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March 4, 2009

Grass-Roots Effort Defies Financial Crisis as

City-Wide Sculpture Exhibition Is Launched

We read daily that the Arts are suffering: museums, operas, ballet companies, philharmonic orchestras are struggling to exist.  Education cutbacks are forcing school boards to eliminate art, music and sports programs.  These are resources that enhance the quality-of-life for both young and old.  But, a strange thing has happened in a city 25 miles north of Manhattan where “Yes We Can” has not fallen on deaf ears.  

An outdoor sculpture museum, featuring 62 large sculptures by world-class sculptor David Hayes, now stands in parks, workplaces, schools, churches, city hall and the library, thanks to an unusual collaboration of public, private and volunteer efforts.

This would never have happened without a visionary mayor, Joseph Delfino, an arts-friendly park commissioner, Arne Abramowitz, a major living artist, and the efforts of one Eli Schonberger, White Plains’ de facto cultural impresario.  Starting five years ago with a small, all-volunteer sculpture committee, he brought museum-quality sculpture first to the White Plains library plaza and later to city parks.  Operating with only in-kind municipal support and on a minimal budget, the sculpture committee’s presentations grew and grew into what is now the region’s largest outdoor sculpture exhibition.  

What makes this collaboration so unusual is the remarkable blend of public and private effort.  Sculptures rise from the newly renovated Heyman Plaza at One North Broadway, leisure areas such as most public parks, places of worship and several schools.

This show places large sculpture right in people’s paths: the art becomes part of their neighborhood, people see it on their way to work or play, it is quietly present all day, all night and all year.

The project also involves the Board of Education.  An active group of volunteer docents shepherds every fifth-grader in White Plains to see and discuss the sculptures on display.

This outdoor museum collection is available for all to see 24 hours a day.  What’s more, it is open for an entire year, far longer than more typical art shows.  That’s because there is nothing typical about what is happening here.  Bold splashes of color – painted steel, actually – punctuate areas of the city that have never had art before.  When a large sculpture went up at the Winwood Housing Authority, residents gathered to see their new polychromatic neighbor and children immediately took delight.

In times when the arts, from music to theatre to dance, are dimming for lack of funding, White Plains shines a big, bold art beacon in 62 public places all about the city. The outdoor museum came about thanks to private funding and drew specific support from Heyman Properties, Schonberger Foundation, Belway Electric, RPW Group, Inc., Shinnyo-en Foundation Bridge of Friendship, White Plains Sculpture Committee, plus in-kind service from City of White Plains Recreation & Parks, the Department of Public Works and the office of Mayor Joseph M. Delfino.
The volunteers who made this happen hope that this ambitious and well-received project will serve as a model that motivates more artists to collaborate on outdoor museums here and in other cities around the country.

This open-air, yearlong museum came about after five years of planning. If it is continuing larger than ever, even in financially difficult times, it is thanks to the will of community members to come together and attract world-class artwork to White Plains. Because the Sculpture Committee is all-volunteer and grass roots, it thrives without a paid staff thanks to sweat equity, the power of community involvement and the generous help of local business owners. This makes a dramatic quality of life difference for residents and visitors who casually enjoy the sculptures in the course of their day.

# # #

CD with high-resolutions available, contact David M. Hayes, son of the sculptor, by email to david@davidhayes.com or phone (607) 432-7265 or (607) 353-9000.

Additional background materials available at davidhayes.com.
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