
Preface

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 BuLalo artist Billie Jawless was lit. 
1ust 5I minutes. kt too, more than a year and hundreds of hours to buildg 
and at least a month to assemble and install. But in 5I minutesg its life in 
BuLalo was ozcially over.

Who actually ?ot bambooCled in BuLaloO Was it the jity when the 
sculpture was lit and there were dancin? neon penisesO Sr was it Billie 
Jawlessg who had 2umped throu?h all the hoops and had every department 
approve itg only to have the mayor order it demolishedO

When k set out to write this boo,g k really did not ,now what the story 
was about. kn 0eptember N9NNg the idea 2umped into my head out of 
nowhere. kn 8ovember 54T’g k was 2ust N9 years old. k va?uely remembered 
the story and probably read about it over the yearsg but k never really 
thou?ht about writin? a boo,.

0o as k searched the knternet for people relevant to the storyg k saw a 
bi??er pictureg about a sculpture the city dismantled. Mhis was a story 
about truth and honesty. ktGs about conservatismg obscenityg slei?ht of 
hand. kt is a story that the more k du? into itg the more k was unsure of 
where it was ?oin?. 

k ,ept chan?in? my mind about what k thou?ht the answer wasg but k 
never was sure what the endin? would be. kn order to tell the story of Green 
Lightning and Billie Jawlessg kGd have to tell the story of -ayor 1immy 
Erizng and of the BuLalo Arts jommissiong and the jity of BuLalo.

 k spo,e to so many wonderful peopleg some who easily ?ave their time. 
Mhere were others who either remembered nothin? or wanted absolutely 
nothin? to do with it. k contacted doCens of people. But in the endg k believe 
kGve been able to tell a story about my hometown of BuLalog and how 
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public art can be controversial. 
Mhe mayorg the arts commissiong and the urban renewal a?ency all apx

proved it. 8veryone up and down the line thou?ht this was a positive idea 
for an area dead for decadesg in a city that was tryin? to crawl bac, from 
depression and 2ob loss. Sri?inally planned for a private lot on the cityGs 
8ast sideg a primarily Blac, area that rarely saw anythin? new and e9citin?g 
the councilperson moved it to a more prominent location ri?ht oL the 
e9pressway where thousands of people could view it. 

Sn the ni?ht of the unveilin?g the artist than,ed everyoneg then turned 
on the power. Mhere were ?aspsg then lau?hs as penises danced across the 
four panels. Billie was ?oin? to leave earlyg possibly to avoid the furor he 
foresaw or the pressg but then the vice squad showed up. 

Snce the sculpture was up and standin?g k donGt thin, Billie Jawless 
thou?ht 1immy Erizn would act as swiftly as he didg and that was probax
bly his fatal mista,e. Because 1immy Erizn didnGt hesitate. When he made 
his mind upg that was it. 

0everal days laterg Erizn ordered the statue ta,en down and sent a tree 
service to dismantle it. 

What led up to this and what happened afterward is what weGre ?oin? 
to e9plore. 





Early Years

“An artist must evaluate himself realistically. 

Many artists wish to excuse themselves from 

the ‘dues paying.’” Billie Lawless
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1965 St. Joseph's Collegiate Institute yearbook. 
Billie Lawless, back row, far right. Courtesy of 

Craig Pawlak.
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Sculptor Larry Griffis next to 
his sculpture "Birds Excited Into 
Flight" in Buffalo. He would en-

courage and help Lawless over 
the years. Courtesy of Nila Griff-

is. Lampman
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Buffalo Arts 
Commission

“The beauty of Bulaio s’ that stm’ a neitsgp .otI 

qtm’ got a rue’tsog of hsphbwo; ow io;bwo;” stm’ a 

rue’tsog of ruaistyIH dawoiL CI Aoheg

P cc,E-–DU R, Rv( )MR( PifweL JwsGek P’’oGsate Jwofe’’ow 2news9
tu’ 1 6e.awtnegt of 7wbag agL Nepsogai Jiaggsgpk 7gsYew’sty at 

Bulaio S7IBIOk Fayow ?sn 8ws0g ;a’ got a puy ;ho oge ;ouiL haYe 
Le’GwsbeL a’ besgp ;eii eLuGateL ow ’o.hs’tsGateLI “de ;a’ a 5sgL of a 
wouph agL tunbie puyk agL a hawL ’Gwabbie 5sgL of puykH he ’asLI4é They 
eieGteL hsn to the Bulaio Asty AougGsi to we.we’egt the 2iisGott 6s’twsGt sg 
…é34 agL sg …é3Wk theg to the xe; jow5 ztate zegatek ’ewYsgp ugtsi …éWWI

qt ;a’ sg …éWW that xe; jow5 ztate 6e.uty P’’enbiy z.ea5ew Pwthuw &I 
2Ye beGane the :w’t ’ewsou’ PfwsGag9PnewsGag GagLsLate fow the o0Ge of 
nayow sg BulaioI 2Ye ;a’ a AsYsi Nspht’ ieaLew that haL hei.eL to gepotsate 
;sth the PttsGa .ws’ogew’ sg …éW… agL he waiiseL BiaG5 Yotew’I de wag sg 
the 6enoGwatsG .wsnawy apasg’t 8ws0g agL Aow.owatsog Aoug’ei Ce’ise 
‘o’GhsoI Pi JwsGe ’asLk psYeg the Ghagpsgp Lenopwa.hsG’ of Bulaiok he 
beiseYeL thewe ;a’ a GogGewg ;sth 2Ye wuggsgp a’ a 6enoGwatI 

