


































Written Testimony: City Council – 17 December 2019 
Harriet F. Senie (harrietfsenie.com) 
 
I am an art historian and professor who has written several books and numerous articles about 
public art and memorials, and taught classes on the subject at the undergrad and graduate 
levels at City College and The CUNY Graduate Center.  I have also as served on the Mayoral 
Advisory Commission on City Art, Monuments, and Markers, as well as She Built NYC, and any 
number of public art and memorial selection committees.   
 
I have three key points I wish to make: 
1)The Percent for Art program has done an amazing job. 
2)Memorials are a special category of public art and require a distinct commissioning process. 
3)The issue of community involvement needs to be rethought. 
 
1)For the past 30 years plus years directors of the Percent for Art program have taken the time 
to discuss their job and the works they have commissioned with both undergrad and grad 
classes that I have taught at City College and The CUNY Graduate Center. Thus I have been able 
to observe the program’s expansion and evolution and have been truly amazed at their success, 
especially considering their small staff.  The City as a whole is infinitely improved as a result of 
their efforts. The selection processes in which I have participated have been meticulously 
conducted and in all instances a unanimous decision was reached; they really were models of 
democracy in action.   
 
2)Memorials are a special category of public art in that the stakes in codifying history are high 
and stakeholders are typically more passionate. These works require more background 
information for jurors and a more rigorous study of stakeholders’ positions.  When I served on 
the Flight 587 memorial selection committee the process was run by an outside consultant, in 
this case Jennifer McGregor, who has served as Director of Percent for Art and was well familiar 
with potential problems and conflicts, and thus able to avoid them. I firmly believe that the 
relatively small extra cost for a consultant would result in better memorials that more truly 
reflect their time and place. 
 
3)Community involvement in the public art process is absolutely essential and has increased 
greatly under Tom Finkelpearl’s directorship.  However, I recently witnessed the way the 
process can get out of control.  Community involvement in first the removal of the Dr. Sims 
memorial and then in commissioning its replacement had been so prominent that there was a 
pervasive and passionate feeling that the community should decide.  I believe, however, that 
community representation on the selection panel should suffice.  It is critical that the panel be 
informed about local needs and issues and the community be apprised of the committee’s 
thinking.  This can be realized if the process is clearly articulated from the start and the 
community representative is conscientious about their role.  One thing that emerged at the Dr. 
Sims community meeting was that the process wasn’t clear to these participants and the rancor 
that was expressed when the official selection committee didn’t coincide with community 
wishes was truly alarming. 



 

PS 9 Sarah Smith Garnet Parent Teacher Organization 

80 Underhill Avenue 

Brooklyn, NY 11238 

 

 

October 28, 2019  

 

 

Dear SheBuiltNYC and Ms. Chirlane McCray, 

 

We ask you to honor Ida B. Wells and her sister activists in Brooklyn. They were truly “Sisters In 

Freedom.” This group choice would make a powerful statement, and the monument would educate 

generations of New Yorkers about a talented and fierce group of women who fought for anti-lynching 

legislation, equal suffrage, economic well-being, and civil rights. This selection would elevate not only 

these great, empowered women but also Brooklyn and New York City’s central role in the history of 

their movement.  

 

After the Memphis, Tennessee newspaper edited by Ida B. Wells was attacked by a racist mob in 

1892, she decided to settle in Brooklyn, where many strong black institutions were already 

operating. Continuing to speak and write, Ida intensified the work of her world-famous anti-lynching 

campaign, where she lived for three years at 395 Gold Street, one block from what is now named 

“Abolitionist Place Park.” 

 

A remarkable collection of accomplished black women assisted her with public speaking, 

fundraising, and publicity. This sisterhood also established crucial social services and advocacy 

organizations, which drove the formation of the influential black women’s club movement in the 

United States. 

 

The public nominations for SheBuiltNYC already include Ida B. Wells and her colleagues, Sarah Smith 

Garnet—the first African-American woman principal in New York, and her sister, Dr. Susan Smith 

McKinney—the first African-American woman doctor in New York. SheBuiltNYC is working to honor 

groups of women, we believe that a proper monument to them in Brooklyn include them with their 

partners Maritcha Lyons and Victoria Earle Matthews. Together, a statue to them would have unique 

power to encourage the young girls and others of our community who aspire to be great leaders. 

