissioned to put into M. L. King Park in Buffalo. The Trust Fund was collecting private money for scale models, and the Department of Community Development provided funding for the larger project.

By the April 1, 1982 meeting of the Arts Commission, they had chosen the winner, artist John Wilson. “The final statue will be a six foot high head of Martin Luther King,” Wilson wrote. “It will be designed to convey some of what I feel are his basic characteristics. The total design should suggest a kind of communal, ritualized area that is similar to the feelings conveyed by the giant Olmec heads.”20

Almost from the start, the Black community cried foul, saying it did not look like Dr. King, which was Wilson’s point from the beginning. But maybe the Arts Commission should have taken that as a sign and paid closer attention to Billie Lawless.


      [image: image-placeholder]The Buscaglia-Castellani Art Gallery, at Niagara University in Niagara Falls, New York, held “Billie Lawless New Works” from March 5 – April 19, 1982. The Buffalo News called Lawless “the popular Buffalo sculptor” and said “these new pieces are wall constructions of neon, plexiglass, plastic and steel rods.” A fully illustrated catalogue and essay by Buffalo arts critic and early Hallwalls exhibitor George Howell accompanied the show, which was made possible through private donations and support from Armand Castellani’s Tops Friendly Markets.

Howell said he first got to know Billie Lawless in early 1982, when he was asked to write the essay for the show.21 He wrote, “Following in the tradition of American sculptors like Calder, Di Suvero, and Smith, Lawless is drawn towards monumental scale and massive weight.”22 


[image: Cover of Billie Lawless New Works catalogue, 1982. Courtesy of Castellani Art Museum.]
Cover of Billie Lawless New Works catalogue, 1982. Courtesy of Castellani Art Museum.


Billie would work alone on these large sculptures, often compromising his own health. It was during this time, after he injured his back, that he began photographing images for later use (including on a building on Bailey Avenue in Buffalo that he would later use in Green Lightning) and created these smaller scale artworks. “I was intrigued by the idea of the signs for years. I recognized associations between the complexity of these structures and the sculptural ideas I was drawn to. Late last fall, I spent a couple weeks photographing old, decaying signs with the sense of actually beginning something.” 23

The show was a departure from his early large-scale steel sculpture and explored neon wall relief. 
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