“qg the .oistsG’ of ths’ GstykH JwsGe ’asLk “thewe ;ewe ’o fe; weps’teweL 
Ne.ubisGag’k to ;sg the 6enoGwatsG Jwsnawy ;a’ tagtanougt to eieGtsogk 
wspht$H Pino’t VK .ewGegt of the BiaG5 Gonnugsty YoteL sg that ze.9
tenbew …éWW .wsnawyk agL Pwthuw 2Ye LsL the ugsnapsgabiek agL ;og the 
6enoGwatsG JwsnawyI

Jetew ?I Awotty haL beeg 2wse Aougty 6enoGwatsG Ghasw.ew’og fwon 
…é—O to …é3—I ds’ .wotPpPk ?oe Awagpiek too5 oYew sg …é3— agL ;a’ at 
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oLL’ ;sth nagy .eo.ie sg the aweaI qt ;a’ go ’uw.ws’e that Pwthuw 2Ye agL 
Awagpie ;ewe “weaiiy awGh egense’kH JwsGe ’asLk “agL a’ a Gog’eruegGe of 
that baL biooLQ thewe ;a’ ag sgtewe’tsgp 5sgL of GogugLwunIHRK 

PnsL aii of thatk ?sn 8ws0gk aftew io’sgp the .wsnawyk LeGsLeL he ;ouiL 
;ape ag out’sLew’ waGeI “de haL ai;ay’ beeg a QnaYewsG5kH JwsGe ’asLI de 
;a’ a weps’teweL 6enoGwatk but ;a’ Gog’ewYatsYek ’o he naLe the LeGs’sog 
that he ;ouiL wug a’ ag sgLe.egLegt apasg’t 2YeI 

“zo hewem’ 2Ye wuggsgp a’ a 6enoGwatkH JwsGe weGaiieLI “Thewe ;ewe 
ogiy WkKKK weps’teweL Ne.ubisGag’ sg the Gsty Q agL 8ws0g weps’tew’ a’ ag 
qgLe.egLegtI TwaLstsogaiiy sg the ethgsG .oistsG’ of ths’ Gstyk thewe haL beeg 
a Jois’h9qws’h Goaistsog faGeL ol apasg’t ag qtaisag agL BiaG5 GoaistsogIHR… 

JwsGe ’asL ;sth 2Ye ;sggsgp the 6enoGwatsG .wsnawyk eYewyoge a’’uneL 
he ;ouiL be a ’hoo9sgI Theg 8ws0g LeGiaweL hs’ sgLe.egLegt GagLsLaGyI 
Shewe ;ouiL hs’ ’u..owt Gone fwon$ 

JwsGe ’asLk “q Gag wenenbew posgp to psYe a tai5 to a pwou. of bu’sge’’9
neg that net at the dotei CegoT ogGe a nogthI q ;a’ ths’ ge; yougp 
hot’hot agL the gane of the Giub ;a’ the 2rusty AiubI Fy fathew haL beeg 
a .awt of that pwou.k ’o q pot sgYsteL to Gone agL psYe ths’ tai5IHR4

“PgL q ;ai5eL sgto the dotei CegoT og xowth ztweet Q agL tuG5eL ;ay 
baG5 sg the baG5 Gowgew of the we’tauwagtk ;ho Lo q ’.ot but ?sn 8ws0g agL 
a ;onag ganeL PifweLa zionsg’5sIH zhe ;a’ the heaL of the Aog’ewYatsYe 
Jawty sg Se’tewg xe; jow5 agL haL ’ewYeL a’ a Bulaio Gsty GougGsi.ew’og 
agL Gougty Gon.twoiiew fow nagy yeaw’I JwsGe fougL the neetsgp to be Yewy 
sgtewe’tsgpI “qt ;a’ Gieaw that the t;o of then ;ewe sgYoiYeL sg a Yewy Lee. 
GogYew’atsogkH he ’asLIRR 

xot iogp aftew thatk the Aog’ewYatsYe Jawty egLow’eL 8ws0gk ’o he wag 
og both the Aog’ewYatsYe agL qgLe.egLegt isge’I BeGau’e 2Ye agL ?oe 
Awagpie ;ewe awGh egense’k “the 6enoGwatsG Jawty Uu’t ’io;eL Lo;g agyQ 
nogetawy ’u..owt to the 2Ye Gan.aspg agL 2Ye haL to po sgto a ’ub’tagtsai 
.ew’ogai Lebt sg owLew to eYeg pet ’spg’ u. og ia;g’kH aGGowLsgp to JwsGeIRO

8ws0g egLeL u. Lefeatsgp 2Ye sg the pegewai eieGtsogI PGGowLsgp to 
JwsGek eYewyboLy ;ogLeweL ho; he ;a’ posgp to poYewgI R—