 

It is impossible to understand the progress of the civil rights movement of the 20th century without 

understanding the work of these women. The selection of the “Sisters in Freedom” by SheBuiltNYC is 

obvious and deserving. 

 

Sincerely, 

PS9 Brooklyn Parent Teacher Organization 

         
Nzingah Diallo & Raul Rothblatt, Co-Presidents 

 

More info: 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/gilded-age-ida-b-wells/ 



 

Fiber Artist  

Xenobia Bailey 

Percent for the Arts Testimony  

Dec 17, 2019 

 

I would like to thank everyone at the Arts for Transit MTA Program for believing in my artwork 

enough for it to be installed in such an amazing space as the #7 Hudson Yards Subway Stop in 

2015. 

 

Around 20 years ago (so it seems) I submitted images of my work to several arts organizations 

slide registers, in hopes of a possible public arts commission. After that I had been short listed 

several times to compete for public arts commission in New York City which I never won. 

 

Each of those past submission has their unique story, such as my application to the Jay Street 

Borough Hall train station in Brooklyn, (which I did not get).  I was very nervous during my 

panel presentation, because I had a really terrible rendering for my presentation, I had created a 

work of art, that I thought the panel wanted to see in the subway, but my concept did not read 

that well, and my printer had really messed up my image. When all of us artists were waiting 

together, one of the artists among us who had applied for the same commission, said, “don’t be 

discouraged if you don’t get it.  He advised that I should learn from this experience to strengthen 

me for the next time. Then he added that this was his 6th time trying, and he was going to keep 

trying. He said this like it was part of our job as artists to be continuously rejected and bounce 

back from the results. 

 

What he had said had some comfort to it, but later after I saw that he had gotten the commission 

I witnessed the light at the end of his tunnel, and I was in that same tunnel.  

 

At that point I saw the victorious side of rejection (not my victory, it was his victory, yet, it was 

my victory also in a sloppy-seconds kind of way. 

 

Then came the Hudson Yards short listed call to apply to present artwork alongside 3 other 

established artists. I was very intimidated about this project, because nothing was built yet, and 

everyone at MTA kept saying how big this project was. I was way beyond scared, but the 

director, project manager and everyone at MTA told me to just do what I do, and don’t try to 

please the panel. Fear, hunger and MTA’s belief in my work was the motivation which resulted 

in me winning the commission. 

 

If truth be told, the Hudson Yards commission jump-started the beginning of my art practice. I 

don’t know what my life, not only my career, would be like if I had not gotten that opportunity. I 

could not have asked for a more supportive group of people than everyone that I worked with at 

the Art for Transit Program at MTA. 

 

It was a major game changer for me how my crochet was converted into 3 large overhead glass 

tiles mosaics created by the masterful mosaic fabricator Stephen Miotto. It all seemed like a 

natural evolution of materials of fiber to glass for a public Arts architectural structure. I could go 



on and on nonstop about how inspiring the Arts for Transit Director Sandra Bloodworth, who is 

a practicing artist herself was such a supporter. The project manager Lester Burgs calmed my 

jittering nerves, and everyone was so very encouraging how they introduced me, so graciously to 

the technical and construction worlds of making the vision for this project happen in the grandest 

way possible. 

 

Because of this opportunity, I have since received 4 public Arts commissions. 

 

1. A Percent for the Arts, pedestrian walkway paver and structural design for Coney Island, 

in Brooklyn (which had its challenges) Thanks to the Saintly Kendal Henry, The Director 

of Percent for Arts Program at the NYC Department of Cultural Affairs, the project was 

completed successfully.  

2. St. Petersburg, Florida (which was a mini Hudson Yards),  

3. The Grand Reading Room of the Martin Luther King Library in Washington DC (which 

is like pulling a 50-year-old Dream out of a hat).  

4. A permanent architectural structure and installation on the grounds of a sports arena in 

Los Angeles, California. 

 

All this has afforded me the opportunity to realize my fulfillment of practicing my art full time 

for the first time in my life, which I was beginning to believe, I was delusional to pursue 

becoming an fiber artist, using the medium of crochet, the aesthetic of “FUNK” and the domestic 

crafts of the African American Homemaker/Caregiver on a global scale. 

 

I would not be in this position, pursuing my creative practice as social needs be, if it was not for 

the Hudson Yards Commission and MTA believing in my work and supporting the development 

of the project which has enabled me to contribute my vision to Humanity. 

 

Thank You 

 

Xenobia Bailey 