&ge .ew’og ;ho pot 8ws0gm’ attegtsog ;a’ dawoiL Aohegk the Leag of 
the zGhooi of PwGhsteGtuwe agL 2gYswognegtai 6e’spg at the 7gsYew’sty 
of BulaioI Aoheg haL e’tabis’heL a we.utatsog Latsgp baG5 to about …éWO 
of besgp .ubisG ’.swsteL agL sgtewe’teL sg besgp ag aGtsYs’t LeagI JwsGe ’asL 
Aoheg ;agteL to pet the zGhooi of PwGhsteGtuwe “.we’’eL sgto ’ewYsGe to 
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hei. the Gsty sg st’ elowt’ to weUuYegate agL we’u’Gstate st’eif agL pet out of 
the iogp tewn ’twuGtuwai LeGisge that st haL faiieg sgtoIHR3

Bulaio ;a’ a ’teei agL pwasg nsiisgp GstyI Jawt of 8ws0gm’ Giasn to fane 
;a’ that he haL beeg a pwasg ’Goo.ew Lo;g og the ;atewfwogtI The pwasg 
sgLu’twy ;a’ oge of the sgLu’twsai ’eGtow’ of ths’ wepsogm’ eGogonyI 8wasg 
nsiisgp en.ioyeL about 4kKKK .eo.ie a’ a ’sgpie sgLu’twsai ’eGtow sg the 
…éRK’k but by …éé— thewe ;ewe ie’’ thag 4KK .eo.ieI “Thatm’ a fugGtsog 
of autonatsog agL the sgLu’twsaisVatsogkH JwsGe ’asLI The eGogony ;a’ 
we’twuGtuwsgp fwon nagufaGtuwsgp agL heaYy sgLu’twy to ’ewYsGe’ sg the 
…éWK’k agL nagy .eo.ie LsLgmt ugLew’tagL ;hat ;a’ posgp ogI JwsGe 
aLLeLk “But ;e ;ewe wspht sg the sg the heawt of Law5ge’’ sg the iate mWK’ 
;heg 8ws0g ;a’ eieGteLIHRW

Bulaio haL gsge GougGsi Ls’twsGt’ that Gowwe’.ogLeL to the ’oGso9eGo9
gonsG peopwa.hy of the GstyI 8ws0g ;og ’twogpiy sg zouth Bulaio agL the 
2a’t zsLeI But he haL got Loge a’ ;eii sg the 6eia;awe Ls’twsGtk ;hsGh ;a’ 
;hewe Bulaiom’ oiL nogey ;a’k the Gegtew Gowe of the Gstyk agL sg xowth 
Gegtwaik ;hsGh ;a’ to;awL the 7gsYew’sty at BulaioIRV 

JwsGe ’asL that dawoiL Aoheg SagL hs’ Gougtew.awt 6aYsL Jewwyk ai’o 
fwon 7IBIOk sg hs’ Ga.aGsty a’ 6eagk ;egt to the nayow9eieGt agL toiL hsn 
he ;ouiL geeL ’u..owt fwon the egtswe Gsty to poYewgIRédo; ;ouiL 8ws0g 
aGGon.is’h that$ 

JwsYate ’eGtow sgstsatsYe’ ieL the ;ay sg gowthea’tewg PnewsGag Gstse’k 
sgGiuLsgp BulaioI Coo5sgp baG5 sgto the iate …éth Gegtuwyk the oiL nogey 
sg the Gsty GaiieL sg ‘weLewsG5 Ca; &in’teaL to Gweate the .aw5 ’y’tenk agL 
that ;a’ Loge ;sth .wsYate nogey agL psYeg to the Gsty a’ a psftI 

P Gegtuwy iatewk the Lo;gto;g sgtewe’t’k the naUow bag5’ agL :gagGsai 
sg’tstutsog’ sg the Gstyk pot topethew ;sth a fe; wenasgsgp sgLu’twse’ sg the 
Gsty agL fowneL ag owpagsVatsog GaiieL the 8weatew Bulaio 6eYeio.negt 
‘ougLatsog S8IBI6I‘IOOK

The bu’sge’’ ieaLew’ ’a; the Gsty haL beeg ’tapgagt fow LeGaLe’ beGau’e 
of a iaG5 of .iaggsgp ’5sii’I 8IBI6I‘I hsweL the JhsiaLei.hsa uwbag .iaggsgp 
:wn of SaiiaGe FGdawp Nobewt’ W ToLL agL bwoupht then to BulaioI 
They ;wote a we.owt tstieL “The wepsogai GegtewX a Gon.weheg’sYe .iag fow 
Lo;gto;g Bulaiok xe; jow5kH ;hsGh ;a’ .ubis’heL sg …éW…I

“qf you po baG5 agL ioo5 at that .iagkH Pi JwsGe ’ay’k “nagy of the thsgp’ 
that the .iag GaiieL fowk is5e the ’ub;ay ’y’ten agL the ge; asw.owtk a iot of 
tho’e eienegt’ ;ewe Le:geL sg that .iagI zo aii q LsL ;a’ q ;egt to ioo5 at 


